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In recent years, Bowlby and Ainsworth’s attachment theory, designed originally to characterize infant-parent emotional bonding, has been applied, first, to the study of adolescent and adult romantic relationships and, later, to the study of broader social phenomena. Together and separately, we have contributed substantially to this body of research, using a wide range of research strategies including questionnaires, diaries, psychophysiological measurement, and social-cognitive techniques. We have gradually revealed the implicit and explicit attachment-related processes involved, for example, in activation of the attachment behavioral system (Mikulincer, Gillath, & Shaver, under review), outgroup hostility (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2001), responses to others’ needs (Kunce & Shaver, 1994; Mikulincer et al., in press), value priorities (Mikulincer et al., under review), cognitive openness (Fraley & Shaver, 1997; Mikulincer, 1997), mood-cognition congruence (Pereg, 2001), and creative problem-solving (Mikulincer & Sheffi, 2000). To provide a few examples: When a person is confronted, either explicitly or implicitly, with threats of various kinds (e.g., failure, illness, death, separation from close relationship partners), attachment-related cognitions (e.g., words such as love, proximity, and – in the case of insecure persons – separation, rejection) are automatically activated.  Also, representations of attachment figures become more accessible, perhaps as a first step to approaching them for support, or for using the images of their past calming behavior to regulate distress. In addition, our research has revealed that both explicit and implicit priming of representations of attachment security (the “secure base script”) has a calming emotional effect, suffusing positive affect throughout a person’s mental processes even under stressful conditions; reducing congruence between negative mood inductions and resulting cognitions (memory, attributions, and social comparisons); increasing empathy, self-transcendent values, creativity, and openness; and reducing outgroup hostility in ways compatible with Fredrickson’s (1998; 2001) “broaden-and-build” theory of positive emotions. In our proposed talk and chapter, we will integrate this large and still growing body of work to reveal the core psychodynamic mechanisms involved in secure, anxious, and avoidant attachment, provide a revised and updated version of attachment theory, and create connections between developmental psychology, social cognition, interpersonal and social judgment processes, and contemporary psychodynamic approaches to personality.

