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ABSTRACT

The aim of the current study was to examine attachment style as a predictor of risky sexual behavior in a
younger, more vulnerable sample than previously investigated in the literature: High school aged
adolescents. The hypothesized associations among the variables were partially supported. Contrary to our
predictions, there was no significant association between avoidance and risky sexual behavior. However,
higher anxiety was positively associated with risky sexual behavior. Finally, the prediction that the highest
levels of risky sexual behavior would be found for those individuals with higher levels of anxiety and higher
levels of avoidance (i.e., insecure attachment style) was supported.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Developed by Bowlby (1982; 1983), attachment
theory asserts that individuals from internal working
models, or mental representations of self and other,
which impact their feelings about and behavior in,
relationships. Models of self can be either positive (i.e.,
one feels worthy of love and care) or negative (i.e., one
feels unworthy of love and care) and models of other can
be either positive (i.e., one feels others are available and
responsive) or negative (i.e., one feels others are distant
or rejecting) (Batholomew, 1990). A secure attachment
style is characterized by possessing both positive models
of self and of other. In contrast, insecure attachment
styles are categorized as anxious or avoidant. An
anxious attachment style is characterized by a negative
model of self, while an avoidant attachment style is
characterized as a negative model of other (Feeney and
Noller, 1996). Although attachment was initially
studied in the context of parent-child relationships,
Bowlby (1982) contended that subsequent interactions
with other relationship partners could potentially

update one’s working models. In subsequent research,
attachment was studied in other types of relationships
(e.g., with peers and romantic partners) and these
studies found that models of self and other can vary
across different types of relationships (Collins and
Read, 1994; Guardia et al., 2000).

One of the primary differences between romantic
relationship attachment and other types of attachment
relationships (e.g., peers, parents) is that romantic
relationships include the integration of sexual behavior
(Bowlby, 1982; 1983; Shaver et al., 1988). Indeed,
studies have shown that couples report a reciprocal
relationship between attachment and their sexual
relationships (Feeney, 1999; Sprecher and Cate, 2004). A
series of reviews by Feeney (1999) and Feeney and
Noller (2004) indicate that attachment styles influence
how adults interpret many aspects of their romantic
relationships, including their sexual attitudes and beliefs
and several studies have focused on the association
between romantic relationship attachment and sexual
behavior (Bogaert and Sadava, 2002; Gentzler and
Kerns, 2004; Strachman and Impett, 2009).
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In a study of college undergraduates, Strachman and
Impett (2009) examined how attachment style (i.e.,
avoidance or anxiety) was associated with condom use
across a period of 14 days. Attachment style was
measured using the Experiences in Close
Relationships Scale (Brennan et al., 1998), which is a
36 item self-report measure of attachment style which
yields scores for anxiety and avoidance, with low
scores on both indicating a secure attachment style.
During the two week period, participants were asked
to keep a diary of their sexual contact and indicate if a
condom was used during intercourse. The study found
that participants with an anxious attachment style were
less likely to use condoms. The association between
attachment style and condom use remained significant
when controlling for other related variables such as
gender, alternative birth control use, sex frequency and
knowledge of a partner’s sexual history.

In a similar study, Gentzler and Kerns (2004)
examined the association between attachment style
and sexual behaviors in college students. Attachment
was measured using the Experiences in Close
Relationships Scale (Brennan et al., 1998) and sexual
behavior was measured through a detailed sexual
history. The study found that avoidant and anxious
attachment styles were associated with negative
sexual experiences. Most notably, participants
identified as anxious or avoidant in their attachment
style were significantly more likely than those with a
secure attachment style to report participating in
unwanted, although not forced, sexual experiences.

