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Article

Individuals who are avoidantly attached, or eschew intimacy 
and closeness, typically respond to intimacy with lower 
receptiveness and positive emotion (Hicks & Diamond, 
2008) as well as more negative emotion (Mikulincer & 
Nachshon, 1991). Thus, an important question is how people 
can effectively express affection to an avoidantly attached 
individual. In the present research, we aim to understand if 
affection expressed through nonverbal and/or verbal cues 
can lead to positive responses among avoidantly attached 
individuals for whom intimacy is often difficult to achieve. 
We thought it possible that expressions of verbal affection 
might be particularly important for avoidantly attached indi-
viduals because they provide direct and overt expressions of 
a partner’s feelings, and suggest that their partner can be 
trusted in times of need. On the other hand, nonverbal affec-
tion—possibly a more covert signal of a partner’s reliabil-
ity—might specifically prevent avoidantly attached 
individuals’ fears of intimacy from being activated.

Using observational research methods to examine partner 
conversations about love, we expand on the growing body of 
work on buffering attachment avoidance (see review by 
Simpson & Overall, 2014) in three main ways. First, although 

past work in the dyadic communication literature has mostly 
focused on attachment avoidance in distress situations such 
as conflict (Overall et al., 2013) or social support (Collins & 
Feeney, 2004), our work is some of the first to examine how 
a speaker’s affectionate messages can be most effectively 
communicated to avoidantly attached listeners. Second, the 
small body of work conducted on positive conversations 
(e.g., capitalization; Gosnell & Gable, 2013) has primarily 
focused on providing responsive support to the speaker as 
opposed to tailoring affectionate messages to the listener. 
Finally, we move beyond simply understanding the degree of 
intimacy-laden cues that avoidantly attached individuals 
desire (Stanton et al., 2017) and explore the type of affection 
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that addresses their unique needs (i.e., enhanced evidence of 
the partner’s trustworthiness) to impact emotions and behav-
ioral receptiveness during couple interactions.

Attachment Avoidance and Reduced 
Intimacy-Related Outcomes

Because avoidantly attached individuals often perceive close 
others as untrustworthy, unreliable, and uncaring (Hazan & 
Shaver, 1987), they often make efforts to prevent intimacy 
from developing and are less able to experience the positive 
outcomes of their partners’ affectionate behavior. At a behav-
ioral level, one way in which avoidantly attached individuals 
prevent intimacy from occurring is by exhibiting less recep-
tiveness in response to positive social stimuli relative to less 
avoidant individuals. We define receptiveness as a behav-
ioral demonstration of approval, engagement, and warmth in 
response to social stimuli. Avoidantly attached individuals 
exert high levels of control over their positive emotions such 
as by concealing positive emotions from their partner 
(Feeney, 1999). Furthermore, individuals high relative to low 
in attachment avoidance are less responsive to their partner, 
even when their partner is discussing positive events 
(Shallcross et al., 2011). Avoidantly attached individuals’ 
suppression of their behavioral responses may be problem-
atic because failure to engage with their partners’ affection-
ate gestures may prevent them from experiencing the full 
emotional benefit of these expressions.

Indeed, in addition to displaying reductions in behavioral 
positivity, avoidantly attached individuals also exhibit dis-
ruptions in their affective responses to intimacy-related cues, 
such as low levels of positive emotions and high levels of 
negative emotions. For example, in a gratitude induction task 
in which people were asked to recall a time that their rela-
tionship partner engaged in a kind behavior, those higher 
relative to lower on attachment avoidance were more likely 
to recall negative experiences involving threats and distrust, 
as well as less happiness and love (Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2005). Even during intensely emotionally laden situations, 
such as spouses’ reunion after long periods of separation, 
avoidantly attached individuals demonstrated dampened 
positive emotions and higher degrees of conflict relative to 
those who were more securely attached (Medway et al., 
1995). Taken together, avoidantly attached individuals 
appear to struggle to achieve positive behavioral and affec-
tive outcomes in response to intimacy-related cues.

Partner Buffering of  
Attachment Avoidance

Because avoidantly attached individuals have unique needs 
(i.e., they require enhanced evidence of the partner’s trust-
worthiness), perhaps affection is best communicated in tai-
lored ways in order for them to display heightened behavioral 

receptiveness and experience more positive and less negative 
emotions. Recent findings on partner buffering, or reducing 
the negative outcomes associated with attachment avoid-
ance, suggest that relationship strategies that address an indi-
vidual’s unique needs are more effective at helping romantic 
partners achieve positive relationship outcomes (Simpson & 
Overall, 2014).

While much of the initial buffering research has focused 
on reducing negative outcomes in times of conflict (e.g., 
Farrell et al., 2016; Overall et al., 2013), recent research sug-
gests that it is also important to communicate to avoidantly 
attached individuals in tailored ways during positive interac-
tions. In support conversations, as partners increased their 
levels of support from low to moderate levels, avoidantly 
attached recipients showed poorer outcomes (increases in 
distress and perceived control/criticism), but this trend 
reversed as support continued to increase to high levels 
(Girme et al., 2015). Thus, in the face of unwavering support, 
avoidantly attached individuals become better convinced of 
their partners’ reliability, allowing them to lower their guard 
sufficiently to reap the benefits of the supportive behavior. 
Furthermore, perceptions that the partner is engaging in posi-
tive relationship behaviors, such as expressing kind words or 
compliments (Stanton et al., 2017) or expressing gratitude 
(Park et al., 2019) increases relationship quality and positive 
emotions and reduces negative emotions among avoidantly 
attached individuals. These findings suggest that communi-
cation patterns that address avoidantly attached individuals’ 
lack of trust, through clear unwavering support or providing 
a signal that the avoidantly attached partner is cared for, may 
improve personal and relationship outcomes.

