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Abstract 

Female judges rated participants’ stream of consciousness (SOC) recordings on a series of items 

characteristic of avoidant attachment and representative of behavioral indicators of deactivation. 

Judges reached a high level of inter-rater agreement and a reliable Behavioral Index of 

Deactivation (BID) was established. However, there was as much disagreement about the 

supposed indicators of deactivation as there was agreement. Contrary to our hypothesis, the BID 

was not associated with participants’ self-reported attachment style or divorce adjustment (DA). 

The association between the BID index and the nonacceptance of marital termination (NAMT) 

summary scale showed that adults judged as demonstrating greater behavioral deactivation were 

more accepting of the end of their relationship. The need for future research on observable 

behaviors of deactivation and the distinguishing features of deactivation (relative to a positive 

divorce adjustment) are discussed. 
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Introduction 

 The great French philosopher, Simone Weil quotes: “Attachment is the great fabricator of 

illusions; reality can be attained only by someone who is detached.” Separation is a common 

occurrence over the course of a person’s lifespan. Significant occasions such as a child’s first day 

of school, a high school graduate’s departure to college, and a couple’s termination of marriage 

all result in separation from an attachment figure. As these are normative experiences, a key 

question of interest is, “What is the most effective coping strategy that humans employ when 

dealing with attachment loss?” One indicator may be individual adult attachment style that has 

been shown to determine how one copes with separation and attachment loss. Anxious 

individuals employ hyperactivating coping strategies when dealing with attachment threat, such 

as proximity seeking cues, while avoidant people use deactivation strategies, such as distancing 

of emotional cues (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Past studies have examined anxious attachment 

coping strategies in conjunction with physiology and self-reported measures; however, avoidant 

behavior has not been explored (Diamond, 2001). The present study will examine behavioral 

indicators of deactivation and how it pertains to avoidant attachment, divorce adjustment and 

cardiovascular reactivity. 

 Over the last twenty years, attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969/1982, 1973) has become a 

foundation for understanding the process of affect regulation in humans experiencing separation. 

Bowlby first investigated emotional bonds between children and their attachment figures. He 

suggested that attachment bonds spur powerful emotional reactions to separation and loss. After 

observing affect regulation in a parent-child simulation, Bowlby found that children experiencing 

a traumatic life event draw on their caregiver to provide comfort in either a secure, anxious, or 

avoidant manner.  
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 In his “attachment behavioral system” of adulthood, Bowlby related attachment to loss. 

He found that grief is experienced differently among people who are secure, anxious, or avoidant 

in attachment. A person who possesses anxious attachment is high in anxiety and low in 

avoidance, while a person who possesses avoidant attachment is high in avoidance and low in 

anxiety. Humans are born with an innate psychobiological system, which motivates proximity 

seeking and protection from perceived threats or distress. Attainment of protection results in 

relief, and the sense of security necessary for maintaining emotional stability. Therefore, Bowlby 

(1969/1982, 1973) found proximity searching to be an innate characteristic of affect regulation 

(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2008). 

 Attachment style is explained in terms of anxious attachment and avoidant attachment. 

Individuals with high attachment anxiety tend to maximize experiences of negative affect and 

exhibit signs of negative emotionality while individuals with high attachment avoidance tend to 

minimize experiences of negative affect and suppress negative emotions (Diamond & Hicks, 

2005). These results have been observed in everyday events, in addition to being tested in the 

laboratory by stress inducers. Avoidant attachment is associated with less support-seeking 

behavior from a partner when under distress while anxious attachment is associated with greater 

expressions of anger during partner conflicts. 

 More recently, attachment theory (1969/1982, 1973) has been applied to adult 

functioning in romantic and marital relationships (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Attachment styles are 

“mental models” of how individuals think about relationships (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2008). 

