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Abstract 

Attachment style refers to the manner in which people form close social relationships 

with others. In addition to one’s global attachment style, people also possess relationship-

specific attachment styles. However, the factors within a relationship that can shape 

relationship-specific attachment have been relatively unexplored. The current work seeks to 

examine one such factor—mate value—that is, a person’s overall level of desirability as a 

romantic partner. Whereas people who have a low mate value may be particularly anxious in 

their relationships because they are aware that their partner may have more desirable 

alternatives, people with high mate value may be particularly avoidant in their relationships 

because they may have access to many relationship alternatives of their own. In the current 

work, romantically involved participants received false feedback about their mate value (high 

mate value, low mate value, or no feedback) and then completed a measure of relationship-

specific attachment. I hypothesized that a high mate value would lead to relatively more 

relationship-specific avoidance and low mate value would lead to relatively more relationship-

specific anxiety. I also examined the subsidiary hypothesis that effects of mate value would be 

moderated by trait-level attachment, such that one’s general tendency to be avoidant or anxious 

would be exacerbated by high or low mate value feedback, respectively. Results did not support 

my hypotheses. I found no main effect of condition or interaction with trait-level anxiety on 

relationship-specific anxiety. I also found no main effects of condition on relationship-specific 

avoidance. However, results revealed that among individuals high in trait avoidance, high mate 

value feedback (compared to controls) led to less relationship-specific avoidance. Potential 

interpretations of my results are discussed. 



 

 

 

Mate Value as a Predictor of Relationship-Specific Attachment 

The way people form and maintain close relationships with others is fundamentally 

based in people’s style of social attachment. Although attachment theory was originally 

conceptualized to explain the development of the relationship between infants and caregivers, it 

is believed to be an essential element in a person’s personality development throughout life 

(Bowlby, 1979). A vast body of research also has demonstrated the role of attachment in 

romantic relationships (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Extensive work in the attachment literature has 

shown that people tend to approach their relationships (including romantic relationships) with 

particular attachment styles. 

 People’s attachment style can be characterized with respect to two independent 

dimensions: anxiety and avoidance. Individuals displaying anxious attachment (high on the 

anxiety continuum) have an excessive desire to maintain high levels of intimacy with their 

partner and they tend to fear abandonment. Avoidant individuals (high levels of the avoidance 

dimension) aim to maintain physical and emotional distance from their partner. Securely 

attached individuals (low in both anxiety and avoidance) tend to maintain normal levels of 

intimacy and cope well with distance from their partner (Hazen & Shaver, 1987). Attachment 

style has important consequences for people’s relationships. For example, overly avoidant 

behavior in a relationship can damage both partners’ relationship satisfaction, while anxious 

attachment can elicit conflict in the relationship (Li & Chan, 2012). 

 Although attachment has historically been considered a trait that is relatively stable 

throughout one’s life and across different relationships, there is reason to believe that attachment 

can be influenced by a variety of factors within specific relationships. Recent work demonstrates 

that people report different attachment styles within different relationships (Caron, Lafontaine, 
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Bureau, Levesque, & Johnson, 2012; Kobak, 1994). Similarly, Cozzarelli (2000) found that 

one’s general attachment style may not coincide with one’s style in a certain relationship. For 

example, many people who demonstrate trait-level secure attachment may behave anxiously with 

certain romantic partners (Baldwin, Keelan, Fehr, Enns, & Koh-Rangarajoo, 1996). Thus, recent 

work within attachment theory has suggested that people hold both a general trait attachment 

style and relationship-specific attachment styles, the latter of which is heavily influenced by 

specific characteristics and factors within a given relationship. 

 Recent work has demonstrated that relationship-specific attachment is, at times, more 

predictive of specific relationship outcomes than trait attachment (Cozzarelli, 2000; Sprecher & 

Fehr, 2010). For example, individuals’ relationship-specific attachment models, but not general 

attachment model, significantly predicted relationship satisfaction and feelings of love in their 

current romantic relationship (Cozzarelli, 2000; Sprecher & Fehr, 2010). In addition, 

relationship-specific attachment anxiety has been shown to play a functional role in helping 

people to create new romantic relationships (Eastwick & Finkel, 2008). Thus, a growing body of 

research points to relationship-specific attachment as a key factor in relationship processes and, 

indeed, it may be more predictive of relationship functioning than trait attachment.  