Communicating Verbal and  
Nonverbal Affection to Avoidantly 
Attached Individuals

Although intimacy-laden cues tend to promote personal and 
relationship well-being for avoidantly attached individuals 
(Stanton et al., 2017), it remains unclear which types of cues 
are likely to have these effects. Given that affection can be 
expressed through both verbal and nonverbal channels 
(Andersen et al., 2006), we examined the influence of verbal 
and nonverbal expressions of affection on the reactions of 
romantic partners to such expressions. To capture the wide 
variety of verbal and nonverbal affectionate behaviors dem-
onstrated by couples in the present research, we developed 
our own coding scheme. We took an iterative approach to 
developing the codes, in which we first drew upon the litera-
ture on observational coding of couples in affectionate con-
texts (e.g., Roberts & Greenberg, 2002; Tucker & Anders, 
1998) and selected the codes that we saw present in our sam-
ple. We then developed our own codes for the remainder of 
the themes that we observed in the sample that were not 
developed in previous literature. Although we did not have a 



Schrage et al. 1569

priori predictions as to whether one or both of the channels 
(verbal and nonverbal) would be particularly beneficial, 
below we highlight the theoretical rationale for why each 
channel may or may not buffer the negative personal and 
relational outcomes of avoidantly attached individuals in 
affectionate situations.

Verbal statements of affection include words and phrases 
such as “I love you” or “I like you” (Floyd, 2018). People 
often communicate affection through verbal channels when 
they wish to be overt and unambiguous about the state of their 
relationship (i.e., that their relationship is characterized by 
love; Floyd, 1997). Because avoidantly attached individuals 
tend to respond to clear, unwavering cues that their partner 
cares about them (Girme et al., 2015), verbal statements may 
help avoidantly attached individuals to accept the veracity of 
their partners’ affections. However, it is also possible that 
communicating affection through verbal channels may back-
fire for avoidantly attached listeners. Verbal channels relative 
to nonverbal channels are more likely to include deceptive 
communication in pursuit of goals such as to pressure a recipi-
ent into heightened levels of relationship commitment (Booth-
Butterfield & Trotta, 1994). Because avoidantly attached 
individuals resist intimacy, especially when it is not autono-
mously chosen (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007), any doubts 
about the sincerity of their partner’s affections may prevent 
avoidantly attached individuals from realizing the full per-
sonal and relational benefits of the expression.

We refer to nonverbal signals of intimacy as nonverbal 
affection, which represent the degree to which a person is an 
engaged and active participant in a social interaction (Coker 
& Burgoon, 1987). Nonverbal affection cues include a wide 
range of behaviors including smiling, forward leans, head 
nods, and animated voice and gestures (Andersen et al., 
2006). Nonverbal affection may be particularly beneficial for 
avoidantly attached individuals because its perceived genu-
ineness and relatively indirect style of communication may 
ameliorate their difficulties with trust and tendency to eschew 
closeness. Nonverbal affection cues are thought to be par-
ticularly genuine signals of affection because they arise 
spontaneously and are consistent across multiple channels 
(e.g., vocal animation, facial expressions), making the speak-
er’s affectionate signal more reliable (Andersen et al., 2006). 
Thus, nonverbal affection cues may target avoidantly 
attached individuals’ difficulties with trust (Mikulincer & 
Shaver, 2007) by providing converging evidence of their 
partners’ affections. At the same time, nonverbal affection 
cues (compared to verbal ones), while powerful, are rela-
tively indirect forms of emotional expression, and there are a 
wide variety of interpretations for these behaviors. For 
example, some cues of nonverbal affection (e.g., being 
vocally and facially animated) could express love, liking, or 
simply joy. Thus, this relatively indirect form of communica-
tion may prevent avoidantly attached individuals’ fears of 
closeness from being activated, while still providing the ben-
efits of affectionate communication. On the other hand, there 

may be reasons why nonverbal affection cues may not buffer 
the poor personal and relational outcomes of avoidantly 
attached individuals. Because nonverbal affection cues are 
relatively indirect, avoidantly attached individuals may not 
correctly infer that their partner’s behavior is indeed affec-
tionate. Avoidantly attached individuals typically ignore 
signs of closeness and intimacy (Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2007), and thus nonverbal affection signals may not be com-
municating affection clearly enough for these individuals to 
reap the benefits.

Overview of the Present Research

The primary aim of the current investigation is to understand 
how affection can be most effectively communicated to 
avoidantly attached individuals so that they receive their 
partners’ messages of love. We used observational research 
methods in the context of affectionate communication to 
examine which speaker behaviors were most strongly associ-
ated with positive outcomes for avoidantly attached listeners 
across two North American countries (United States and 
Canada). After assessing attachment style, we video recorded 
couples discussing a time the speaker felt strong love for the 
listener and measured self-reports of both couple members’ 
positive and negative emotions after the conversation. 
Trained coders made ratings on the speaker’s verbal and non-
verbal cues of affection for the listener, as well as how well 
the listener appeared to receive these cues. We then used 
these codes to predict how verbal and nonverbal cues of 
affection mapped onto avoidantly attached listeners’ behav-
ioral receptiveness to these messages, as well as their self-
reported positive and negative emotions.

Methods

Participants

Sample 1. We recruited 100 couples (200 participants) from 
undergraduate psychology courses and community sources 
(Kijiji.com, Craigslist.org, Facebook groups, and campus 
flyers) in a large Canadian city. Participants either received 
one course credit or $20 CAD. Of the 100 couples, 90 were 
heterosexual, 8 were lesbian, and 2 were gay male couples. 
The age of participants ranged from 18 to 47 years (M = 
21.97, SD = 4.99). Couples were dating for a minimum of 
less than 1 month and a maximum of 7 years (M = 17.92 
months, SD = 16.96 months). Roughly a quarter (25.5%) of 
couples reported living together.

Sample 2. We recruited 124 couples (248 participants) from 
the same institution and the surrounding community as  
Study 1 using identical advertising procedures. Participants 
received $20 to complete the study. Of the 124 couples, 118 
were heterosexual and 6 were lesbian. Ages ranged from 18 
to 46 years (M = 21.70 years, SD = 4.19 years). Couples 
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were together for a minimum of 2 months and a maximum of 
10 years (M = 24.66 months, SD = 22.07 months). Almost a 
third (29.8%) of the couples lived together at the time of 
study.

Sample 3. We recruited 80 couples (160 participants) from the 
San Francisco Bay Area by flyers posted throughout the area 
and online via Craigslist.org. Of the 80 couples, 75 were het-
erosexual, 4 were lesbian, and 1 was a gay male couple. The 
couples had been dating for a minimum of 6 months and a 
maximum of 30 years (M = 29.21 months; SD = 43.40 
months). Participants ranged in age from 18 to 60 years (M = 
23.84, SD = 6.37). In addition, 48% of the couples were 
cohabitating. We compensated all participants $20 USD for 
participating in the study. The data from Sample 3 were part of 
a larger study on couple communication (Impett et al., 2010).