Mary Ainsworth found that individual differences play a key role in separation and loss over the 

life span. Attachment as an individual difference variable can alter people’s ability to recover 

from traumatic life events, such as romantic breakups and divorce. In light of this, recent 
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research suggests that adult attachment styles may manifest in distinct self-regulation strategies 

(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  

 In Shaver and Mikulincer’s (2002) Integrative Model of Activation and Dynamics of the 

Attachment System (refer to Figure 1), a perceived sign of threat will activate the attachment 

system, causing one to seek out his or her attachment figure. If the attachment figure is not 

available and proximity-seeking is not an option, the individual will begin to distance himself or 

herself from the immediate threat by employing deactivating coping strategies. However, if the 

individual succeeds in finding an attachment figure within close proximity, he or she will 

hypervigilantly cling to the attachment figure by employing hyperactivating coping strategies.   

Figure 1. Integrative Model of Activation and Dynamics of the Attachment System (Shaver & 
Mikulincer, 2002) 
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 Denial of attachment needs, “compulsive self-reliance,” and dismissal of perceived signs 

of threat are avoidant attachment characteristics of deactivating coping strategies. The two main 

goals of people avoidant in attachment are to: (1) accomplish their goal self-sufficiently and 

independently while maintaining distance, and (2) ignore negative emotional cues that might 

inhibit one from completing the task at hand by activating the attachment system. While 

examining avoidant attachment and deactivation in the context of a romantic or marital 

separation, these goals are manifested in the desire to suppress thoughts and fears related to 

rejection, breakups, separation, and divorce (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  

 Deactivation strategies can obscure mental associations, as avoidant people attempt to 

suppress feelings of dependence, reliance and need making them unaware of potential threat. As 

a result, memory accessibility of attachment-related threat decreases, reducing memory 

activation. In addition, mental encoding of defensively associated cognitions and emotions can 

become difficult for avoidantly-attached adults to process (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). 

Information integration is not completely connected with other parts of the networking system 

and is instead incorporated into segregated mental structures, also known as “segregated 

systems” (Bowlby, 1980; George & West, 2001). Memory blockades and a tampered activation 

system contribute to avoidant individuals’ lack of ability to cope with negative situations 

(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). 

Attachment and Health 

 Close social ties have proven to greatly affect physical health over the life span. 

Relationship experiences can shape physiological functioning. Early care-giving relationships 

indicate that physiological responses along with cognitive behavioral aspects of emotion 

regulation are attuned to stress and the body’s ability to self-manage stress induced metabolic 
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demands. The fact that emotion regulation remains constant over the life-span suggests that there 

is a strong link between adult attachment style, physiological reactivity, and health outcomes. 

Long-term romantic relationships are associated with greater mental health well-being than 

short-term relationships. Affect regulation allows individuals to monitor responses to internal 

and external events when coping with everyday challenges. This is why people who are 

separated from their respective partners tend to feel and function worse than if they were 

together (Diamond, Hicks, & Otter-Henderson, 2008).  

Many researchers believe that distress caused by separation is a strong indicator of an 

attached relationship. Investigating adult attachment can contribute greater knowledge on human 

coregulation and biobehavioral reactions to attachment figure loss. Coregulation is based greatly 

on commingled physiology of romantic partners. However, attachment bond is not driven solely 

by physiology. Thus, understanding how the body responds to separation will provide deeper 

meaning of how normal adult relationships work. Attachments are formed at multiple levels; 

physiology is one level of coregulation. Disruption of coregulation can result in physiological 

arousal or full blown stress response. Animal studies provide strong evidence of coregulation in 

attachment; however, there is a lack of human studies concerning this area of research (Sbarra & 

Hazan, 2008). 

 Previous research on negative emotional reactivity and recovery has primarily focused on 

the role of social relationships. Emotional reactivity to negative emotions is not maladaptive, as 

long as the individual is able to partake in adequate coping and recovery processes. Inter-

individual differences in attachment security play an important role in shaping the regulation of 

negative emotions. Attachment anxiety is related to immune, autonomic, and endocrine 

functioning. For these reasons one can hypothesize that more negative health outcomes are 
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linked with anxious attachment compared to avoidant attachment. Psychophysiological studies of 

adult attachment style evidence heightened autonomic nervous system stress reactivity and 

poorer parasympathetic nervous system regulation among anxious individuals. Avoidant 

individuals show significant heart-rate reactivity to experimental anger mood inductions even 

though feelings of anger are not reported. Avoidance is characterized by disassociations between 

subjective and physiological reactivity rather than low reactivity (Diamond, Hicks, & Otter-

Henderson, 2006). 