 Although growing research has demonstrated that relationship-specific attachment style 

plays an important role in predicting relationship outcomes, the factors within a relationship that 

influence one’s relationship-specific attachment remain relatively unexplored. One important 

factor in relationship-specific attachment may be one’s mate value—that is, one’s overall 

desirability as a potential mate (Buss, 1989). People who have a low mate value may be 

particularly anxious in their relationships because they are likely to be aware that their partner 

may have more desirable relationship alternatives. In contrast, people with high mate value may 



 

 

be particularly avoidant in their relationships because they may be able to acquire relationship 

alternatives that are more desirable than their current romantic partner.  

Several pieces of evidence provide preliminary support for a link between attachment 

style and self-perceived mate value. For example, an anxious attachment style tends to be 

associated with perceptions of low self-worth and social self-confidence, whereas an avoidant 

style tends to be associated with high self-worth (Collins & Read, 1994). People with insecure 

attachment styles describe themselves less positively and are less likely to admit negative 

personal attributes than secure individuals (Mikulincer, 1995). Additionally, less attractive 

individuals tend to be more jealous and more concerned about infidelity in relationships (Brown 

& Moore, 2003). People with low mate value who have experienced infidelity in their 

relationships tend to become more insecure, and partners with high mate value react to infidelity 

with indignation (Phillips, 2010). Therefore, factors that influence mate value, such as self-

esteem and confidence, appear to be associated with one’s security in relationships.  

The current study tests the hypothesis that perceptions of one’s own mate value should 

influence one’s relationship-specific attachment style. I predicted that receiving feedback that 

one has a low mate value (compared to high mate value feedback and no feedback) will lead to 

higher levels of relationship-specific anxious attachment, and receiving feedback that one has a 

high mate value (compared to low mate value feedback and no feedback) will lead to higher 

levels of relationship-specific avoidant attachment. I also examined the subsidiary hypothesis 

that one’s trait-level attachment may moderate effects of mate value on relationship-specific 

attachment. For those who already tend to be highly insecure, perceiving themselves to have a 

high or low mate value within a specific relationship may exacerbate the avoidant/anxiety 

tendencies they already have. That is, for people high in trait avoidance, perceiving oneself to be 
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high in mate value may heighten their propensity to be avoidant in their current relationship; for 

people high in trait anxiety, perceiving oneself to have a low mate value may heighten their 

anxious tendencies. To test these hypotheses, romantically involved participants were given false 

feedback on their mate value (high mate value, low mate value, or no feedback) and then 

reported relationship-specific attachment and trait-level attachment.  

Method 

Participants 

Participants consisted of 91 Florida State University students (27 males, 64 females) who 

were compensated with partial course credit. Participants were all currently in a heterosexual 

romantic relationship (relationship length M = 22 months).  

Procedure 

 Participants were told that they were participating in an experiment that assessed their 

quality as a romantic partner and how that affected their relationship. They first completed a 

battery of questionnaires that were ostensibly used to calculate the participant’s mate value. This 

included the Experiences in Close Relationship Inventory (Brennan, Clark & Shaver, 1998), a 

36-item measure of trait attachment consisting of two-subscales measured on a 7 point Likert 

scale. The anxiety subscale consists of 18 items, such as “I am worried about being abandoned” 

(α=.89). The avoidance subscale consists of 18 items, such as “I prefer not to show a partner how 

I feel deep down” (α=.93).  

I also included in this battery measures of self-esteem and relationship commitment. As a 

measure of self-esteem, participants completed the Rosenberg Self Esteem scale, consisting of 10 

items (e.g., “I am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others.”) rated on 4-point 

Likert scale (α=.89; Rosenberg, 1965). For the measure of commitment, participants completed 



 

 

the commitment subscale of the Investment Model Scale, consisting of 7 items (e.g., “I want our 

relationship to last forever”) rated on a 9-point Likert scale (α=.88; Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 

1998). These scales were included to examine effects of the experimental manipulation above 

and beyond these constructs. 