Procedure

In all samples, we invited couples to come into the lab and first 
asked them to complete background questionnaires followed 
by videotaped conversations. All participants provided 
informed consent to be videotaped. Specifically, we instructed 
couples to describe a time they “felt a lot of love for their part-
ner and how they expressed it”. The listener was not given 
specific instructions, and thus was able to react freely. Each 
partner had the opportunity to be in the role of the “speaker” 
and the role of the “listener.” The order of speech was deter-
mined by a random number generator (Studies 1 and 2) or a 
coin toss (Study 3). The mean length of the conversation was 
2 min, 7 s (SD = 1 min, 46 s), with a range of 15 s to 17 min, 
30 s. Following each conversation, both members of the cou-
ple provided ratings of their positive and negative emotions.

Measures

Background measures. Participants provided responses to 
basic demographic information (i.e., gender, age, relation-
ship duration).

Attachment. In Samples 1 and 2, adult attachment was 
measured using the Experiences in Close-Relationships–
Revised questionnaire (ECR-R; Fraley et al., 2000). Par-
ticipants answered questions assessing attachment anxiety 
(e.g., “I’m afraid that I will lose my partner’s love,” 18 
items, α =.91, M = 2.85, SD = 0.98) and avoidance (e.g., 
“I prefer not to be too close to romantic partners,” α = .91, 
18 items, M = 2.31, SD = 0.83), on a 7-point scale (1 = 
strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree), with higher scores 
reflecting greater attachment anxiety and avoidance. In 
Sample 3, participants completed the Experiences in Close 
Relationships scale (ECR; Brennan et al., 1998), with ques-
tions about attachment anxiety (e.g., “I worry that others 
won’t care about me as much as I care about them,” 18 
items, α = 0.89, M = 2.81, SD = 0.58), and avoidance (e.g., 

“I am nervous when another person gets too close to me,”  
α = 0.90, 18 items, M = 2.03, SD = 0.57) on a 5-point scale 
(1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Scores on the 
ECR and ECR-R were standardized before combining to 
ensure values were comparable for analysis.

Relationship satisfaction. Relationship satisfaction was 
assessed with five items such as “Our relationship makes 
me happy” (Rusbult et al., 1998). In Samples 1 and 2, par-
ticipants responded to these items on a 9-point scale (1 = 
strongly disagree to 9 = strongly agree; α = .86, M = 7.63, 
SD = 1.17), whereas in Sample 3, they made ratings on a 
7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree;  
α = .88, M = 6.13, SD = 0.93). Scores on this measure across 
samples were standardized before combining to ensure the 
values were comparable for analysis.

Self-reported emotions. Participants rated their emotions 
at the beginning of the lab session before the conversations 
(baseline), and immediately after each love conversation. 
Based on prior research (Impett et al., 2010) participants 
rated the extent to which they experienced six positive emo-
tion triplets (happy/pleased/joyful, affectionate/loving/car-
ing, proud/good about self, compassionate/sympathetic, 
grateful/appreciative, and cared about/loved/connected) and 
five negative emotions (anxious/nervous, lonely/isolated, 
angry/irritated/hostile, contempt/disgust with partner, and 
disappointed/let down) on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all to 7 
= a lot). The scales were reliable for both positive (α =.84, 
M = 5.33, SD = 0.97) and negative emotions (α =.82, M = 
1.65, SD = 0.87) before the conversation (baseline), as well 
as positive (α = .92, M = 6.11, SD = 0.90) and negative emo-
tions (α = .79, M = 1.18, SD = 0.47) after the conversation.

Coding conversation behaviors. A team of four to six 
undergraduate coders who were blind to the study’s research 
questions independently provided ratings of the videotaped 
speaker and listener behaviors. We included codes from 
previous research on couples’ conversations that included 
elements of verbal or nonverbal communication of affec-
tion or resistance to affectionate expression (Roberts & 
Greenberg, 2002; Tucker & Anders, 1998). We added addi-
tional codes (e.g., authenticity and engagement) that we 
felt had specific attachment relevance and emerged from 
watching videos of the couples’ interactions during the lab 
task (see Table 1 for code sources). We adopted Shapiro 
and Gottman’s (2004) approach to coding, which is a blend 
of the physical features and cultural informants approach. 
The physical features approach provides descriptions and 
exemplars of features to look for that which are associated 
with that code. The cultural informants approach allows the 
coder to bring in their subjective experience to decode the 
participant’s behavior in the broader context of the con-
versation and couple dynamic. This integrated approach 
allows researchers to design codes that combine objective 
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and subjective cues to attain reliability while maintaining 
greater ecological validity.

Although we were primarily interested in the global 
assessment of the speaker’s verbal and nonverbal communi-
cation of affection, we designed specific verbal and nonver-
bal speaker codes to allow for the possibility that individual 
types of behaviors may not necessarily load together, and 
thus have a unique effect on the listeners’ responses. We sub-
sequently performed an exploratory factor analysis (EFA; 
detailed below). The verbal affection speaker codes designed 
to capture the verbal depth of the message included (a) com-
municating emotional content (intraclass correlation [ICC] = 
.79), (b) authenticity of words (ICC = .71), (c) deflecting 
communication of affectionate words (reverse coded, ICC = 
.85), and (d) communicating feelings of security (ICC = .72). 
The nonverbal affection speaker codes designed to capture 
the extent to which an individual is an engaged and active 
participant in a social interaction included (a) engagement 
(ICC = .83), (b) enjoyment (ICC = .79), (c) expressiveness 
(ICC = .79), (d) tension (reverse coded, ICC = .79), (e) cold-
ness (reverse coded, ICC = .83), and (f) looking “in love” 
(ICC = .79). The listener receptiveness codes were intended 
to capture the listeners’ behavioral acceptance of the mes-
sage included (a) withdrawal (ICC = .90), (b) coldness (ICC 
= .70), and (c) looking loved (ICC = .86). See Table 1 for full 
description of speaker and listener codes presented to the 
coders to make their ratings.