 Studies show that people who suppress emotion show less expressive behavior, but 

experience just as much negative emotion as non-suppressors (Gross & John, 2003). Emotional 

suppression produces a mixed pattern of physiological changes. Increased skin conductance 

level, decreased finger pulse amplitude, and increased blinking suggest that avoidance produces 

increased arousal. Decreased somatic nervous system activity and decreased heart rate suggest 

that suppression produces decreased arousal. Internalizing (avoidant) participants are more 

physiologically reactive to emotion-eliciting stimuli than externalizing (anxious) participants. 

Therefore, behavioral inhibition has been associated with poorer health outcomes and increased 

electrodermal responding (Gross & Levenson, 1993). 

 In addition to how one responds behaviorally and physiologically to a traumatic life 

event, do other indicators of avoidant attachment exist? In a strange laboratory paradigm 

conducted by Ainsworth and colleagues (1978) researchers found that an interview-based 

classification method of a parent’s mental state in accordance with attachment was strongly 

associated with the behavior of the child toward the parent (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). Up 

until this time, attachment research had primarily focused on non-verbal indicators of 

hyperactivating and deactivating strategies. However, with the creation of the Adult Attachment 
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Interview (AAI; George, Kaplan, & Main, 1984, 1985, 1996) representational models of 

differential parental care-giving helped to explain varying parent-child behavior (Cassidy & 

Shaver, 1999). 

 The central task of the AAI was for the parent to reflect on attachment-related memories 

while carrying on a coherent conversation with the interviewer. After careful analysis researchers 

would theoretically be able to detect and appropriately label each child’s attachment style based 

on the coherency of the parent’s interview. A coherent narrative was characteristic of secure 

attachment, non-focus or preoccupied interviews were characteristic of preoccupied (anxious) 

attachment, and inconsistent, excessively terse, and “dismissing” discourse was representative of 

avoidant attachment. Interviews were classified as “dismissing” when individuals appeared to 

minimize negative emotion associated with attachment, normalized attachment relationships by 

stressing strength, independence and normality, contradicted previously made statements, and 

provided brief and vague answers during the interview (Cassidy & Shaver, 1999). 

 The scales associated with dismissing adult attachment include: (1) idealization of the 

primary attachment figure- individuals who contradicted themselves by referring to their parents 

as “wonderful” or “excellent” even though their parents abused them (2) insistence on lack of 

memory- individuals who frequently used the phrase (“I don’t remember”); (3) active dismissal 

of attachment-related experiences and relationships- individuals who speak about their 

relationship as “foolish, laughable, or not worth their time” and make no effort to soften or 

disguise dislike. Individuals who met criteria for this category, exhibited less narrative coherence 

and tended to score higher in avoidant attachment (Cassidy & Shaver, 1999).  

Recent work has extended Cassidy & Shaver’s (1999) findings by suggesting that 

acknowledgment of the negative impact of divorce increases narrative coherence (Borelli & 
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Sbarra, 2008). If an individual states: “This divorce adjustment has been extremely hard for me” 

the person is freely admitting to the difficulty of the situation and acknowledges the distress the 

divorce experience has caused. On the contrary, statements that stress the ease of divorce 

adjustment such as: “This divorce isn’t bothering me, I feel normal” are characteristic of 

decreasing narrative coherence. In addition, negative statements reverted into a “positive wrap-

up” such as: “The divorce is hard but now I’m stronger – I’ll never let anyone hurt me again” 

show lack of acknowledgement regarding negative impact. We believe that behavioral indicators 

of divorce adjustment can be readily observed in the language that individuals use when 

speaking about their divorce experience. 

