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According to attachment theory, care-seeking is the primary coping strategy in
threatening situations. However, anxious and avoidant individuals often use secondary
regulation strategies. The purpose of this study was to test whether, in a potentially
threatening situation, the participants’ attachment orientation affects whether they prefer
to resort to care or food to regulate their negative emotions. Ninety-two participants
took part in an experimental situation in which they had to choose between pictures
of care or food, following the presentation of threatening images randomly alternating
with neutral ones. Results showed that care pictures were chosen to a greater extent
in the threatening condition compared to the food pictures and the neutral condition,
without distinction of attachment orientation. In addition, in threatening condition, anxious
individuals chose to care less than non-anxious individuals. Finally, avoidant participants
chose care pictures to a lesser extent than individuals low on avoidance in the neutral
condition, but not in the threatening condition. In conclusion, attachment anxiety was
associated with more difficulty in the choice of representation of care in a threatening
condition, while avoidant individuals show their defensive strategies in the neutral
condition rather than in the threatening condition.

Keywords: seek social support, comfort, anxiety, threat, avoidance

INTRODUCTION

Within the classical framework of the attachment theory, when people experience a threatening
situation, they activate the attachment system and tend to seek the proximity of significant
others (Bowlby, 1969). Support-seeking, in fact, plays a critical role in decreasing the impact of
psychophysiological stress (Coan et al., 2017; Feeney and Collins, 2019). Later studies have shown
that this strategy in dealing with a threatening stimulus begins to be shaped during a person’s
experience in early childhood (Waters and Waters, 2006). Of particular, relevance is the behavioral
pattern of attachment that an individual has built during infancy through the interactions with
the caregiver(s): different attachment styles can either facilitate or interfere with the search for
proximity as a strategy to deal with the emotions triggered by a given threat (Waters and Waters,
2006). Whether to seek the proximity of others or not is, thus, an individual difference, which
reflects the strategy that individuals use to regulate their emotions, a strategy that results from the
individual’s pattern of attachment (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2019).

Adults’ attachment orientation—shaped in childhood through the interaction with the caregiver
(Ainsworth et al., 1978)—can be organized along two emotional dimensions: anxiety and avoidance
(Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991; Mikulincer and Shaver, 2019). Within this two-dimensional

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1

July 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 930168


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.930168
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2022.930168&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-07-20
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:uccula@uniss.it
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.930168
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.930168/full

Uccula et al.

Distress, Care, Food, and Attachment

framework, different attachment orientations are paired with
different emotion regulation strategies, stress coping strategies,
and the individuals’ expectations concerning their capability to
deal with threatening situations (Caldwell and Shaver, 2012).
Anxious individuals find it difficult to seek support, but adopt
indirect strategies that intensify the expression of emotions
to attract the attention of significant others (Mikulincer and
Shaver, 2016). Conversely, avoidant individuals downregulate
threat-related emotions with strategies that deny stress or divert
attention from the source of the emotions. Thus, attachment
theory provides a powerful framework for clustering how
individuals tend to regulate their emotions (Brumariu, 2015;
Mikulincer and Shaver, 2019). Although, during infancy, the
primary strategy for restoring the emotional balance following
a potential threat is seeking the proximity of significant others
(Bowlby, 1969); in adulthood, this strategy is not necessarily the
behavior of seeking physical proximity, but it may also consist
in the activation of mental representations of their symbolic
presence (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2016).

This primary strategy, however, is more easily available
to those individuals who have had a positive experience in
childhood with their caregivers availability and have, thus,
developed an attachment style characterized by both the low
avoidance and low anxiety (Waters and Waters, 2006): those
individuals tend to seek support to regulate their negative
emotions in times of need. On the contrary, individuals
either high in anxiety or high in avoidance have not had a
positive experience with the availability of their caregiver. Those
individuals have learned that they cannot rely on others when
they feel uneasy and, thus, have to resort to other strategies to
regulate their emotions in case of need (Mikulincer and Shaver,
2019).

It has been shown that some individuals prefer resorting to
food intake to regulate their negative emotions (typically anxiety)
when they experience distress (Evers et al., 2018; Devonport et al.,
2019). In other studies, the presentation of anxiogenic (vs. secure)
prime stimuli increased snack consumption (Wilkinson et al.,
2013). So, the negative emotions triggered by distress might be
regulated by the search for proximity by some individuals and
by food intake by others. In accordance with these premises, our
study aimed to test whether attachment orientation affects the
way they respond to a perceived potential threat to cope with
their negative emotions.