We assembled a total of three undergraduate coder groups 
and assigned each group to make ratings for one of the three 
samples. We provided all coders with a detailed coding 
scheme and coders attended four to six 2-hr intensive training 
sessions to ensure interrater reliability. Coders rated all ques-
tions with the following metric: 1 to 2 = low, 3 to 5 = moder-
ate, 6 to 7 = high, and were asked to keep in mind the 
frequency, intensity, and duration of each behavior (Overall 
et al., 2013). In the initial session, the first author provided 
in-depth instructions to the coders to describe each of the 

behaviors present in each category. After the verbal descrip-
tions, the first author provided video examples to the coders 
to demonstrate high, medium, and low levels of each of the 
categories. The session concluded with the coders making 
independent ratings of six videos (three speakers and three 
listeners) to practice the coding scheme. After each video, all 
members revealed their ratings and were asked to discuss 
their rationale for making their selections. The first author 
confirmed correctly identified behavior and re-directed incor-
rect responses. We gave coders practice homework assign-
ments and the coding team met for three additional follow-up 
sessions to ensure reliability of each category. After reliability 
in the training session was achieved at an intraclass correla-
tion of .70 or higher (the benchmark for “very good” reliabil-
ity; Mitchell, 1979), coders individually completed ratings 
for all videos within the sample, which were averaged 
together.1 Ratings were made for every 30-s conversation 
segment for both the speaker and the listener categories.

Exploratory Factor Analysis

Once all coding was complete, we combined the data from 
all three samples to increase statistical power. We then con-
ducted an Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) on the speaker 
and listener behaviors to assess how the codes loaded 
together (see Table 2 for factor analysis). We opted to per-
form one factor analysis on both the speaker and listener 
codes, because there were insufficient listener codes to per-
form a separate factor analysis. We performed the EFA with 
the maximum likelihood extraction method and promax rota-
tion to achieve simple structure and assume correlations 
among the factors. We retained items with a factor loading of 
.50 or higher (Comrey & Lee, 1992; Costello & Osborne, 
2005) and dropped items with cross loadings above .40.

Results of the EFA yielded a three-factor solution of 
speaker and listener behaviors, which explained 66.38% of 
the variance. We labeled the first factor speaker nonverbal 

Table 2. Factor Loadings for Speaker and Listener Codes (Combined Sample).

Codes Nonverbal affection (speaker) Verbal affection (speaker) Receptiveness (listener)

Emotion (speaker) −.05 .84 .04
Expressiveness (speaker) .70 .16 .15
Enjoyment (speaker) .82 −.11 −.02
In love (speaker) .67 .21 −.19
Authenticity (speaker) .29 .70 .06
Engagement (speaker) .81 −.14 −.02
Tension (speaker) −.38 .07 .02
Deflection (speaker, reverse coded) .38 −.70 .16
Security (speaker) .06 .45 .09
Cold (speaker, reverse coded) −.07 −.18 .33
Love (listener) .21 −.05 −.66
Withdrawal (listener, reverse coded) .08 .07 .72
Cold (listener, reverse coded) .05 .01 .64

Note. Bolded items were retained for analysis.
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affection, which included the codes “engagement,” “enjoy-
ment,” “expressiveness,” and “in love.” We labeled the sec-
ond factor speaker verbal affection, which comprised the 
codes “emotion,” “authenticity,” and “deflection” (reverse 
coded). We labeled the third factor listener receptiveness, 
which is comprised of “love,” “withdrawal” (reverse coded), 
and “cold” (reverse coded). We dropped the speaker tension, 
cold, and security codes due to failure to meet the minimum 
loading requirement.

Results

Effects of Fluctuations in Speaker Verbal 
Affection and Nonverbal Affection for Avoidantly 
Attached Listeners’ Behavioral Receptiveness: 
Within-Person Analyses

Our first set of analyses examined whether speaking partners 
were able to attenuate avoidant listeners’ low levels of behav-
ioral receptiveness through the use of affectionate communi-
cation. We tested this idea by analyzing the repeated measures 
of the speaker’s verbal and nonverbal affection and the lis-
teners’ receptiveness at each 30-s interval to examine if 
increases in the speaker’s affectionate communication were 
associated with increases in the listeners’ displays of recep-
tiveness across the conversation. These analyses examine 
how fluctuations within the listeners’ receptiveness corre-
spond with fluctuations in their speaking partner’s verbal  
(M within-person SD = 0.31, range of within-person SD = 
0–1.04) and nonverbal affection (M within-person SD = 
0.15, range of within-person SD = 0–0.76).

We analyzed the data with multilevel modeling (linear 
mixed model function) in SPSS 26. We tested a two-level 
cross model with random intercepts in which persons are 
nested within dyads, and person and conversation segments 
are crossed to account for the fact that both partners were in 
the conversation at the same time (Kenny et al., 2006). To 
capture the unique within-person variance, we person-cen-
tered our level-1 speaker communication styles (e.g., within-
person fluctuations in speaker verbal and nonverbal affection) 
and controlled for between-person variance with the level-2 
aggregated communication patterns (e.g., speaker verbal 
affection and nonverbal affection over the course of each 
speaker’s entire conversation), which we grand mean cen-
tered. We also grand mean centered the attachment variables. 
We were primarily interested in testing whether attachment 
avoidance was associated with lower levels of behavioral 
receptiveness, and whether within-person fluctuations in 
speaker communication patterns attenuated these effects. As 
such, we examined the main effects of attachment avoidance, 
as well as the cross-level interactions between attachment 
avoidance and speaker verbal affection and between attach-
ment avoidance and speaker nonverbal affection predicting 
listener receptiveness. To control for the effects of attachment 

insecurities more broadly, we also entered the main effects 
and cross-level interactions between attachment anxiety and 
speaker verbal affection, and between speaker anxiety and 
nonverbal affection simultaneously into the model. To pre-
vent the within- and between-person variance from becoming 
conflated, we also entered the same-level interactions between 
the aggregated speaker communication styles (i.e., verbal 
affection and nonverbal affection) and listener attachment 
styles (i.e., avoidance and anxiety) simultaneously into the 
model. Finally, because we joined multiple datasets for the 
present research, we followed the recommendations of Curran 
and Hussong (2009) and conducted fixed-effects Integrative 
Data Analysis (IDA), in which sample was effects coded and 
entered as a fixed effect. To control for sample, we created 
two different effects codes. For the first effects code, the three 
different samples were coded as follows: Sample 1 = 1, 
Sample 2 = 0, and Sample 3 = -1. For the second effects 
code, the three samples were coded as follows: Sample 1 = 0, 
Sample 2 = 1, and Sample 3 = -1.