The Present Study 

 In the current study, we examined avoidant attachment and behavioral indicators of 

deactivation in people who have recently experienced romantic or marital separation. We 

predicted that: (1) After listening to participants’ stream of consciousness (SOC) audio 

recordings, untrained coders will be able to agree on a reliable behavioral index of deactivation 

(BID) characteristic of avoidant language; (2) Once a reliable BID index is computed, the index 

will be associated with self-report measures of attachment avoidance/deactivation; (3) Based on 

the idea that deactivation is potentially maladaptive in the long-term (but likely functional in the 

short-term), we expect the BID will be associated with self-report measures of divorce 

adjustment (DA). Specifically, we expected people scoring higher in the BID to evidence worse 

DA after accounting for self-reported attachment style; (4) Finally, because physiological 

responses can be used to index emotional states (Mauss & Robinson, in press), we expect 

participants who score higher on the BID index will evidence greater cardiovascular reactivity 

during a divorce-related mental activation task in the laboratory. 
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Method 

Participants 

 Participants were recruited from the local Tucson community. Inclusion criteria were 

having experienced a marital separation in the last 5 months, living with their former partner for 

at least two years and being in a relationship for at least four years. Participants were excluded if 

they were over the age of 65 years-old, had been formally diagnosed with Schizophrenia or 

Bipolar Disorder, been treated for a substance abuse in the past four months, were on medication 

for high blood pressure, were considered morbidly obese, had a history of difficulty managing 

their cardiovascular or diabetes related condition, or had recently experienced severe suicidal 

ideation. Forty-seven (32 women) participants met inclusion criteria for the study. Subjects were 

Caucasian (n=38), Latino (n=5), African American (n=1), Asian (n=2) and other (n=1) with an 

average age of 40 years and 7 months old, (SD = 9.5 years; range = 22 – 57 years). 

Procedure 

 During the initial visit and again three months later at the follow-up visit, participants 

completed a series of self-reported measures of divorce adjustment (DA) and attachment. For the 

current study, three measures were used to create DA indicators: the Beck Depression Inventory 

(BDI-II) (Beck, Steer, & Brown, 1996), the Nonacceptance of Marital Termination (NAMT) 

(Thompson & Spanier, 1983), and the Impact Events Scale (IES-R) (Weiss & Marmar, 1996). 

Participants scoring high on these scales evidenced greater levels of longing for their ex-partner 

and nonacceptance of the separation, depression, and emotionally-intrusive experiences 

following the separation, respective. Self-reported attachment was assessed using the 

Experiences and Close Relationships Revised (ECR-R) scale (Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000). 

The scale produces two indices of attachment style: people scoring high on attachment anxiety 
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and people scoring high on attachment avoidance. Participants also completed a stream-of-

consciousness (SOC audio-recording) in which they spoke freely about their separation 

experience for four minutes. Blood pressure (BP) was measured during both a baseline period 

(Mundane Events Recall, MER) and during a mental activation task where individuals mentally 

reflected about their ex-partner and the former relationship (Divorce Mental Activation Task, 

DMAT) using a tonometry device (Medwave) that measures systolic and diastolic blood pressure 

on a continuous time at the radial artery. Participant blood pressure (BP) data were cleaned and 

checked by research assistants. 

 Four undergraduate research assistants listened to each SOC recording and rated each of 

the 47 participants according to the potential indicators of deactivation coding system on a scale 

of 1-7 (1 being I “strongly disagree” and 7 being “I strongly agree”). Statements were intended 

to detect the use of deactivating language. The four coders were instructed to listen to the 

complete audio-recording once and make the ratings after listening to each recording. Judges 

were given one week to complete this task; however listening to the audio recording and 

completing the rating took approximately six minutes for each participant. Upon completion of 

ratings, the research assistants entered their scores into an SPSS spreadsheet according to the 

participant number and survey item. A fifth research assistant was selected to check data entry in 

order to ensure that the paper scores were accurately transposed onto the computer. 

Measures  

 The potential indicators of deactivation (refer to Table 1) is a 10-item survey measuring 

participants’ verbal cues of deactivating language expressed in the SOC audio recordings with a 

7-point Likert Scale rating format. The measure includes statements such as “Accounts of 
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negative emotions toward ex-partner are minimized (e.g., Participant doesn’t express negative 

emotions).”  