 Once the battery was completed, participants were then given false feedback on their 

score as a romantic partner. In the high mate value condition, participants were told that they 

ranked in the 90
th

 percentile and that they were a particularly good partner compared to the 

average romantic partner. Participants in the low mate value condition were told they ranked in 

the 15
th

 percentile and that they were a poor romantic partner compared to the average partner. In 

the control condition, participants were told results required a week’s time to be calculated and 

did not receive feedback on their rating as a romantic partner. 

 Following the mate value manipulation, participants completed the Brief Mood 

Introspection Scale (BMIS; Mayer & Gasechke, 1988), a 16-item scale providing measures of 

current mood and arousal (e.g., grouchy, content, peppy, calm; measured on a 5-point Likert 

scale). The BMIS was included to control for differences in mood valence and level of arousal 

among conditions.  

 Next, to measure relationship-specific attachment, I then administered a version of the 

Experiences in Close Relationship Inventory modified to refer specifically to the current 

relationship partner. For example, the original item from the ECR reading, “I prefer not to show 

a partner how I feel deep down” was modified to read “I prefer not to show my current partner 

how I feel deep down” (anxiety subscale: α=.91; avoidance subscale: α=.94). This modified 

version of the ECR has been used in previous work examining relationship-specific attachment 

(Sprecher & Fehr, 2010). The trait-level and relationship specific attachment measures were 
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correlated: anxiety r = .88, p < .001 and avoidance r = .77, p < .001. Participants were then fully 

debriefed on the true nature of the experiment. 

 Results 

 To test the hypothesis that the high-mate value feedback (compared to low mate value 

feedback and control) would lead to greater levels of relationship-specific avoidance, I used 

ANCOVA to examine the effect of feedback condition on relationship-specific avoidance, 

controlling for trait avoidance, trait anxiety, self-esteem, and participant sex. Results revealed no 

main effect of feedback condition, F(2, 83) = .18, p = .84. To test the hypothesis that low-mate 

value feedback (compared to high mate value feedback and control) would lead to greater levels 

of relationship-specific anxiety, I used ANCOVA to examine the effect of feedback condition on 

relationship-specific anxiety, controlling for trait avoidance, trait anxiety, self-esteem, and sex. 

Results revealed no main effect of condition, F(2, 83) = .28, p = .76. Thus, my primary 

hypotheses were not supported (see table 1 for descriptive statistics). I also found no effects of 

feedback condition even when trait attachment was not included in the model. 

 Next, I examined the exploratory hypothesis that the effects of feedback condition on 

relationship-specific attachment may be moderated by trait attachment. I regressed relationship-

specific avoidance on feedback condition, trait avoidance, and their centered interaction, 

controlling for sex, and relationship commitment. Feedback condition was contrast coded to 

compare the high mate value feedback condition to both the low mate value feedback and control 

conditions. Results revealed a significant interaction between condition and trait attachment, B = 

-.16, p = .03, semipartial r
2
 (sr

2
) = .01 (see Figure 1). I then interpreted the interaction by 

examining effects of condition at high and low trait avoidance (1 standard deviation above and 

below the mean, respectively). Among participants high in trait avoidance, analyses revealed a 



 

 

significant effect of feedback condition, B = -.15, p = .04, sr
2
 = .01, such that participants who 

received high mate value feedback reported significantly less relationship-specific avoidance 

than those in the low mate value feedback or control condition. Among participants low in 

avoidance, I found no effect of condition, B = .08, p = .27. Thus, results suggest that for those 

high in trait avoidance, feeling like one has a high mate value may decrease avoidance and 

increase security in one’s current relationship. 

 I also examined the interaction of condition and trait anxiety on relationship-specific 

anxiety, controlling for sex, relationship commitment, trait avoidance and self-esteem. I found no 

main effects or interaction, p > .56. Thus, feedback condition appeared to have no effect on 

relationship-specific anxiety.  