Receiving adequate parental care and food in childhood is
essential to promote healthy physical and mental development
(Atzil et al,, 2018). In addition, food can perform a regulatory
function during affective development. In fact, in addition to
having a nutritional function, food also plays an interpersonal
regulatory role, for example, when parents use food to soothe
their children’s negative emotions or discomfort (Stifter et al.,
2011; Hamburg et al, 2014). Studies show that mothers
attachment anxiety is associated with using emotional feeding
strategies with their children with the aim of feeling closer
to them (Hardman et al., 2016). Moreover, parents—child
concordance in the child’s eating behavior is lower in families
where the child shows an insecure attachment with respect to
families where the child shows a secure attachment (Uccula et al.,

2012). Food consumption can, in fact, activate cognitions linked
to the relationship through a learned empathic symbolization
of eating experiences within close relationships (Hamburg
et al, 2014). For example, comfort food consumption was
associated with positive social interactions and a reduction in
feelings of loneliness (Troisi and Gabriel, 2011). Consequently,
a link between emotion regulation, food intake, and attachment
style has been found (Faber et al., 2018) and eating disorder
symptoms have been associated with avoidance in intimacy
and abandonment-related anxiety (Gongalves et al, 2019).
Thus, to regulate their negative emotions, individuals with
anxious attachment might attempt to seek support through
the intensification of their emotional expression—a strategy
with limited coping efficacy—and might resort to food intake
as coping strategy. This happens because individuals with
anxious attachment have ambivalent cognitions regarding the
context of care-seeking: in case of need, while seeking support
for obtaining care and security, they also experience doubts
regarding the actual availability of care and support (Vogel and
Wei, 2005). Instead, avoidant attachment individuals attempt to
block threat-related emotions in stressful situations by adopting
a defensive behavior, attentional disengagement (Mellor and
Psouni, 2021), denying stress, and, in addition, they do not
typically seek the support of others (McLeod et al., 2020).
Although avoidant individuals’ difficulties in seeking support
were found, several studies have shown that such difficulties
can be reduced in particular conditions (Rholes et al., 2021).
It has been shown that the undeniable, self-evident availability
of significant others decreases the frequency of occurrence of
defensive behaviors in adult avoidant individuals (Overall et al.,
2022). In addition, Diamond and Fagundes (2010) reported a
discrepancy between the self-reported dismissive feelings and the
measures of physiological activation of individuals with avoidant
attachment in a stressful context (e.g., the exposure to infant
crying; Ablow et al., 2013). It was as if their defensive attitude
was a strategy to mask (i.e., to cope by denying) their emotions,
as indexed by their physiological activity. Other studies confirm
that avoidant defenses collapse under pressure (Mikulincer and
Shaver, 2016).

Present Study

In accordance with these premises, the purposes of the study
were: (a) to test whether the representations of care or food were
associated with threatening vs. neutral situations and (b) to test
whether the attachment orientation of a given individual affects
the way they react to a perceived potential threat. More in detail,
the following hypotheses were put forward:

e First, regardless of the attachment orientation, we expected
that participants in the threatening condition would choose
representations of care more often than food ones and with
respect to the neutral condition.

e Second, in the threatening condition, we expected that
individuals with an anxious attachment would choose
representations of care less often than low-anxious individuals
and small-to-no differences in the frequency of choice
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of representations of care between avoidant and low-
avoidant individuals.

e Third, in the neutral condition, we expected less frequently
chosen representations of care by avoidant individuals and
small-to-no differences in anxious attachment individuals.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants

Ninety-two Italian students volunteered to take part in this
study (48 women, 44 men, Mage = 22.57 years, SD = 2.87;
age range: 19-31 years). A priori power analysis was conducted
using G*Power version 3.1.9.7 (Faul et al., 2007) to determine
the minimum sample size required to test the study hypothesis.
Results indicated the required sample size to achieve 85% power
for detecting a small/medium effect (0.3; Cohen, 1988), at a
significance criterion of @ =0.05, was N = 82 for a within-
participant design. Thus, the obtained sample size of N = 92 is
adequate to test the study hypothesis. The experimental protocol
conformed to the Declaration of Helsinki and was approved by
the Ethics Committee of the University of Padova, Italy. Written
informed consent was obtained from all the participants.

Design and Statistics

The differences between care and food choices [here
operationalized as a preference for pictures representing a
caring scenario, Rowe et al. (2020) or as a preference for
pictures representing various kinds of comfort food] in the
threatening and neutral conditions were analyzed using a
within-subject ANOVA. Post-hoc pairwise comparisons were
done, if the omnibus test found a significant difference. After
that, the dimensions of anxiety and avoidance of attachment
were included in the analysis as covariates. In order to highlight
possible significant associations, we will show the differences in
the choices by using standardized Z-scores (—1 SD vs. 1 SD) of
attachment orientations.

The potential confounding variables that would be correlated
with the choices of food were considered. Some studies have
found an association between restrained eating (Evers et al,
2018), body mass index (BMI), and eating behavior (Wilkinson
et al., 2018). Likewise, the status of hunger at the time of the
experiment was evaluated. However, in experimental studies
(food-related attentional bias), these associations were sometimes
not found (Hardman et al., 2021); therefore, we wanted to test
whether these variables were associated with food image choice.
Before the main analyses, backward stepwise regressions between
BM]I, restrained eating (yes or no), the status of hunger (1 =
Not at all hungry; 5 = Extremely hungry), and food choice were
performed. The variables that showed no significant association
(p > 0.05) were not included in further analysis. Statistical
analysis was conducted using SPSS software version 26.