Table 1. Potential Indicators of Deactivation 

1 The participant frequently contradicts himself/herself (e.g., “We had a good 

relationship…she treated me terribly”). 

2 The participant makes no effort to soften or disguise his/her dislike for the ex-

partner (e.g., “I hate her more than anything or anyone”). 

3 Participant sentences are often brief and vague and certain topics are quickly 

dropped (e.g., “We just didn’t work, I’m not sure what else I can say”). 

4 The participant uses humor to deflect his/her feelings (e.g., “People have told me I 

should be sad but I’ve been married three times, what’s one more separation to 

me?”). 

5 The participant’s story lacks coherency due to lack of memory (e.g., “I don’t 

remember”). 

6 The participant describes emotional situations/topics in an extremely detached 

manner (e.g., “The day we broke up was just like any other day”). 

7 Accounts of negative emotions toward ex-partner are minimized (e.g., Participant 

doesn’t express negative emotions). 

8 Participant seems to limit the influence of his/her ex-partner in thought, feeling and 

daily life (e.g., “I never think about what my ex-partner is doing”). 

9 Participant stresses strength, normality and independence in his/her life at the 

present (e.g., “I feel strong and independent”). 

10 Participant did not feel comfortable sharing his/her emotions with the previous 

romantic partner (e.g., “I don’t like to talk about my feelings”). 

 

 The ECR-R- Experiences and Close Relationships Revised (Fraley et al., 2000) is a 36-

item survey measuring attachment style with a Likert Scale of 1-7. In our sample, this measure 
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was proven valid and reliable for both avoidant and anxious attachment styles at the initial visit 

(α = .82 and α = .93, respectively).  

 The BDI-II- Beck Depression Inventory (Beck et al., 1996) is a 21-item survey measuring 

self-reported depression where the participant chooses one out of four statements that is best 

representative of his feelings. In our sample, this measure has been proven valid and reliable at 

the initial and 3-month follow-up visit (α = .90 and α = .93, respectively). 

 The NAMT- Nonacceptance of Marital Termination (Thompson & Spanier, 1983) is an 

11-item survey measuring self-report adjustment with a Likert Scale of 1-4. This measure has 

been proven valid and reliable at the initial visit and 3-month follow-up visit (α = .90 and  

α = .89, respectively).  

 The IES-R- Impact of Events Scale (Weiss & Marmar, 1996) is a 22-item survey 

measuring distressing life events with a Likert Scale of 0-4. This measure has been proven valid 

and reliable at the initial visit and 3-month follow-up visit (α = .92 and α = .94, respectively).  

Data Analysis 

 Intraclass correlations (ICCs) were used to evaluate the reliability of potential BID items 

and to determine if multiple raters agreed on deactivating language in the stream of 

consciousness (SOC) audio recordings. Following Shrout and Fliess (1979), we used an ICC 

(2,k), which yielded two indices of interest for analysis: the item level (single measure ICC), 

which is roughly equivalent to a consensus correlation across all raters of a single question (i.e., 

the mean of each correlation of rater scores across the entire range of the targets), and the 

proportion of total variance that is accounted for by the variance between targets, which, within 

the ICC (2,k) framework, is conceptually similar to Cronbach’s alpha. If the ICCs demonstrated 

adequate reliability across the raters (consensus correlations > .60 and between target variance > 
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.60), a mean resolution score for the question was computed by averaging the four raters’ scores. 

Correlation analyses proceeded with both individual BID items and the scale, and self-reported 

attachment, the DA indicators, and blood pressure (BP) reactivity from the mental activation 

task.  

Results 

 Hypothesis 1: Reliability. The results of the ICC analyses are presented in Table 2. 