 Ancillary analyses examined the effect of condition on mood valence and arousal. I found 

no effects of condition on arousal, F(2, 88) = 1.55, p = .22; however feedback conditions differed 

significantly on mood valence F(2, 88) = 11.23, p < .001. A Tukey-post hoc test revealed that 

participants in the low mate value feedback condition (M = 56.48) experienced more negative 

mood than participants in the high mate value feedback condition (M = 65.70), p < .001, and the 

control condition (M =  65.22), p <.001. No significant differences on mood valence were found 

between high mate value and control condition. I examined my primary analyses while 

controlling for both arousal and mood valence. All effects remained, with the exception of the 

simple effect of condition among people high in trait avoidance, such that this slope became a 

nonsignificant trend, p = .14. Thus, some of the effect of feedback condition on relationship-

specific avoidance may be due in part to mood effects. Nonetheless, the general pattern of data 

remained, suggesting that perceptions of high mate value may decrease relationship-specific 

avoidance among those high in trait avoidance. 
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Discussion 

 A person’s relationship-specific attachment style is shaped by the specific characteristics 

of the relationship and the partners involved in the relationship. The current research is 

predicated on the idea that a person’s mate value (i.e., one’s desirability as a relationship partner) 

is one such characteristic that shapes people’s relationship-specific attachment. I hypothesized 

that participants receiving low mate value feedback would report higher levels of relationship-

specific anxiety (compared to high mate value feedback and no feedback) and participants 

receiving high mate value feedback would report higher levels of relationship-specific avoidance 

(compared to low mate value feedback and no feedback). I found no main effects of feedback 

condition on relationship-specific avoidance or relationship-specific anxiety and thus results did 

not support the main hypothesis. Furthermore, I found no interaction of feedback condition and 

trait anxiety on relationship-specific anxiety.  

However, results revealed a significant interaction between feedback condition and trait 

avoidance on relationship-specific avoidance. Among participants displaying high levels of trait 

avoidance, those who received high mate value feedback reported significantly less avoidance 

than those in the low mate value or control conditions (though this simple effect was somewhat 

weakened when controlling for mood valence). Thus, results suggest that perceptions of high 

mate value may decrease relationship-specific avoidance (and by extension, increase relationship 

security) among those high in trait avoidance. Notably, these effects held even when controlling 

for self-esteem, supporting the idea that mate value specifically (rather than self-esteem more 

generally) may have increased relationship security among highly avoidant individuals. 

 Although these results run counter to my hypotheses, there are several possible reasons 

why perceptions of high mate value might actually decrease avoidance and increase relationship 



 

 

security among those with a disposition toward attachment avoidance. One possible reason is 

that perceiving oneself to possess high mate value might help to allay fears of rejection. 

Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters and Wall (1978) suggested that avoidant attachment derives in part 

from being rebuffed by early attachment figures. An avoidant style develops then, in part, due to 

a fear of dependency on others and a need to keep emotional distance to protect the self from 

abandonment or rejection (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Indeed, some have suggested that 

the avoidant attachment style is a preemptive and defensive mechanism to minimize attachment 

threats (Fraley & Shaver, 2000). It is possible that receiving feedback that one’s mate value is 

exceptionally high could alleviate fear of abandonment because it could reassure the person that 

they are a high quality mate that a partner should not want to reject or rebuff. Thus, feeling 

desirable as a mate may cause those high in trait avoidance to feel less avoidant in their current 

relationship.  

 Another possible explanation is that receiving high mate value feedback may also 

contribute to greater feelings of self-efficacy in one’s relationship. Security in relationships is 

associated with more effective relationship communication (Dominigue & Mollen, 2009), more 

effective conflict resolution (Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996), and higher overall social 

competence (Moreira et al., 1998). Although relationship security may lead to these positive 

relationship processes, there is also some evidence to suggest these relationship skills may also 

engender greater feelings of relationship security (Simpson, Collins, Tran, & Haydon, 2007). 