Bogaert and Sadava (2002) examined the association
between attachment style and a variety of sexual
behaviors (e.g., number of sexual partners, age of first
sexual experience, frequency of sexual behaviors in the
past year, whether an affair had occurred in the past year
and consistent condom usage) in young adults.
Attachment style was measured using the Experiences in
Close Relationships Scale (Brennan et al., 1998) and
sexual behavior was measured through detailed sexual
history. The study found that participants with an
anxious attachment style typically had an early first
intercourse, more lifetime partners, more infidelity and
took fewer sexual precautions (e.g., condom use).

Feeney et al. (2000) measured college students’
attachment, sexual behavior and perceived riskiness of
that behavior. Anxiety was associated with drug use
behavior during sexual contact, unsafe sex and negative
attitudes toward condoms; while avoidance was
associated with a more cautious approach to sexual
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behavior. In a similar study, Schachner and Shaver
(2004) examined the association between attachment
style and motives for having sex. They found that
participants with an anxious attachment style reported
having sex to decrease insecurity and increase closeness
with their partners, while participants with an avoidant
attachment style reported having sex to impress their
friends, especially if they were having sex casually with
uncommitted partners.

1.1. Study Problem and Hypotheses

The aforementioned studies contributed to the
understanding of the association between attachment
styles and sexual behavior in a sample older (i.e.,
college-aged) participants. The purpose of the current
study was to examine attachment styles as a predictor of
risky sexual behavior in a younger, more vulnerable
sample: high school-aged adolescents. It was predicted
that adolescents scoring high on measures of anxiety
would have more risky sex in order to decrease
relationship insecurity and promote intimacy with their
partners. It was predicted that adolescents scoring high
on measures of avoidance would be less likely to engage
in risky sexual behavior.

Specifically, it was hypothesized that there would be
a significant, positive association between anxiety and
risky sexual behavior and a significant, negative
association between avoidance and risky sexual
behavior. Previous research, such as Anders and Tucker
(2000), suggests that perhaps the most insecure
individuals are those score both high in anxiety and high
in avoidance. It is for this reason that the authors also
hypothesized that the interaction between anxiety and
avoidance would make a unique, significant contribution
to risky sexual behavior and that the highest levels of
risky sexual behavior would be found for those
individuals with higher levels of anxiety and higher
levels of avoidance.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1. Procedure

Participants were recruited from Family and
Consumer Sciences (FCS) courses where teachers
delivered a curriculum (Relationship Smarts) in regularly
scheduled classes and administered a pre-test and post-
test to their students. Teachers in FCS courses received
training in the procedures of data collection at a
centralized training session. Both student assent and

JSS



Amber Paulk and Ryan Zayac / Journal of Social Sciences 9 (2): 42-47, 2013

parental consent for student participation in the research
were obtained with the cooperation of participating
teachers. The surveys were administered during regularly
scheduled classes.

2.2. Participants

The data were collected from 258 adolescents
attending grades 9-12 in a public high school in the
Pacific Northwest. On average, participants were 16.6
years old (SD = 0.984) and in the 10th grade.
Approximately half of the sample was female (47.5%)
and half was male (52.5%). In terms of race/ethnicity,
90% of participants were Caucasian, 6% were African-
American and the remaining 4% included Hispanic,
Native American and Asian American students. This
racial composition approximates well the racial makeup
of the participating high school.

For the purposes of the current study, sexual
intercourse was defined as a “male’s penis inside a
female’s vagina.” Approximately fifty percent of the
sample (N = 129) reported they had previously
engaged in sexual intercourse, while the other fifty
percent reported they had never had sexual intercourse
(N = 126). Of the participants who had engaged in
sexual intercourse, the average age of first intercourse
was 13.01 years old (SD = 3.12) and the average
number of sexual partners was 3 (SD = 1.70). When
engaging in sexual intercourse, 50.4% of participants
reported that they used condoms “all of the time,”
22.8% reported they used condoms “most of the
time,” 8.7% reported they used condoms “about half
of the time,” 7.1% reported they used condoms “less
than half of the time,” and 11.0% reported they used
condoms “none of the time.”

