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WHAT IS ATTACHMENT 
THEORY?

Proposed by John Bowlby (1969, 1973): Children 

create mental ‘models’ of what to expect from 

social relationships.

Mary Ainsworth (1971, 1974, 1978): Categorisation 

of individual differences in attachment.

! Modern models of adult attachment



A 
DIMENSIONAL 

MODEL OF 
ADULT 

ATTACHMENT

• Researchers have developed multiple 
typologies of patterns of expectations, 
behaviours and emotions associated 
with attachment. 

• Predominant typologies often describe 
attachment in relation to two dimensions: 
anxiety and avoidance.

 
(Fraley & Shaver, 2000)



Characterised by the tendency to expect 
rejection in relationships with others.

Characterised by the tendency to be 
uncomfortable with or avoidant of 
closeness and intimacy with others.

  

People who are low in both attachment 
anxiety and attachment avoidance are 
characterised as ‘securely attached’.

A 
DIMENSIONAL 

MODEL OF 
ADULT 

ATTACHMENT

Attachment anxiety

Attachment 
avoidance

Attachment security

(Brennan et al., 
1998).



FEARS OF COMPASSION

What is it?
Avoidance, fear, discomfort or aversion:
• When giving or receiving compassion
• When experiencing emotions 

associated with affiliative social 
interaction 

(Gilbert et al., 2011).

Fear of compassion can be: 
Discomfort receiving compassion from others.

Discomfort giving compassion to others.

Discomfort giving and receiving 
compassion to oneself.



FEARS OF COMPASSION

Where does it come from?
Neurobehavioral models of affiliative bonding:
• Discomfort with compassion caused by disruption to 

development of social and emotional coregulation systems?
• Capacities for compassion rooted in and developed by 

attachment system? Therefore, attachment insecurity ! fear 
of compassion?  
 
(Depue & Morrone-Strupinsky, 2005; Gilbert, 2005, 2009, 
2010)



1. To clarify the nature (size and direction) of 
any relationships between attachment 
insecurity and fears of compassion. 

2. To investigate whether there are 
differences in how attachment anxiety and 
attachment avoidance may relate to fears 
of compassion.

AIMS





N = 3080, 92 effect sizes

Databases searched:
• ERIC
• PsycINFO
• ProQuest Social Sciences and 

Humanities
• ProQuest Dissertations
• PubMed
• SCOPUS
• Web of Science. 



• Random effects maximum likelihood modelling.
• Multiple effect sizes extracted from each study.

• Therefore, used three-level multi-level 
meta-analytic data structure to account for 
nested data (i.e. participant data is nested 
within samples, nested within studies).

• Pearson's r effect size with Fisher's Z 
transformation to adjust for sampling error due 
to discrepant sample sizes across studies.

METHODS



METHODS

Participants
Samples/effect 
sizes

Studies

Pooled across 
studies



We identified a significant correlation 
between attachment and fears of 
compassion. 
 
r = 0.26, p < .0001. 

OVERALL RESULTS



• Fears of compassion from others: There was a significant 
correlation between attachment and fears of compassion 
from others. 
 
r = 0.31, p < .0001. 

• Fears of compassion for others: There was a significant 
correlation between attachment and fears of compassion for 
others 
 
r = 0.14, p < .01. 

• Fears of self-compassion: There was a significant correlation 
between attachment and fears of self-compassion  
 
r = 0.27, p < .0001.

OVERALL RESULTS



• Most of our planned moderator analyses were non-
significant.

• There was no difference in the relationship between 
attachment and fears of compassion based on: 
• Whether the study was published
• Whether the study used a clinical sample
• The type of scale used to measure attachment
• The age of participants

NON-SIGNIFICANT 
MODERATORS



• The relationship between attachment and fears of compassion differs across different attachment 
dimensions and fears of compassion types.

• F(8,83) = 49.84,  p < .0001.

MODERATOR ANALYSES: ATTACHMENT DIMENSION AND FEAR OF 
COMPASSION TYPE



• In terms of the nature of their associations with fears of 
compassion:
• There is a significant difference between anxiety and 

security
• There is a significant difference between avoidance and 

security
• But there is no significant difference between anxiety 

and avoidance.

MODERATOR ANALYSES: 
ATTACHMENT DIMENSION AND 
FEAR OF COMPASSION TYPE



AIM 1:  TO CLARIFY 
THE NATURE (SIZE 

AND DIRECTION)  
OF ANY 

RELATIONSHIPS 
BETWEEN 

ATTACHMENT AND 
FEARS OF 

COMPASSION.

•The meta-analyses identified relationships 
between attachment and all three types of fear of 
compassion.  

•Direction of the relationships:
• Positive relationship:  Attachment anxiety 

and avoidance are associated with higher 
fears of compassion. 

• Negative relationship: Attachment security is 
associated with lower fears of compassion. 



AIM 1:  TO CLARIFY 
THE NATURE (SIZE 

AND DIRECTION)  
OF ANY 

RELATIONSHIPS 
BETWEEN 

ATTACHMENT AND 
FEARS OF 

COMPASSION.