Intraclass correlation analyses of the potential BID items showed that 5 of the 10 were 

satisfactorily reliable (average measure ICCs > .60). The items for which judges reached a high 

level of reliability were items 2, 3, 7, 9, and 10. As a summary BID index, the five items were 

not internally consistent (a= .49). Item 2 was dropped from the scale (expressed negative 

emotion about the ex-partner) and the four-item scale demonstrated acceptable reliability  

(α = .69). Conceptually, item 2 does not fit as a measure of deactivation, and the four-item index 

was retained as the judge-rated BID scale. Based on these analyses, there is partial support for 

the first hypothesis. 

 Hypothesis 2: Concurrent Validity. No significant associations were observed between 

the BID scale and either of the self-reported attachment scales. These correlations are displayed 

in Table 3, along with the item-level associations. As shown, only the expressed negative 

emotion about one’s ex-partner was associated with attachment anxiety; greater judge-rated 

negative emotion about the ex-partner was associated with higher levels of self-reported 

attachment-anxiety (r = -.32, p<.05). None of the four items contributing the BID index were 

associated with self-reported attachment styles. Overall, there was very limited support for the 

second hypothesis. 
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Table 2. Results from Intraclass Correlation (ICC) Reliability Analyses 

Item Single Measure Average Measure 

1. Contradiction .15 .41 

2. Disdain .47 .78 

3. Vague .37 .70 

4. Humor .19 .48 

5. Incoherent .03 .09 

6. Detachment .23 .54 

7. Min. Negativity .28 .61 

8. Un-influenced .16 .44 

9. Independence .39 .72 

10. Wrap-up .45 .76 

Note: Average measures > .60 were considered to display a high  
degree of rater reliability. 
 

 Table 3. Item and Scale Correlation of BID and ECR-R 

  ECR-R Anxiety ECR-R Avoidance 

2 -.03 .07 

3 .03 .09 

7 -.32* -.16 

9 -.19 .15 

10 -.10 .23 

BID -.22 .12 

  * = p<.05 



Attachment and Self-Regulation 18 

 Hypothesis 3: Predictive Validity. As shown in Table 4, judge-rated negative emotion 

about the ex-partner (Item #7) was significantly associated with lower levels of depression at the 

initial visit (r = -.39, p < .05), and with less nonacceptance of marital termination at the initial 

visit (r = -.42, p < .01), and 3 months later (r = -.29, p < .05) respectively. A hierarchal 

regression was conducted to ascertain if the prospective effect was more than shared variance 

from the initial-visit effect; after accounting for initial levels of nonacceptance, judge-rated 

negative emotion explained no significant variance in nonacceptance three months later.  

Table 4. Item and Scale Correlation of BID, BDI, NAMT and IES 

  BDI NAMT IES-R 

BID Time-1 Time-2 Time-1 Time-2 Time-1 Time-2 

2 .04 -.01 .06 .04 .30 .13 

3 -.07 -.04 -.05 -.08 .03 -.04 

7 -.39* -.13 -.42** -.29* -.46* -.17 

9 -.08 -.08 -.30* -.20 -.13 -.08 

10 -.00 -.05 -.18 -.05 -.01 .02 

Scale -.18 -.11 -.35* -.22 -.21 -.09 

* = p<.05; ** = p<.01 

 In addition to these findings, judge-rated feelings of independence (Item #9) were 

associated with less nonacceptance of the marital termination at the initial visit (r = -.30,  

p < .05). The BID index also was associated with less nonacceptance of the marital termination 

at the initial visit (beta = -.35(.14), p<.05), 12% of variance in the measure of nonacceptance is 

explained by the BID scale). This bivariate association is illustrated in the scatterplot (Figure 2). 

This finding is interesting because a widely used measure of deactivation and avoidance is not 
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correlated with self-report divorce adjustment, but our scale of deactivation is. Finally, expressed 

negative emotion about the ex-partner was associated with lower levels of separation-related 

emotional intrusion (r = -.46, p < .05). 

Figure 2. BID and NAMT Scatterplot 

Note: The regression line indicates the negative association between the Behavioral Index of Deactivation and the 
Nonacceptance of Marital Termination. 
 