Thus, if being told that one has a high mate value encourages one to believe they possess 

relationship skills, this may lead people high in trait avoidance to decrease avoidant and 

distancing behaviors in their relationships and instead increase positive approach behaviors.  
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 A third possible explanation for my findings could be that participants believed the mate 

value score they received to be indicative of their relationship partner and overall relationship 

quality. According to several theories of attraction, people tend to seek out and maintain 

relationships with those who they perceive to be similar to them (Acitelli, Kenny, & Weiner, 

2001; Berscheid, Dion, Walster, & Walster, 1971; Morry, Kito, & Ortiz, 2010). Based on this, 

participants who were given high mate value feedback may also have felt that this high score was 

indicative of their partner and (more generally) of their relationship. Consequently, this may 

have encouraged avoidant individuals to see their current relationship in a more positive light 

and encouraged them to want to approach, rather than keep distance between themselves and 

their relationship partner. 

 Although each of these potential interpretations suggests that perceptions of high mate 

value may have a positive relationship-enhancing effect for avoidant individuals, one might 

wonder why I did not find similar security-enhancing effects of high mate value for people high 

in trait anxiety. Previous research has suggested that anxious individuals tend to respond to 

positive feelings in a manner that is similar to their response to negative feelings (Mikulincer & 

Sheffi, 2000). Shaver and Mikulincer (2002) suggest that anxious individuals “may interpret 

positive affect as a danger cue because in the past it caused them to let their guard down, with 

painful or dangerous consequences.” Thus, anxious participants may have found the high mate 

value feedback to be as threatening as low mate value feedback. Indeed, even the control 

condition may have been threatening to individuals high in attachment anxiety because waiting 

to hear results of their mate value may have also activated vigilance and anxiety among those 

individuals (regardless of whether those results would ultimately have been positive or negative). 



 

 

Future work should build on the current research to further examine why positive feedback may 

have a security-enhancing effect for avoidant individuals, but not anxious individuals.  

Notably, my findings were not predicted (and were weakened when controlling for mood 

valence), and thus my interpretations should be considered with caution. Nonetheless, the current 

findings may provide an important first step to illuminate ways in which highly avoidant 

individuals can become more secure in their relationships. Previous work has identified 

relationship-specific factors that can help those high in attachment anxiety to become more 

secure in their relationships (e.g., high commitment; Tran & Simpson, 2008). However, many of 

these same factors have not been found to have beneficial effects for those high in attachment 

avoidance and indeed can even exacerbate avoidant tendencies (Tran & Simpson, 2008). Thus, 

this study may be one of the first to identify a relationship factor (i.e., perceived mate value) that 

could help avoidant individuals to become more secure in their relationship.  

There are several limitations to the current research that could provide avenues for future 

work. One important limitation is the use of a university sample. Although this is a common 

limitation in research, it may be particularly problematic for the current study because my 

participants may have a relatively higher than average mate value than the larger population. For 

example, university students on average are likely to have higher levels of intelligence, have (or 

come from) a higher socioeconomic status, and have more earning potential than the general 

population. Indeed, being a university graduate in and of itself is a desirable characteristic for a 

partner (Buss & Barnes, 1986). Having a relatively higher mate value than the general population 

may have made my participants less sensitive to the feedback manipulation or less likely to 

believe in the feedback they received, potentially decreasing my ability to find effects. Future 
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work should examine the effects of mate value on attachment among individuals in the larger 

population with a less restricted range of actual mate value. 

 Another limitation of the present study is the reliance on self-report measures of 

relationship-specific attachment. Using a behavioral measure to tap into relationship-specific 

avoidance could help support the current findings. For example, one way to examine this would 

be to have participants discuss a conflict with their partner before and after false mate value 

feedback. Previous work demonstrates that avoidant individuals are viewed as less warm and 

supportive during conflict (Simpson et al., 1996) and engage in less relationship-focused 

disclosure (Tan, Overall, & Taylor, 2012). Thus, using coding procedures, one could examine 

whether avoidant individuals engage in more pro-relationship approach responses and less 

avoidant and dismissing responses during conflict discussion after positive mate value feedback 

(vs. prior to mate value feedback). 