Size of the relationships: 

Large correlation:
• Avoidance ! + Fear of compassion from others 

Medium correlations:
• Anxiety ! + Fear of compassion from others
• Security ! - Fear of compassion from others

• Anxiety ! + Fear of compassion for self
• Avoidance ! + Fear of compassion for self
• Security ! - Fear of compassion for self 

 

Small correlations:
• Anxiety ! + Fear of compassion for others
• Avoidance ! + Fear of compassion for others
• Security ! - Fear of compassion for others



A I M  2 :  TO  
I N V E S T I G AT E  

W H E T H E R  T H E R E  
A R E  D I F F E R E N C E S  

I N  H O W  
AT TA C H M E N T 
A N X I E T Y A N D  

AV O I D A N C E  R E L AT E  
TO  F E A R S  O F  
C O M PA S S I O N .

There aren’t major differences in the way 
attachment anxiety and avoidance relate to fears of 
compassion. 
 
However, there is one minor difference: 
• For avoidance, the relationship with fears of 

compassion from others is greater than it is with fears 
of compassion for self. 
 
This is not the case for attachment anxiety, where there 
is no difference between fear of compassion from 
others and for self.



THEORETICAL 
IMPLICATIONS

• Support for the theories of Gilbert et al. (2011):  
 
“Individuals with aversive backgrounds (e.g. 
childhood trauma, a history of abuse, neglect 
or unmet needs) may find it more difficult to 
experience the affiliative emotions associated 
with positive interpersonal interactions.”

! This may be an important consideration 
for clinicians and may be useful in 
understanding why some people may find it 
more difficult to engage in therapy or benefit 
from therapeutic intervention.



THEORETICAL 
IMPLICATIONS

• Extension of our understanding of attachment as 
described by Bowlby (1969) and what it impacts: 
 
“working models that inform expectations of 
relationships with others and whether one 
expects to receive care and nurturance, or 
otherwise.”

! Attachment may not just influence our 
expectations of relationships. 

It may also influence our reactions to 
affiliative social experiences.



THEORETICAL 
IMPLICATIONS

• Extension of our understanding of attachment 
and its relevance to intrapersonal experience 
as well as interpersonal experiences ! 
those who are insecurely attached may 
struggle more with self-compassion. 

• Attachment insecurity may interfere with 
compassion-focused therapy interventions, 
specifically with relation to establishing a 
sense of having a ‘compassionate self’ and 
with establishing effective therapeutic 
alliances.



THEORETICAL 
IMPLICATIONS

• Anxious-avoidant trap:  Attachments’ relation to 
fears of compassion may provide some 
explanation of why some people may be drawn 
into certain relationship dynamics.

• Could increasing attachment security reduce 
aversive responses to compassion and 
affiliative social experiences? And vice versa?

• Some cross-over in what is being described as 
‘attachment insecurity’ and what is being 
described by ‘fears of compassion’.



SUMMARY

• Significant relationships between 
attachment and fears of compassion for all 
three types of fears: for self, for others and 
from others.

• Largest effect sizes for fears of compassion 
from others.

• Different types of attachment insecurity (i.e. 
anxiety versus avoidance) differ slightly in 
terms of the size of their relationship with 
fears of compassion from others relative to 
fears of compassion for self.

• It may be beneficial to consider the 
relevance of attachment and fears of 
compassion in the context of clinical 
practice.
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• The relationship between attachment and fears of 
compassion differs across different attachment dimensions.

• F(2,89) = 118.19, p < .0001.

• Anxious and avoidant attachment: Moderate positive 
correlations with fears of compassion.
• Anxiety:  r = .38, p < .0001
• Avoidance: r = .40, p < .0001

• Secure attachment: Moderate negative correlation with fears 
of compassion. 
• Security: r = -.32, p < .0001 

MODERATOR ANALYSES: 
ATTACHMENT DIMENSION



How did we address statistical power?
• When there aren’t many studies included in a meta-analysis, 

this limits statistical power of meta-regression to examine all 
levels of a moderator simultaneously (Tanner-Smith & 
Grant, 2018).
• Meta-regression is limited in its ability to explore moderator 

interactions because it requires these interactions to be 
specified before running the analysis (Li et al., 2020).



So, we used another statistical method to 
assess the moderating effect of 
attachment style to corroborate the 
findings of our original moderator analysis.



SOLUTION:  
META CLASSIFICATION AND REGRESSION TREE METHOD

• Random effects meta classification and 
regression tree method:
• A tree with 2 terminal nodes was detected.  The 

moderator detected was attachment dimension. 
Test for between-subgroups heterogeneity under 
a random-effects assumption was significant, Qb 
= 135.470 (df = 1), p < 0.0001.

• Estimate for residual heterogeneity 𝜏2 = 0.015

z-score values of relationship between 
attachment dimension (security versus 
insecurity) and fears of self-compassion



• Funnel plots with visual inspection
• Begg and Mazumdar’s rank correlation test for 

funnel plot asymmetry.
• Multi-level meta-analytic methods
• Robust variance estimation with Egger’s 

regression (also referred to as Egger’s sandwich) 
method.

• p-curve analysis
• Across all methods, there appeared to be no 

evidence of small study selection bias or 
publication bias.

PUBLICATION BIAS