Verbal affection. As shown in Table 3, higher scores on 
attachment avoidance were associated with less listener 
receptiveness. There was a negative effect of speaker verbal 
affection on listener receptiveness, suggesting that the more 
a speaker elaborates on their affectionate feelings, the less 
receptive the listener was in the conversation. There was no 
speaker verbal affection by listener avoidance interaction, 
indicating that speaker verbal affection had similar effects in 
eliciting behavioral receptiveness in highly avoidant relative 
to less avoidant listeners.

Nonverbal affection. In moments when speakers were rated 
by outside observers as being higher (relative to lower) in 
nonverbal affection, listeners were seen as more receptive in 
the conversation during those same moments. However, 
most critically and as shown in Figure 1A, the speaker’s non-
verbal affection by listener avoidance interaction was sig-
nificant, suggesting that the effect of avoidance on listener 
receptiveness in any particular moment depended on the 
degree of nonverbal affection their speaking partner appeared 
to enact at that time. Simple slopes analyses revealed that in 
moments when speakers were low in nonverbal affection (1 SD 
below their own mean), listeners high in attachment avoidance 
were coded as less receptive by outside observers relative to 
those low in attachment avoidance, b = -.06, SE = .01 t(1,972) 
= -4.01, p < .001. However, in moments when speakers dis-
played high levels of nonverbal affection (1 SD above their 
own mean), the negative effect of listener avoidance on recep-
tiveness was weakened, such that the slope dropped to mar-
ginal significance, b = -.03, SE = .01, t(2,021) = -1.84, p = 
.07. Analyzing the simple slopes the other way, in moments 
when speakers were higher (relative to lower) in nonverbal 
affection, listeners were significantly more likely to be recep-
tive at that time regardless of whether they were low, b = .26, 
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SE = .04, t(2,031) = 6.18, p < .001, or high in attachment 
avoidance, b = .38, SE = .04, t(2,040) = 9.12, p < .001.

Effects of Speaker Verbal Affection and 
Nonverbal Affection for Avoidantly Attached 
Listeners’ Behavioral and Emotional Reactions: 
Between-Person Analyses

Next, we tested our buffering predictions at the between-per-
son level by aggregating speaker verbal affection and nonver-
bal affection, as well as listener receptiveness, across the 
entire conversation. Thus, the benchmark for testing the 
effectiveness of the speakers’ high levels of verbal affection 
and nonverbal affection is the amount of receptiveness exhib-
ited by listeners high relative to low in attachment avoidance. 
We also used the speakers’ aggregate verbal affection and 
nonverbal affection to predict (avoidant) listeners’ positive 
and negative emotions at the end of the conversation, which 
was assessed at a single timepoint post-discussion and could 
be analyzed only at the between-person level.

Using the linear mixed model function in SPSS 26, we 
conducted three separate two-level multilevel models (to 
account for the interdependence between couple members) in 
which we predicted the (a) listeners’ receptiveness, (b) posi-
tive emotions, and (c) negative emotions from the listeners’ 
avoidance, the speaker’s average verbal affection and nonver-
bal affection across the conversation and the interactions 
between the speakers’ verbal affection and listener avoidance 
as well as the speakers’ nonverbal affection and the listeners’ 
attachment avoidance. We also included the main effects and 
interactions between the listeners’ attachment anxiety and the 
aggregates of speaker verbal affection and nonverbal affec-
tion to control for the effects of attachment insecurity more 
broadly. We grand-mean centered all predictors.

Verbal affection and avoidant listeners’ behavioral receptiveness.  
As already demonstrated and shown in Table 3, higher lis-
tener attachment avoidance was associated with less behav-
ioral receptiveness. Speaker verbal affection was unrelated to 
the listeners’ level of behavioral receptiveness, regardless of 
the listeners’ level of attachment avoidance. These results 
indicate that speaker verbal affection has a similar effect on 
the listening partner’s receptiveness in the conversation for 
those low and high in attachment avoidance.

Verbal affection and avoidant listeners’ positive emotions. As 
shown in Table 4, the higher a participant scored on attach-
ment avoidance, the lower their ratings on post-conversation 
positive emotions. There was no main effect of speaker ver-
bal affection on listener positive emotions, and no evidence 
of a speaker verbal affection by listener avoidance interac-
tion. Thus, speaker verbal affection was not associated with 
heightened positive emotions for those low or high in attach-
ment avoidance.

Verbal affection and avoidant listeners’ negative emotions. As 
shown in Table 5, avoidantly attached individuals reported 
significantly more negative emotions after their partners’ 
expression of affection relative to those low in attachment 
avoidance. The more verbal affection the speaker expressed, 
the less negative emotions the listener reported. Neverthe-
less, there was no speaker verbal affection by listener avoid-
ance interaction. This finding suggests that although verbal 
affection did not fully buffer the effect of attachment avoid-
ance on negative emotions, verbal affection was still associ-
ated with lower negative emotions for all participants on 
average, regardless of attachment avoidance.

Nonverbal affection and avoidant listeners’ behavioral receptiveness.  
Furthermore, when speakers demonstrated more (vs. less) 

Table 3. Speaker Nonverbal Affection and Verbal Affection Predicting Listener Receptiveness (Combined Sample).