Materials

The attachment style was assessed with the Italian version
(Busonera et al., 2014) of the Experiences in Close Relationships-
Revised (ECR-R; Fraley et al., 2000). The ECR-R is a widely used
self-report questionnaire to assess the two basic dimensions of

anxiety and avoidance of attachment and has excellent internal
consistency (Fraley et al., 2000). In the present study, Cronbach’s
alpha coeflicients were 0.91 for the anxiety items and 0.89 for the
avoidance items. The means of the ECR-R were in line with the
Italian adaptation.

The stimuli were 180 pictures selected from various sources:

e Forty pictures from the International Affective Picture System
(IAPS; Lang et al., 2008)! were used for the threatening (e.g.,
lunging dogs) and neutral (e.g., domestic objects) conditions.
Mean ratings of valence and arousal were as per by Lang et al.,
2008 (nine points Likert-type scale: 1 = negative, low). Valence
and arousal were significantly different between the two
conditions, F(; 35y = 264 and F(; 33y = 438, respectively. The
threatening images we used had also been used by Kappenman
et al. (2015) and showed that they were capable of activating
the threatening system. Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics
of the ECR-R questionnaire and the IAPS pictures.

e Forty pictures from the Food-Pics_Extended (Blechert et al.,
2019)% were selected. The pictures were of typical comfort
foods (sweet and salty snacks) and they were randomly divided
into two lists of 20 items: one for the neutral condition and
one for the threatening condition. Mean ratings of calories,
palatability, and craving were as per by Blechert et al. (2019):
the two lists did not significantly differ on any dimension, all
Fs < 1.

e Forty pictures from the Besancon Affective Picture Set-Adult
(BAPS-Adult; Szymanska et al., 2019)3 were selected. The 40
pictures depicted comfort-related scenarios where care was
represented (e.g., an adult comforts an infant in distress).
Two lists of 20 pictures were created: one for the neutral
condition and one for the threatening condition. Mean ratings
of valence, arousal, and perceived comfort were as per by
Szymanska et al. (2019): the two lists did not significantly differ
on any dimension, all Fs < 1.

e Sixty neutral pictures from the IAPS and the Food-
Pics_Extended were selected for the 20 filler trials.

Procedure

Demographics include participants’ age and gender. Body mass
index (BMI) and restrained eating status were collected, as well
as a rating of the current hunger level prior to the experiment.
Participants filled in the ECR-R questionnaire and performed the
experiment in a counterbalanced way: half of them started with
the questionnaire and the other half started with the experiment.
A program coded within the OpenSesame software (Mathot et al.,
2012) controlled the presentation of the stimuli and the recording

1Threatening pictures: 1120 — 1300 - 1304 - 1930 - 3230 - 3500 - 3530 - 6250
- 6312 - 6313 - 6315 - 6350 - 6370 — 6510 - 6540 - 6550 - 6560 — 6570 —
9414 - 9635.1.

Neutral pictures: 7040 — 7002 - 7004 — 7018 — 7020 - 7026 - 7053 — 7059 - 7061 —
7062 - 7080 — 7090 — 7095 - 7150 — 7175 - 7185 — 7205 — 7211 — 7233 — 7235.
2Food pictures: 4 — 15 — 26 — 31 — 43 — 44 - 48 - 66 - 67 - 80 - 93 — 94 - 102 - 103
-104 - 107 - 109 - 113 - 115 - 116 - 127 - 133 - 137 - 140 - 150 - 170 - 173 -
177 - 183 - 186 - 205 — 225 - 286 - 287 - 510 - 539 - 673 - 676 - 869 - 878.
3Care pictures: 1 -2-3-4-5-8-9-11-12-14-15-16-19-20-22 - 23
-24-25-26-27-28-29-30-32-34-35-40-42-46-47-48-49-50
-51-52-55-56-57-59-64.
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TABLE 1 | Mean and SD of attachment orientations and prime stimulus in the two conditions.

ECR-R IAPS threatening IAPS neutral
Anxiety Avoidance Valence Arousal Valence Arousal
M 3.30 2.45 2.52 6.62 5.11 2.91
S.D. 0.88 0.73 0.64 0.41 0.32 0.68
TABLE 2 | Means, SD, and differences between care and food choices in the two TABLE 3 | Descriptive statistics of the confounding variables.
conditions.
N % M (SD)
Neutral Threatening Differences
M (SD) M (SD) Neutral— BMI 21.83 (3.46)
threatening Restrained eating
No 59 64.1
Care 9.89 (5.03) 16.15 (3.86) —6.26
Yes 33 35.9
Food 10.11 (5.03) 3.85 (3.86) 6.26
Hunger
Differences care—food —-0.22 12.30
Not at all hungry 36 39.1
Lightly hungry 42 45.7
Moderately hungry 13 141
Very hungry 1 1.1

of the response. Stimuli were displayed on a 15.6 inches monitor,
set at a distance of 60 cm from the participant. Before initiating
the experiment, participants were presented with the following
instructions (instructions were presented in Italian, below is the
English equivalent):

“You will see neutral images and other images that will
probably make you feel negative emotions, then you will have to
choose one of the two images that follow, the one that at that
time can help you to overcome the negative emotion of the single
image you saw before.”