2.3. Measures
2.3.1. Attachment of Assessment Style

The Experiences in Close Relationships Scale
(ECRS) (Brennan et al., 1998) was used to assess
adolescents’ attachment. The ECRS contains 36 items.
Eighteen ECRS items (i.e., nine for each subscale)
were selected for use in the current investigation. The
nine items for each subscale were chosen after
conducting an Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA)
with a convenient sample of 294 college students. An
EFA with the 18 original avoidance items found three
factors and an alpha of 0.93. A second EFA was
conducted with the 9 selected avoidance items and
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found one factor and an alpha of 0.89. Analyses
revealed that those nine avoidance items captured
93% of the variance of the original 18 items;
therefore, those nine items were used in the current
investigation. Another EFA was conducted for the
anxiety subscale. An EFA with the 18 original anxiety
items found three factors and an alpha of 0.91. The
second EFA was conducted with the 9 selected
anxiety items and found two factors and an alpha of
0.86. Those nine anxiety items captured 93% of the
variance of the original 18 items; therefore, those
items were used in the current investigation.

On the ECRS, participants are asked to rate the
degree which they agree/disagree with each item on a
scale of 1 to 5, ‘1' being “strongly disagree” and °5'
being “strongly agree.” Nine of the items are designed
to tap into participants’ level of anxiety in romantic
relationships. An example of an anxiety item is: “I
often wish that my partners’ feelings for me were as
significant as my feelings for him/her.” Nine of the
items are designed to tap into participants’ level of
avoidance in romantic relationships. An example of an
avoidance item is: “l am nervous when romantic
partners get too close to me.” Responses to anxious
and avoidant items were summed and averaged to
obtain participants’ means across each dimension,
with higher scores indicating higher levels of anxiety
and avoidance. In the current sample, the reliabilities
for the two observed composites were 0.63 for
avoidance and 0.82 for anxiety.

2.4. Assessment of Risky Sexual Behavior

All participants were asked to complete several
questions about their sexual behavior. First,
participants were asked “Have you ever had sexual
intercourse? ‘Sexual intercourse’ means having sex
with the male’s penis inside the female’s vagina. This
is sometimes called ‘going all the way.”” Participants
who had engaged in sexual intercourse were asked a
series of questions to assess the risk in their sexual
behavior. First, participants were asked “How old were
you when you first had sexual intercourse?” with the
response options of 9 years old or younger, 10, 11, 12,
13, 14, 15, 16 years old or older, or I have never had
sexual intercourse. Next, participants were asked
“During your life, with how many different people have
you had sexual intercourse?” with the response options
of 1 person, 2, 3, 4, 5 people or more, or I have never
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had sexual intercourse. Finally, participants were asked
“In the last month, how much of the time did you or
your sexual partner use a condom when you had sexual
intercourse?” with the response options of none of the
times, less than half of the times, about half of the
times, most of the times, all of the times, or I have
never had sexual intercourse.

Other studies have found it appropriate to combine
several questions to create a composite score to
represent risky sexual behavior (Bachanas et al.,
2002; Kogan et al., 2010; Timmermans et al., 2008).
For the purposes of this study, these three items were
standardized and combined to create an aggregate
variable to represent risky sexual behavior. First, the
response options for the risky sexual behavior
questions were re-coded into one of six categories: no
risk, least risky, somewhat risky, moderately risky,
quite risky and mostly risky. The age of first sex
responses were re-coded as follows: 0 = no risk/never
had sex; 1 = least risky/16 years old or older; 2 =
somewhat risky/14-15 years old; 3 moderately
risky/12-13 years old; 4 = quite risky/10-11 years old;
5 = most risky/9 years or younger. The number of
sexual partners responses were re-coded as follows: 0
= no risk/never had sex; 1 = least risky/1 person; 2 =
somewhat risky/2 people; 3 moderately risky/3
people; 4 = quite risky/4 people; 5 = most risky/5
people or more. The condom use responses were re-
coded as follows: 0 = no risk/never had sex; 1 = least
risky/all of the time; 2 = somewhat risky/most of the
time; 3 = moderately risky/about half of the time; 4 =
quite risky/less than half of the time; 5 most
risky/none of the time. Once all risky sexual behavior
questions were re-coded they were combined and