Within-person analyses Between-person analyses

Measure b SE t r 95% CI b SE t r 95% CI

Listener avoidance −0.04 0.01 −3.37*** 0.08 [−0.07, −0.02] −0.05 0.02 −2.31* 0.10 [−0.09, −0.01]
Listener anxiety −0.02 0.01 −1.98* 0.05 [−0.05, −0.01] −0.02 0.02 −1.10 0.05 [−0.06, 0.02]
Speaker nonverbal affection 0.32 0.03 10.84*** 0.24 [0.26, 0.38] 0.37 0.04 8.27*** 0.39 [0.28, 0.46]
Speaker verbal affection −0.05 0.02 −3.45*** 0.09 [−0.08, −0.02] 0.02 0.04 0.39 0.02 [−0.07, 0.10]
Sample Effects Code 1 0.17 0.05 3.72*** 0.25 [0.08, 0.26] −0.07 0.03 −2.46* 0.18 [−0.13, −0.01]
Sample Effects Code 2 −0.06 0.04 −1.46 0.10 [−0.15, 0.02] 0.05 0.03 1.77† 0.13 [−0.01, 0.10]
Speaker nonverbal affection x 

listener avoidance
0.06 0.03 2.14* 0.05 [0.01, 0.12] 0.11 0.05 2.42* 0.11 [0.02, 0.20]

Speaker nonverbal affection x 
listener anxiety

0.01 0.03 0.23 0.005 [−0.06, 0.07] −0.02 0.05 −0.32 0.01 [−0.11, 0.08]

Speaker verbal affection x 
listener avoidance

−0.02 0.02 −1.30 0.03 [−0.06, 0.01] 0.01 0.04 0.15 0.01 [−0.07, 0.09]

Speaker verbal affection x 
listener anxiety

0.02 0.02 0.93 0.02 [−0.02, 0.05] 0.01 0.04 0.33 0.02 [−0.07, 0.10]

Note. Effect sizes were computed using Rosenthal and Rosnow’s (2007) formula: r = √(t2/t2 + df). CI = confidence interval.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. *** p < .001.
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nonverbal affection, listeners were more receptive during the 
conversation. However, and as shown in Figure 1B, a signifi-
cant speaker nonverbal affection by listener avoidance inter-
action revealed that this effect was moderated by speaker 
nonverbal affection.

Simple slopes analyses indicated that when speakers were 
low in nonverbal affection, listeners high in attachment 
avoidance were coded as less receptive by outside observers, 
b = -.10, SE = .03 t(486) = -3.58, p < .001, but when speak-
ers displayed high levels of nonverbal affection, listeners 
high in attachment avoidance were seen as just as receptive 
as less avoidantly attached individuals, b = .01, SE = .03, 
t(483) = 0.16, p = .88. In addition, when speakers demon-
strated high (relative to low) levels of nonverbal affection 
during the conversation, listeners were significantly more 
receptive regardless of whether they were low, b = .26, SE = 
.06, t(470) = 4.13, p < .001, or high in attachment avoid-
ance, b = .48, SE = .06, t(449) = 7.37, p < .001.

Nonverbal affection and avoidant listeners’ positive emotions.  
Speakers who were high levels of nonverbal affection had lis-
tening partners who reported more positive emotions relative 
to those speakers who were low in nonverbal affection. In 
addition, and as shown in Figure 1C, there was a significant 
speaker nonverbal affection by listener avoidance interaction, 
indicating that avoidantly attached listeners’ positive emo-
tions depended on the level of nonverbal affection their 
speaking partner demonstrated during the conversation.

Simple slopes analyses revealed that when speakers were 
coded as low in nonverbal affection, highly avoidant listen-
ers reported significantly less positive emotions than less 
avoidant listeners, b = -.24, SE = .06, t(492) = -4.24, p < 
.001. However, highly avoidant listeners reported similarly 
high levels of positive emotions as less avoidant listeners 
when the speaker high levels of nonverbal affection, b = 
-.08, SE = .07, t(500) = -1.21, p = .23. Analyzing the simple 
slopes another way, highly avoidant listeners reported sig-
nificantly more positive emotions when speakers were rated 
as high relative to low in nonverbal affection, b = .41, SE = 
.14, t(513) = 2.97, p = .003. However, listeners low in attach-
ment avoidance reported similar levels of positive emotions 
when speakers were rated as high versus low in nonverbal 
affection, b = .07, SE = .13, t(513) = 0.49, p = .62.

Nonverbal affection and avoidant listeners’ negative emotions.  
There was no main effect of speaker nonverbal affection on 
negative emotions, nor a speaker nonverbal affection by lis-
tener avoidance interaction, suggesting that levels of speaker 
nonverbal affection were equally ineffective at keeping lis-
tener negative emotions low, regardless of listeners’ levels of 
attachment avoidance.

Ruling Out Alternative Explanations and  
Providing Evidence for Generalizability

We next sought to rule out potential alternative explanations 
for the buffering effect of speaker nonverbal affection for 
avoidantly attached listeners. First, we sought to ensure that 
the effects of speaker nonverbal affection for avoidantly 

Figure 1. Speaker nonverbal affection by listener avoidance 
interactions predicting within (A)- and between (B)-person 
listener receptiveness, and post-conversation positive emotions 
(C) for the combined sample.
Note. n.s. = p > .10. † = .10 > p > .01. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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attached individuals were not due to pre-existing differences 
in relationship satisfaction. The results held at conventional 
or marginal significance when controlling for the baseline 
relationship satisfaction of the speaker (.18≥ all bs ≥ .06, 
.02 ≤ all ps ≤ .06) and the listener (.24≥ all bs ≥ .08, .03 ≤ 
all ps ≤ .08). Second, it was also possible that our effects 
could be attributed to participants experiencing a high degree 
of positive emotions prior to arriving in the lab, rather than to 
the behavioral patterns during the conversation. The results 
also held when controlling for the listeners’ baseline positive 
emotions with one exception. The speaker nonverbal affection 
by listener avoidance interaction dropped below (marginal) 
significance for listener positive emotion when controlling for 
the listeners’ baseline positive emotion, b = .12, SE = .09, 
t(491) = 1.37, p = .17, though the pattern remained the same 
as demonstrated in Figure 1C. Third, we reasoned that some 
individuals may demonstrate heightened receptiveness and 
positive emotions not due to any speaking style in particular, 

but because they spent more time on the intimacy-inducing 
task. The results remained the same at conventional or mar-
ginal significance when controlling for the length of the con-
versation (.16 ≥ all bs ≥ .08, .03 ≤ all ps ≤ .10). Finally, we 
aimed to rule out the possibility that the speaker nonverbal 
affection by listener avoidance interaction may be observed 
due to differing communication patterns by couples at vary-
ing relationship length. Controlling for relationship length 
did not change the observed effects (.17 ≥ all bs ≥ .06, .02 
≤ all ps ≤ .08).