 Overall, these findings demonstrated limited support for hypothesis 2. Most of the 

associations of interest were at the item-level and were evidenced for Item #2 (expressed 

negative feelings toward an ex-partner), which was not part of the BID summary index. 
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Moreover, the observed direction of the association between the BID index and the NAMT 

summary scale at Time 1 was opposite to that which was hypothesized. 

 Hypothesis 4: No significant associations between the BID index, or any of the reliable 

deactivation items, and participants’ blood pressure reactivity was observed. We failed to reject 

the null hypothesis with these analyses. 

Discussion 

 Although the study of anxious attachment and hyperactivating coping strategies is an 

active area of research, few studies have investigated the behavioral manifestations of avoidant 

attachment. Therefore, in the present study, we sought to create a reliable, judge-rated behavioral 

index of deactivation and to examine whether such an index would demonstrate concurrent and 

predictive validity.  

 Development of a reliable behavioral index of deactivation can be established among 

untrained coders. Only half of our theoretically-derived items were reliable, suggesting that there 

is as much disagreement about the supposed indicators of deactivation as there is agreement.  

 The behavioral index of deactivation (BID) shows no associations with the ECR-R, and 

few associations with the other indices. Moreover, the association between the BID index and the 

NAMT summary scale at Time 1 was in contrast to what was predicted: Adults judged as 

demonstrating greater behavioral deactivation were more accepting of the end of their 

relationship. This raises an important question about the features that distinguish alleged 

deactivation from positive adjustment to divorce in general. 

 The above points raise two looming questions for the future study of attachment 

avoidance: (1) If attachment avoidance is a mental representation that guides emotion regulation 

strategies during periods of threat, what patterns of observable behavior will ultimately be 
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associated with this representation?; and, (2) Is avoidant coping an adaptive response to a 

stressful marital separation? The lack of consistent patterns between the BID index and the self-

reported adjustment variables suggests that across the entire range of divorce adjustment people 

are equally likely to be either low or high on the BID scale.  

 Judge-rated negative emotion was associated with lower levels of distress on all three 

self-report items. This raises an interesting question: Is judge rated negative emotion an accurate 

representation of self-report negative emotion? If so, why is speaking negatively about an ex-

partner and/or separation associated with positive outcomes? 

According to Mikulincer and Shaver (2007), avoidant individuals distance themselves 

from emotional involvement through deactivaton. Our study confirmed this theory, as avoidant 

individuals were more accepting of their marital termination which is characteristic of 

deactivating coping strategies. However, the results of our study didn’t perfectly fit the 

framework that Mikulincer and Shaver outlined as expressed negative emotion towards an ex-

partner evidenced less nonacceptance of the marital termination, less depression, and less 

impactful traumatic life event feelings. 

Limitations of our study could include a gender bias. All four coders were female and this 

could have affected how they scored each participant in avoidance. Even though the judges were 

found to be reliable, their ratings may not have been valid as the ECR-R was not associated with 

the BID. In addition, the validity of our study is questionable as the BID was not so much a 

measure of avoidant coping and deactivation but more so an indicator of DA. Lastly, lack of 

physiological reactivity was another limitation to our study. Even though Diamond and 

colleagues (2006) and Mauss and Robinson (in press) suggested an association between avoidant 
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individuals and increased cardiovascular reactivity, the present study showed no support for this 

theory.  

Since the BID was found to be reliable but not necessarily valid for avoidant behavior, 

future research could include fine tuning the items on the scale to make indicators more accurate 

of deactivating language. In addition, we could examine avoidant behavior by employing a 

reverse analysis. A larger sample could be used to more clearly examine differing coping 

strategies among both anxious and avoidant individuals. While the present study keyed in on 

indicators of deactivation, future research could focus on the difference between anxious and 

avoidant behavior. If we coded all the participants’ language for the SOC task, we could separate 

items into a scale through an exploratory factor analysis. Raters could code for what they think is 

representative of hyperactivating or deactivating language and discriminate avoidant behavior 

through this manner of analysis. An exploratory factor analysis could be the next step in finding 

out what deactivation looks like. 
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