Then, the experiment started and consisted of 60 randomly
intermixed trials: 20 trials in the threatening condition, 20 trials
in the neutral condition, and 20 filler trials. Each trial began with
a fixation dot presented for 500 ms in the center of the screen; at
its offset, a prime picture replaced the fixation dot and remained
visible for 3 s. In the neutral condition, each prime picture had a
neutral content. In the threatening condition, each prime picture
had threatening content. In the filler trials, the prime picture had
a neutral content. At the offset of the prime picture, two probe
pictures were concurrently presented side-by-side. In the neutral
and threatening conditions, one of the two pictures depicted
a caring scenario, whereas the other picture depicted food. In
the filler trials, the two probe pictures had a neutral content.
Participants had to choose at their own discretion the picture
they favored the most between those two probe pictures. The
two probe pictures remained visible until participants responded.
The relative position of the two pictures (left vs. right) was
counterbalanced (Uccula et al., 2020b). The 60 experimental trials
were preceded by 10 practice trials.

RESULTS

To evaluate our hypotheses, we calculated the relative frequency
of choice of care vs. food pictures. Table 2 shows the means and
SDs of the choices according to conditions.

From the stepwise regression to selection for potential
confounding variables, none of those evaluated: BMI (r = 0.082,
p = 0.218), restrained eating status (r = —0.011, p = 0.458), and
hunger (r = —0.100, p = 0.172) were associated with the choices
of food in neutral and threatening conditions. Table 3 shows the
descriptive statistics of the potential confounding variables.

In order to verify our first hypothesis, the repeated measures
ANOVA was carried out. The first hypothesis was that
participants choose care pictures more often than food pictures
in the threatening condition and that participants choose care
pictures more often in the threatening condition than the neutral
condition, regardless of the attachment orientation. Results of
the omnibus ANOVA indicated a significant effect, F(; 91y =
149.867, p < 0.001. Because the choice of food vs. care is
mutually exclusive, this result concerns both the predictions
of the first hypothesis. Out of the 20 trials of the neutral
condition, care pictures were selected 9.89 times on average (SD
= 5.03), i.e., almost half of the time. Out of the 20 trials of the
threatening condition, care pictures were selected 16.15 times
on average (SD = 3.86) vs. a mean of 3.85 for food choices
(Figure 1).

The post-hoc comparisons (Bonferroni correction) showed
that in the threatening condition, the differences between care
and food choices were significantly greater than in the neutral
condition [mean difference - 0.22 + 12.30 = 12.52, t = 12.24, p
< 0.001, 95% CI (10.49, 14.55)].

The repeated measures ANCOVA with the dimensions
of anxiety and avoidance of attachment as covariates were
performed. The results showed a main effect, F(; ggy = 5.298, p
= 0.024, and interactions effects between care and food choices
with both the attachment anxiety, F(; g9y = 4.819, p = 0.031 and
attachment avoidance, F(; g9) = 9.243, p = 0.003.
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FIGURE 1 | Means of care and food choices in the two conditions.
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Whereas the effect of anxiety is significant in the threatening
condition, t = —3.042, p < 0.005, it is not significant in the
neutral condition, |t| < 1 (Figure 2). In addition, whereas the
effect of avoidance is not significant in the threatening condition,
|t| < 1, it proves significant in the neutral condition, t = —2.650,
p < 0.01 (Figure 3).

DISCUSSION

The purposes of the present study were to test whether—in a
threatening (vs. neutral) condition—participants resort to care
more than to food pictures to regulate their emotions and
to test whether this tendency is associated with attachment
orientation. Our finding accords with the attachment theory
framework: under threat, individuals seek the support of others
to regulate their emotional distress. This finding confirms, even
in an experimental situation, that the attachment-related mental
representations of care and social support are activated and are
associated with a greater choice of care pictures, following the
experience of an emotional distress/threat. On the other hand,
it should be noted that in the neutral condition, in the absence
of distress, the choices of care are almost equivalent to the food
pictures choices.

However, our findings also show that these choices are
associated with the individual’s attachment orientation. In the
threatening condition, individuals with an anxious attachment
choose care pictures less often than those individuals who
have a low-anxious attachment. This result is consistent with
the ambivalent representation of attachment characterizing this
attachment style: their mental representations of the attachment

figure are unstable and unreliable; the attachment figure is
inconstant, it might be present or it might not be present
(Cheng et al., 2015). The intensification of the expression of
emotions as a signal for inconstant caregivers/partners together
with negative expectations regarding their availability and their
support (Gokdag, 2021) might lead anxious individuals to
attempt to regulate their emotions through food (Wilkinson et al.,
2018) instead of through social support. In fact, individuals with
a higher level of anxious attachment could have a negative image
of themselves as unlovable and could develop an attitude of
distrust toward others (Santona et al., 2022). In our study, the
relative higher preference for food pictures in anxious individuals
is also in line with clinical studies showing a greater risk (Pace
et al., 2022) and incidence of eating disorders in the anxious
attachment (Tasca and Balfour, 2014).