We then examined several moderators to test the general-
izability of our effects. In separate models, we tested if the 
effects of speaker nonverbal affection for avoidantly attached 
listeners were moderated by verbal affection, gender, rela-
tionship length, age, the order in which participants spoke or 
listened, and the sample from which participants were drawn. 
Out of the 21 possible three-way interactions, 4 were margin-
ally or conventionally significant. However, none of the 

Table 4. Speaker Nonverbal Affection and Verbal Affection Predicting Listener Positive Emotions (Combined Sample).

Between-person analyses

Measure b SE t r 95% CI

Listener avoidance −0.16 0.04 −3.76*** 0.17 [−0.25, −0.08]
Listener anxiety −0.15 0.04 −3.45*** 0.15 [−0.23, −0.06]
Speaker nonverbal affection 0.24 0.10 2.46* 0.11 [0.05, 0.42]
Speaker verbal affection 0.08 0.09 0.88 0.04 [−0.10, 0.26]
Sample Effects Code 1 0.18 0.07 2.59* 0.15 [0.04, 0.31]
Sample Effects Code 2 0.22 0.06 3.49*** 0.20 [0.10, 0.35]
Speaker nonverbal affection x listener avoidance 0.17 0.09 1.81† 0.08 [−0.01, 0.36]
Speaker nonverbal affection x listener anxiety −0.12 0.10 −1.20 0.05 [−0.31, 0.08]
Speaker verbal affection x listener avoidance −0.05 0.08 −0.57 0.02 [−0.21, 0.12]
Speaker verbal affection x listener anxiety 0.18 0.09 1.97* 0.09 [0.01, 0.36]

Note. Effect sizes were computed using Rosenthal and Rosnow’s (2007) formula: r = √(t2/t2 + df). CI = confidence interval.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 5. Speaker Nonverbal Affection and Verbal Affection Predicting Listener Negative Emotions (Combined Sample).

Between-person analyses

Measure b SE t r 95% CI

Listener avoidance 0.06 0.02 2.57* 0.11 [0.01, 0.11]
Listener anxiety 0.13 0.02 5.64*** 0.24 [0.09, 0.18]
Speaker nonverbal affection −0.02 0.05 −0.33 0.02 [−0.11, 0.08]
Speaker verbal affection −0.14 0.05 −2.89** 0.14 [−0.23, −0.04]
Sample Effects Code 1 0.02 0.03 0.69 0.04 [−0.04, 0.09]
Sample Effects Code 2 0.04 0.03 1.38 0.08 [−0.02, 0.10]
Speaker nonverbal affection x listener avoidance 0.02 0.05 0.39 0.02 [−0.08, 0.12]
Speaker nonverbal affection x listener anxiety −0.04 0.05 −0.68 0.03 [−0.14, 0.07]
Speaker verbal affection x listener avoidance −0.08 0.05 −1.67 0.07 [−0.17, 0.01]
Speaker verbal affection x listener anxiety −0.07 0.05 −1.45 0.06 [−0.17, 0.03]

Note: Effect sizes were computed using Rosenthal and Rosnow’s (2007) formula: r = √(t2/t2 + df). CI = confidence interval.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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interactions appeared across all three outcome variables for 
which we obtained the nonverbal affection by avoidance 
interaction, suggesting these variables do not reliably alter 
the aforementioned results. See Supplemental Materials for 
the full set of moderation analyses.

Discussion

In the current investigation, we examined the specific types 
of affectionate communication behaviors that evoke positive 
outcomes in avoidantly attached listeners. Through coding 
and factor analyzing the conversations, we identified two 
distinct clusters of behaviors through which speakers can 
communicate affection to their partner: verbal and nonverbal 
affection. Nonverbal affection was associated with a number 
of positive outcomes in general. Listeners high in attachment 
avoidance showed particular benefits when speakers demon-
strated greater nonverbal affection and were more negatively 
affected by low use of nonverbal affection relative to less 
avoidantly attached listeners. At high levels of speaker non-
verbal affection, avoidantly attached listeners reported posi-
tive emotion and listener receptiveness that were equally 
high as listeners low in attachment avoidance. At low levels 
of speaker nonverbal affection, highly avoidant listeners 
reported significantly less positive emotion and receptive-
ness relative to those who were low in attachment avoidance. 
Thus, in comparison to those lower in attachment avoidance, 
highly avoidant listeners were more sensitive to the relative 
degree of nonverbal affection cues.

Although avoidantly attached individuals generally 
reported positive outcomes in response to speaker nonverbal 
affection cues, one exception was in their reports of negative 
emotion. Speaker nonverbal affection was not associated 
with low listener negative emotion for all participants on 
average, and this pattern did not differ for individuals high in 
attachment avoidance. As such, speaker nonverbal affection 
was not associated with negative emotions for individuals 
either high or low in attachment avoidance (although levels 
of negative emotions were relatively low for all participants 
in our samples). Instead, speaker verbal affection was associ-
ated with low levels of negative emotions. Although high 
levels of speaker verbal affection were associated with low 
negative emotions on average, verbal affection did not fully 
buffer avoidantly attached individuals’ negative emotions. 
However, we did not see evidence of verbal affection being 
(positively) associated with other desirable outcomes.

Theoretical Mechanisms for Avoidant  
Responses to Nonverbal Affection Cues

The reasons why avoidantly attached individuals responded 
most strongly to different affectionate cues may well be 
related to their negative working models of others. Speaker 
nonverbal affection may have been particularly beneficial 

for avoidant listeners because avoidantly attached individu-
als’ interpersonal skepticism may require reliable signals of 
love to challenge these negative working models of others. 
That is, because individuals high in attachment avoidance 
believe that others are untrustworthy (Pistole, 1994), they 
may need sufficiently strong cues that others are reliable in 
order for them to let their guard down. Indeed, behavioral 
expressions are typically interpreted as the most trustworthy 
form of communication, particularly when there is an incon-
gruence between behavioral and verbal messages (Gupta, 
2013). As such, nonverbal affection may evoke positive reac-
tions in avoidantly attached individuals because it is most 
likely to be a genuine signal of affection. Thus, nonverbal 
affection cues may be sufficiently strong to overcome avoid-
antly attached individuals’ barriers and challenge their nega-
tive working models of others.