 Future work should also build on the current research to better understand what it is about 

a high mate value that may help decrease relationship-specific avoidance among those high in 

trait avoidance. For example, if avoidant participants in the current study interpreted their mate 

value feedback as indicative of their relationship quality as a whole and this made them feel 

more secure, then future work could evaluate if feedback on overall relationship quality would 

elicit the same reduction in relationship-specific avoidance as feedback on one’s personal mate 

value.  

  The current work provides an interesting new direction for understanding relationship-

specific attachment and opens several new avenues of research. I found that among participants 

high in trait avoidance, receiving high mate value feedback resulted in lower levels of self-

reported attachment avoidance in their current relationships. Thus, the current work not only 



 

 

helps to illuminate one factor that may affect relationship-specific attachment, but may also 

provide an important stepping stone to understanding factors that can help avoidant individuals 

to become more secure in their relationships. Understanding the factors in a relationship that can 

help people feel more secure in their current relationships has important implications for both 

personal and relationship well-being. Thus, feeling particularly desirable may help avoidant 

individuals to create healthier relationships.  
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Table 1 

 

Mean (SD) Relationship-Specific Anxiety and Avoidance by Feedback Condition 

            

  Anxiety Avoidance  

Control  (N = 32)   2.79 (.95)  1.64 (.67)   

Low Mate Value (N = 29)  2.77 (1.01)  1.60 (.84)   

High Mate Value (N=30)  2.89 (.95)  1.69 (.70)   

       

       

 

Note. Higher numbers indicate greater levels of relationship-specific anxiety/avoidance. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Figure Caption 

 

Figure 1. Among participants high in trait avoidance, high mate value feedback (relative 

to controls) led to significantly less relationship-specific avoidance. Among participants low in 

trait avoidance, no effect of feedback condition was found. Unstandardized regression 

coefficients are reported. 

*p < .05 
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Debriefing 

 

Thank you for participating in this study. Your participation has helped to contribute to a 

growing research tradition at Florida State University. Now that we are done with the study, I’d 

like to tell you a little bit more about what we were investigating. The current study is examining 

the effects of relationship threats on relationship processes. When people feel threatened in their 

relationships, they engage in a variety of relationship maintenance processes to help keep the 

relationship going. To evoke a sense of relationship threat, some participants were told they were 

not a good romantic partner (where as others were told they were a good romantic partner or told 

nothing at all). Following the feedback, participants then completed a variety of questionnaires 

related to positive and negative romantic relationship processes (e.g., attachment, conflict in the 

relationship, etc.). We were interested in testing how feeling threatened (i.e., being told you are 

not a good romantic partner) would affect these relationship maintenance processes. 

 

The feedback you received on your “romantic quotient” was NOT TRUE. In reality, we 

did not calculate how good or bad of a partner you are. The feedback each participant received 

was randomly determined before the experiment even began. Thus, whatever information you 

were told about how good of a romantic partner you are was randomly assigned and had nothing 

to do with you personally. We are very sorry for misleading you, but it was important that you 

believe this if we are to truly understand how romantic relationships function when people feel 

threatened.  

We apologize for not telling you all of this from the beginning, but had you been aware of the 

study’s actual intent, many other factors could have influenced the results and made them 

meaningless. We are very sorry for misleading you in this experiment, but I think that you can 

see how this study might give us important insight into how people maintain their long-term 

relationships. Your help in this study is extremely important to us because it is helping us to 

study phenomena that affect everyone’s lives. What that also means is that it is extremely 

important that people do not come into this study knowing what is going to happen. So please do 

not say anything about the study to anyone else.  

Once again, thanks so much for your participation today. Your involvement is greatly 

appreciated. If you have any questions after you leave the laboratory please email the grad 

student in charge of this study, Jennifer Leo or her advisor, Jon Maner. Her contact information 

is on your credit slip and on the copy of the informed consent you are keeping. If you have 

questions about your rights as a participant in this research, or if you feel that you have been 

placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Committee, Institutional Review 

Board, through the Office of the Vice President for Research, at (850) 644-8633. This 

information is also located on your copy of the consent form.  
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