Conversely, in our findings regarding the threatening
condition, avoidant individuals similarly choose care and food as
the non-avoidant individuals. Many studies show that individuals
with avoidant attachment tend not to seek social support,
but adopt a defensive coping strategy following exposure to
threatening events and disengaging from others (Mikulincer
and Shaver, 2016): this despite their physiological reaction and
emotional response to the event is present (Diamond and
Fagundes, 2010). However, when the intimacy of a situation
is manageable and prorelationship, then, if the presence and
availability of the support are undeniable, they can give up their
dominant defensive strategy and resort to seeking social support
in case of need (Stanton et al., 2017). Other studies confirm
that individuals with an avoidant attachment can contrast their
default defensive response and express their need for social
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FIGURE 2 | Differences between means of care pictures choices in the threatening condition.
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FIGURE 3 | Differences between means of care pictures choices in the neutral condition.

support more openly (Overall et al, 2022). The absence of  attachment-related mental script of the support availability and
differences in the choice of care pictures in the threatening  allows the avoidant individuals to choose carefully as the non-
condition that we found is consistent with this view: the  avoidantindividuals.

pictures depicting a care scenario of an adult-child relation Conversely, in a more neutral condition, avoidant individuals
(a strong symbolic representation of care) can activate the  are less motivated to choose care, they do not have to cope
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with negative emotions, and they resort to their default
defensive behavior, which, in our experiment, is indexed by
the lower frequency of care choice shown by the avoidant
as opposed to the non-avoidant. This is congruent with the
view that the “neutral,” default mode of avoidant individuals,
entails the mental representation of the unavailability of the
caregivers and that their attachment system was preconsciously
deactivated (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2016). The experimental
environment in which the experiment was carried out
might have offered a set of conditions that favored the
plasticity of avoidant behavior, thus allowing these individuals
to differentiate their responses between the two levels of
emotional context.

From a developmental perspective, these findings obtained
with adults are partially consistent with previous results
with children (Uccula et al, 2020a), although caution must
be used in comparing categorical assessment of attachment
during childhood with dimensional assessment in adulthood.
The behavior of anxious and secure children (low anxiety
and low avoidance in adults) in the threatening condition is
similar. However, unlike adults, in avoidant children, a greater
propensity to choose food in the threatening condition has
been observed. This result could be interpreted by the different
regulatory mechanisms underlying avoidant defenses in the
two age groups, which may affect the emotional impact of
the threat (e.g., to inhibit emotional states) and/or the choice
of care (e.g., interference with the mental representation of
support seeking).

In summary, our results clearly show that in the threatening
situation, participants prefer representations of care as an
emotional regulatory strategy. Within this general propensity,
our results confirm that individuals with high (vs. low)
attachment anxiety tend to choose secondary regulatory
strategies, such as food. On the other hand, the choices
of avoidant individuals in the threatening condition seem
inconsistent with what is typically observed in these
cases. Usually, in fact, avoidant individuals tend to not
select representations of intimacy as a regulatory strategy,
both in real-life contexts and in simulated contexts, and
instead prefer secondary regulatory strategies in stressful
situations. However, these defenses in our study emerge
in the neutral condition, whereas in the threatening
condition, it shows, also in line with recent studies, that in
some circumstances when avoidantly attached individuals
are distressed, they cannot use their normal defenses to
regulate their emotions (Girme et al, 2015). The avoidant
orientation in this study also emerges as rich insights for
future research aimed at better defining the characteristics of
this style, which has not yet found an agreed upon definition
among researchers.

A potential limit has to do with the technique we employed
to induce threat, since it might have limited ecological validity.
However, the IAPS has been validated by a multiplicity of studies
and has become a research paradigm and their emotional effects
are well-established in the literature. Similarly, the constrained
choice between pictures of food and pictures of a caring
scenario, although they concern two strong forms of reward

(Pool et al., 2016) and emotional regulation (Faber et al., 2018),
might be considered as a limit of our study that will need
to be addressed in future studies. A further limitation is that
the pictures we used to prime the threat were selected from
a standardized database (IAPS). This provides a reasonable
guarantee that threatening pictures provide some degree of
threat to the participant. However, this is only inferred in the
context of our experiment: a methodologically more sound study
to be performed in the future could include a manipulation
check to determine the strength of threat the threatening (vs.
neutral) pictures generate on a trial-by-trial basis. In addition,
it has not been checked whether the participants had guessed
the hypothesis of the study and this could be considered a
limitation of the research. Another potential limitation of this
study concerns the omission of disorganized attachment, which
was not measured in this study. It was, in fact, found to
be related to BMI and uncontrolled eating (Wilkinson et al.,
2020).