Another potential explanation for the benefits of commu-
nicating love to avoidantly attached individuals with high 
levels of nonverbal affection is that such behaviors are a 
comparatively more indirect form of communication than 
verbally sharing one’s feelings. Such off-record communica-
tion may be less likely to activate the attachment system than 
direct verbal expressions. Indeed, the communication litera-
ture suggests that behavioral cues are more ambiguous than 
verbal messages (Le Poire et al., 2002). Thus, avoidantly 
attached individuals may be able to enjoy the benefits of 
nonverbal affectionate communication, without needing to 
explicitly acknowledge the level of intimacy these types of 
behaviors convey.

Contributions to Literature on the  
Buffering of Attachment Avoidance

The present research makes a novel contribution to the litera-
ture on the buffering of attachment avoidance. This study is 
one of the first to specifically focus on effective strategies for 
communicating affection to avoidantly attached individuals. 
While there is a small body of research on how to tailor com-
munication styles to insecurely attached individuals, most of 
it has focused on communication during more negative rela-
tionship issues such as conflict and asking a partner to change 
(Overall et al., 2013; Simpson, Winterheld, Rholes, & Oriña, 
2007). The studies that have examined more positive aspects 
of communication in relationships have focused on the 
impact of self-disclosing positive information about the self 
(e.g., Gable et al., 2004; Hicks & Diamond, 2008); however, 
these studies have focused more on the benefits of these pro-
cesses to the discloser rather than how the message can be 
most effectively communicated to the listener.

This study also provides novel insights into attachment 
theory by identifying the specific affectionate cues to which 
insecurely attached individuals may respond most strongly. 
For example, the present research is one of the few studies 
showing how highly avoidant individuals can respond to 
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intimacy cues at levels similar to individuals low in attach-
ment avoidance (Park et al., 2019; Stanton et al., 2017). 
While previous research has demonstrated that intimacy-
related cues may broadly be associated with positive out-
comes for avoidantly attached individuals, our research has 
identified which specific types of intimacy-laden cues may 
be necessary to achieve this effect, with nonverbal associated 
with particularly strong outcomes

Methodological Strengths, Limitations,  
and Future Directions

A major methodological strength of this work is its reliance 
on observational research methods to capture how best to 
communicate affection in a large sample of real-time couple 
interactions. Indeed, observational research provides an 
opportunity for naturalistic indicators of relationship behav-
ior (Roberts & Greenberg, 2002). Furthermore, coded con-
versation behaviors by neutral third-party observers provide 
a less biased account of communication patterns than self-
report measures of affectionate behaviors. Relatively few 
studies have utilized this technique to examine dyadic inter-
actions, especially in affectionate exchanges (Roberts & 
Greenberg, 2002). Using observational approaches to study-
ing individual differences in the receipt of affectionate cues 
can provide insight into which strategies may be most likely 
to evoke positive outcomes for those for whom intimacy and 
connection are difficult to achieve.

Although the observational approach to examining romantic 
relationships is a notable strength of the work, as with any study, 
there are some limitations to address. The first is that because this 
research is correlational, we cannot determine the direction of 
causality. Although it is possible that tailoring levels of nonver-
bal affection may have benefits for avoidantly attached individu-
als, it may also be the case that “happier” avoidantly attached 
individuals lead partners to feel more comfortable openly com-
municating love. However, because many of the patterns held 
when controlling for baseline emotions and relationship quality, 
we believe the former interpretation is more viable.

Second, because the research design was observational 
rather than experimental in nature, we cannot ascertain 
whether deliberate and intentional use of the communication 
patterns would have a positive impact on the listeners’ emo-
tions. It is possible that the effects of nonverbal affection are 
only beneficial to the listener when they spontaneously arise 
in the conversation versus when partners are instructed to 
implement these strategies. Similarly, it is possible that the 
pattern of effects emerged because verbal affection was 
explicitly directed in our instructions to the participants, 
whereas nonverbal affection was not. Thus, because verbal 
affection was a necessary component of the task, avoidantly 
attached individuals may have been suspicious of its authen-
ticity, thus undermining its potential impact on the listener. 

As such, if participants were directed to be nonverbally 
affectionate or enthusiastic with their partner, the effects of 
each communication style on avoidantly attached individu-
als’ outcomes may differ.

As a future direction, researchers could utilize an experi-
mental design to explicitly coach people to use verbal affec-
tion and nonverbal affection techniques with their partners to 
examine if there is a causal impact of these communication 
patterns on the recipient’s positive relational outcomes. 
Indeed, knowing if certain patterns cause positive reactions 
in avoidantly attached individuals would inform whether 
verbal affection and nonverbal affection can be recom-
mended to partners of avoidantly attached individuals as 
strategies to communicate feelings of love.

Relatedly, this research would benefit from examining the 
role of verbal affection and nonverbal affection in communi-
cating love to avoidantly individuals over time. Although 
avoidant individuals responded positively to messages of 
nonverbal affection in the lab, it is possible that they could 
either become indifferent to—or overwhelmed by—such 
communication when used more chronically. Longitudinal 
data would strengthen the argument that verbal affection and 
nonverbal affection patterns are effective love communica-
tion strategies, and are needed before we can make confident 
recommendations regarding the application of these tech-
niques to everyday relationship functioning.

Finally, another avenue for future research is to examine 
the mechanisms behind the unique benefits of nonverbal 
affection for avoidantly attached individuals. We have pro-
posed that avoidantly attached individuals respond particu-
larly well to nonverbal affection cues because these types of 
cues signal their partners’ reliability, trustworthiness, and 
willingness to care for their needs. Future research could 
more directly test these as mechanisms that drive avoidantly 
attached individuals’ well-being.

Conclusion

We have demonstrated in the present research that avoidantly 
attached individuals can benefit from affectionate exchanges 
with their romantic partners. However, those benefits may be 
somewhat conditional on how that affection is communi-
cated. While partners’ nonverbal affection cues allow avoid-
antly attached individuals to experience positive behaviors to 
the same degree as those low in attachment avoidance, they 
may still also benefit from verbal affection to limited degrees, 
at least to keep negative emotions low.

Ultimately, tailored approaches to meeting avoidantly 
attached individuals’ unique needs (i.e., providing enhanced 
evidence of their partner’s trustworthiness) may allow them 
to lower their defenses and experience connection with more 
confidence in their partners’ affections, ideally leading to 
long-term reductions in attachment avoidance.
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items were not included in our exploratory factor analysis due to 
failure to reach adequate inter-rater reliability.
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