CONCLUSION

According to attachment theory, when under threat, seeking
care and support are confirmed to be the primary strategy with
which individuals regulate their negative emotions. However, the
frequency of employment of this dominant strategy is associated
with the attachment orientation of the specific individual.
The differences that emerge in the threatening condition
between anxiety and avoidance individuals demonstrate the
different strategies of negative emotion regulation that the
two styles entail. On one hand, because of their ambivalent
mental representation of the caregiver as intermittently available,
individuals with an anxious attachment tend to select strategies
to cope with distress consisting of the choice of care less often
than low-anxious individuals. On the other hand, because of
their mental representations of the caregiver as unavailable,
in neutral situations, without distress, the default mode of
the response of avoidant individuals is defensive, but under
threat and together with the representation of care and
social support, they might opt to choose carefully as low-
avoidant individuals.

Overall, our findings support the association between anxious
attachment individuals and their greater difficulties with seeking
support and contribute to the understanding of the conditions
enabling different behavioral responses in the presence of
avoidant attachment.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be
made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

ETHICS STATEMENT

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and
approved by Ethics Committee of the University of Padova,

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

July 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 930168


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Uccula et al.

Distress, Care, Food, and Attachment

Italy. The patients/participants provided their written informed
consent to participate in this study.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

AU: conceptualization, methodology, and writing—original
draft, review, and editing. ME: investigation and formal analysis.

REFERENCES

Ablow, J. C., Marks, A. K., Shirley Feldman, S., and Huffman, L. C.
(2013). Associations between first-time expectant women’s representations of
attachment and their physiological reactivity to infant cry. Child Dev. 84,
1373-1391. doi: 10.1111/cdev.12135

Ainsworth, M. D. S., Blehar, M. C., Waters, E., and Wall, S. (1978). Patterns
of Attachment: Assessed in the Strange Situation and at Home. Hillsdale, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum.

Atzil, S., Gao, W, Fradkin, I., and Barrett, L. F. (2018). Growing a social brain. Nat.
Hum. Behav. 2, 624e636. doi: 10.1038/s41562-018-0384-6

Bartholomew, K., and Horowitz, L. M. (1991). Attachment styles among young
adults: a test of a four-category model. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 61, 226-244.
doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.61.2.226

Blechert, J., Lender, A., Polk, S., Busch, N. A., and Ohla, K. (2019). Food-
pics_extended-an image database for experimental research on eating and
appetite: additional images, normative ratings and an updated review. Front.
Psychol. 10:307. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00307

Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment and Loss, 2nd Edn, Attachment, Vol. 1. New York,
NY: Basic Books.

Brumariu, L. (2015). Parent—child attachment and emotion regulation. New Dir.
Child Adolesc. Dev. 148, 31-45. doi: 10.1002/cad.20098

Busonera, A. San Martini, P., Zavattini, G. C., and Santona, A. (2014).
Psychometric properties of an Italian version of the experiences in
close relationships-revised (ECR-R) scale. Psychol. Rep. 114, 785-801.
doi: 10.2466/03.21.PR0.114k23w9

Caldwell, J. G., and Shaver, P. R. (2012). Exploring the cognitive-emotional
pathways between adult attachment and ego-resiliency. Individ. Differ. Res.
10, 141-152.

Cheng, H. L., McDermott, R. C., and Lopez, F. G. (2015). Mental health, self-
stigma, and help-seeking intentions among emerging adults: an attachment
perspective. Couns. Psychol. 43, 463-487. doi: 10.1177/0011000014568203

Coan, J. A., Beckes, L., Gonzalez, M. Z., Maresh, E. L., Brown, C. L., and Hasselmo,
K. (2017). Relationship status and perceived support in the social regulation
of neural responses to threat. Soc. Cogn. Affect. Neurosci. 12, 1574-1583.
doi: 10.1093/scan/nsx091

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences, 2nd Edn.
Oxfordshire: Routledge.

Devonport, T. J., Nicholls, W., and Fullerton, C. (2019). A systematic review of the
association between emotions and eating behaviour in normal and overweight
adult populations. J. Health Psychol. 24, 3-24. doi: 10.1177/1359105317697813

Diamond, L., and Fagundes, C. (2010). Psychobiological research on attachment. J.
Soc. Pers. Relat. 27, 218-225. doi: 10.1177/0265407509360906

Evers, C., Dingemans, A., Junghans, A. F., and Boevé, A. (2018). Feeling bad
or feeling good, does emotion affect your consumption of food? A meta-
analysis of the experimental evidence. Neurosci. Biobehav. R. 92, 195-208.
neubiorev.2018.05.028 doi: 10.1016/j.neubiorev.2018.05.028

Faber, A., Dube, L., and Knauper, B. (2018). Attachment and eating: a
meta-analytic review of the relevance of attachment for unhealthy and
healthy eating behaviors in the general population. Appetite 123, 410-438.
doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2017.10.043

Faul, F., Erdfelder, E., Lang, A. G., and Buchner, A. (2007). G*Power 3: A flexible
statistical power analysis program for the social, behavioral, and biomedical
sciences. Behav. Res. Methods. 39, 175-191. doi: 10.3758/BF03193146

CM: methodology and writing—review. All authors contributed
to the article and approved the submitted version.

FUNDING

The study was supported by an internal funding (2020) received
from Sassari University, Italy and Sardinian L.R. n.7/2007 (2019).

Feeney, B. C., and Collins, N. L. (2019). The importance of relational support
for attachment and exploration needs. Curr. Opin. Psychol. 25, 182-186.
doi: 10.1016/j.copsyc.2018.11.011

Fraley, R., Waller, N., and Brennan, K. (2000). An item response theory analysis
of self-report measures of adult attachment. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 78, 350-365.
doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.78.2.350

Girme, Y. U,, Overall, N. C,, Simpson, J. A., and Fletcher, G. J. (2015). “All or
nothing”: attachment avoidance and the curvilinear effects of partner support.
J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 108, 450-475. doi: 10.1037/a0038866

Gokdag, C. (2021). How does interpersonal emotion regulation explain
psychological distress? The roles of attachment style and social support. Pers.
Indiv. Differ. 176:110763. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2021.110763

Gongalves, S., Vieira, A. I, Rogrigues, T., Machado, P. P., Brandao,
I, Timoteo, S., et al. (2019). Adult attachment in eating disorders

association between perceived invalidating childhood
environments and eating psychopathology. Curr. Psychol. 40, 5478-5488.
doi: 10.1007/s12144-019-00524-2

Hamburg, M. E., Finkenauer, C., and Schuengel, C. (2014). Food for love: the
role of food offering in empathic emotion regulation. Front. Psychol. 5:32.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00032

Hardman, C. A., Christiansen, P., and Wilkinson, L. L. (2016). Using food to
soothe: Maternal attachment anxiety is associated with child emotional eating.
Appetite 99,91-96. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2016.01.017

Hardman, C. A., Jones, A., Burton, S., Duckworth, J. J., McGale, L. S., Mead, B. R.,
et al. (2021). Food-related attentional bias and its associations with appetitive
motivation and body weight: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Appetite
157:104986. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2020.104986

Kappenman, E. S., MacNamara, A., and Hajcak-Proudfit, G. (2015). Electrocortical
evidence for rapid allocation of attention to threat in the dot-probe task. Soc.
Cogn. Affect. Neurosci. 10, 577-583. doi: 10.1093/scan/nsu098

Lang, P. J., Bradley, M. M., and Cuthbert, B. N. (2008). International Affective
Picture System (IAPS): Affective Ratings of Pictures and Instruction Manual.
Technical Report A-8. Gainesville, FL: University of Florida.

Mathot, S., Schreij, D., and Theeuwes, J. (2012). OpenSesame: an open-source,
graphical experiment builder for the social sciences. Behav. Res. Methods 44,
314-324. doi: 10.3758/s13428-011-0168-7

McLeod, S., Berry, K., Hodgson, C., and Wearden, A. (2020). Attachment and
social support in romantic dyads: a systematic review. J. Clin. Psychol. 76,
59-101. doi: 10.1002/jclp.22868

Mellor, R. L., and Psouni, E. (2021). The study of security priming on avoidant
attentional biases: combining microsaccadic eye-movement measurement with
a dot-probe task. Front. Psychol. 12:726817. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.726817

Mikulincer, M., and Shaver, P. R. (2016). Attachment in Adulthood: Structure,
Dynamics, and Change, 2nd Edn. New York, NY: The Guilford Press.

Mikulincer, M., and Shaver, P. R. (2019). Attachment orientations and emotion
regulation. Curr. Opin. Psychol. 25, 6-10. doi: 10.1016/j.copsyc.2018.02.006

Overall, N. C., Pietromonaco, P. R., and Simpson, J. A. (2022). Buffering and
spillover of adult attachment insecurity in couple and family relationships. Nat.
Rev. Psychol. 1,101-111. doi: 10.1038/s44159-021-00011-1

Pace, C. S., Muzi, S., Parolin, L., Milesi, A;, Tognasso, G., and Santona,
A. (2022). Binge eating attitudes in community adolescent sample and
relationships with interview-assessed attachment representations in girls:
a multi-center study from North Italy. Eat.Weight. Disord. 27, 495-504.
doi: 10.1007/s40519-021-01183-8

mediates the

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

July 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 930168


https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12135
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-018-0384-6
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.61.2.226
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00307
https://doi.org/10.1002/cad.20098
https://doi.org/10.2466/03.21.PR0.114k23w9
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000014568203
https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nsx091
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105317697813
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407509360906
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2018.05.028
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2017.10.043
https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03193146
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2018.11.011
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.78.2.350
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038866
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.110763
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-019-00524-2
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00032
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2016.01.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2020.104986
https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nsu098
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13428-011-0168-7
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.22868
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.726817
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2018.02.006
https://doi.org/10.1038/s44159-021-00011-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-021-01183-8
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Uccula et al.

Distress, Care, Food, and Attachment

Pool, E., Brosch, T., Delplanque, S., and Sander, D. (2016). Attentional bias for
positive emotional stimuli: a meta-analytic investigation. Psychol. Bull. 142,
79-106. doi: 10.1037/bul0000026

Rholes, W. S, Eller, J., Simpson, J. A., and Arriaga, X. B. (2021). Support processes
predict declines in attachment avoidance across the transition to parenthood.
Pers. Soc. Psychol. B. 47, 810-825. doi: 10.1177/0146167220948706

Rowe, A. C, Gold, E. R, and Carnelley, K. B. (2020). The effectiveness
of attachment security priming in improving positive affect and reducing
negative affect: a systematic review. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 17:968.
doi: 10.3390/ijerph17030968

Santona, A., Milesi, A., Tognasso, G., Gorla, L., and Parolin, L. (2022). Anxiety
in attachment and sexual relationships in adolescence: a moderated mediation
model. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 19:4181. doi: 10.3390/ijerph19074181

Stanton, S. C. E., Campbell, L., and Pink, J. C. (2017). Benefits of positive
relationship experiences for avoidantly attached individuals. J. Pers. Soc.
Psychol. 113, 568-588. doi: 10.1037/pspi0000098

Stifter, C., Anzman-Frasca, S., and Voegtline, L. B. K. (2011). Parent use of food
to soothe infant/toddler distress and child weight status: an exploratory study.
Appetite 57, 693-699. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2011.08.013

Szymanska, M., Comte, A., Tio, G., Vidal, C., Monnin, J., Chateau Smith, C., et al.
(2019). The Besangon affective picture set-adult (BAPS-adult): development
and validation. Psychiatry Res. 271, 31-38. doi: 10.1016/j.psychres.2018.11.005

Tasca, G. A., and Balfour, L. (2014). Attachment and eating disorders: a review of
current research. Int. J. Eat. Disord. 47, 710-717. doi: 10.1002/eat.22302

Troisi, J. D., and Gabriel, S. (2011). Chicken soup really is good for the
soul: “comfort food” fulfills the need to belong. Psychol. Sci. 22, 747-753.
doi: 10.1177/0956797611407931

Uccula, A., Enna, M., and Mulatti, C. (2020a). Care vs food as an emotional
regulation strategy in elementary school children: the role of the attachment
style. J. Genet. Psychol. 181, 336-347. doi: 10.1080/00221325.2020.1768504

Uccula, A., Enna, M., and Treccani, B. (2020b). Compatibility between response
position and either object typical size or semantic category: SNARC-
and MARC-like effects in primary school children. J. Exp. Child Psychol.
189:104682. doi: 10.1016/j.jecp.2019.104682

Uccula, A., Nuvoli, G., and Aiello, E. (2012). Parental attribution and
attachment styles in children eating behaviour. Psicol. Clin. Svil. 16, 347-370.
doi: 10.1449/37833

Vogel, D. L, and Wei, M. (2005). Adult attachment and help-seeking
intent: the mediating roles of perceived social support and psychological
distress. J. Couns. Psychol. 52, 347-357. doi: 10.1037/0022-0167.52.
3.347

Waters, H. S., and Waters, E. (2006). The attachment working models concept:
among other things, we build script-like representations of secure base
experiences. Attach. Hum. Dey. 8, 185-197. doi: 10.1080/146167306008
56016

Wilkinson, L. L., Rowe, A. C., and Heath, G. H. (2013). Eating me
up inside: priming attachment security and anxiety, and their effects
on snacking. J. Soc. Pers. Relat. 30, 795-804. doi: 10.1177/02654075124
68371

Wilkinson, L. L., Rowe, A. C., and Millings, A. (2020). Disorganized attachment
predicts body mass index via uncontrolled eating. Int. J. Obes. 44, 438-446.
doi: 10.1038/s41366-019-0378-0

Wilkinson, L. L., Rowe, A. C., Robinson, E., and Hardman, C. A. (2018). Explaining
the relationship between attachment anxiety, eating behaviour and BMI.
Appetite. 127, 214-222. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2018.04.029

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of
the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in
this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2022 Uccula, Enna and Mulatti. This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY).
The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the
original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original
publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice.
No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these
terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

July 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 930168


https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000026
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167220948706
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17030968
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19074181
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000098
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2011.08.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2018.11.005
https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.22302
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797611407931
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221325.2020.1768504
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2019.104682
https://doi.org/10.1449/37833
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.52.3.347
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616730600856016
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407512468371
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41366-019-0378-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2018.04.029
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

	Responding to Distress Choosing Between Care and Food: Attachment Orientation and Emotion Regulation
	Introduction
	Present Study

	Materials and Methods
	Participants
	Design and Statistics
	Materials
	Procedure

	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Data Availability Statement
	Ethics Statement
	Author Contributions
	Funding
	References