3. RESULTS

A descriptive analysis was conducted to make sure
that all values were in range and to describe central
tendencies and variance of the measures. Items were re-
coded for contributing in the correct direction of
composite score. Then, aggregated scales were
constructed. Reliability of each scale was tested to
ensure the quality of the data. Table 1 for the alphas,
means, standard deviation, minimum values, maximum
values, skewness and kurtosis of each aggregated scale
and subscale. Correlations were calculated for all major
constructs and are presented in Table 2.

First, the main effects hypotheses were tested. A
linear regression analysis revealed that avoidance and
anxiety were able to explain 11% of the variance in risky
sexual behavior [Adj. R* = 0.106, F(2, 25) = 1.40, p<0.05].
The hypothesized associations among the variables were
tested and partially supported. A higher anxiety score (t
= 1.66, B=-0.117, p<0.05) was associated with a higher
risky sexual behavior score. However, there was no
significant association between avoidance and risky
sexual behavior score (t =-0.856, B =-0.060, p = 0.393).

The next step in the analyses was to test our
interaction hypothesis. It was predicted that the
interaction between anxiety and avoidance would make a
unique, significant contribution to risky sexual behavior
after controlling for the main effects of anxiety and
avoidance. Kline and Dunn (2000) suggest that all
multiplicative interaction terms be created from centered
variables in order to reduce collinearity between the
main effect variables and their interaction terms.
Therefore, the anxiety and avoidance variables were
centered by subtracting the mean from each value before

averaged to create a single item “Risky Sexual using 1t to  create the interaction  term
Behavior.” The reliability for the three items was 0.79. (avoidance*anxiety).
Table 1. Descriptive statistics (alphas, means, standard deviations, range, skewness and kurtosis) for all aggregate scales
Cronbach

Variable Alpha Mean SD Range Skewness Kurtosis
Anxiety 0.820 2.63 0.829 1-5 0.096 -0.033
Avoidance 0.627 2.52 0.621 1-5 -0.315 -0.315
Risky sex composite 0.788 1.48 1.42 1-5 0.226 -1.380
Table 2. Correlations for aggregate scales

1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Anxiety 1.000
2. Avoidance 0.428%%** 1.000
3. Age of first sex 0.067 0.118* 1.000
4. Number of partners -0.115% 0.037 0.560%* 1.000
5. Condom use 0.043 0.082 0.585%* 0.550** 1.000
6. Risky sex composite -0.010 0.091 0.846** 0.861%* 0.820%* 1
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
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The interaction term (avoidance*anxiety) was added
to the model. A linear regression analysis revealed that
when the interaction term was added, the model was
able to explain 16% of the variance in risky sexual
behavior [Adj. R* = 0.159, F(2, 25) = 2.10, p<0.05].
The hypothesized association was supported. Higher
interaction (avoidance*anxiety) scores were associated
with higher levels of risky sexual behavior (t = -1.85,
B=-0.117, p<0.05).

4. DISCUSSION

The central goal of the current investigation was to
examine the association between romantic relationship
attachment style and risky sexual behavior in adolescents. It
was predicted that: (a) anxiety would be positively related
to risky sexual behavior, (b) avoidance would be negatively
associated with risky sexual behavior, (c), that the
interaction between anxiety and avoidance would make a
unique, significant contribution to risky sexual behavior and
(d) that the highest levels of risky sexual behavior would be
found for those individuals with higher levels of anxiety and
higher levels of avoidance (i.e., insecure style). These
hypotheses were partially supported.

A higher anxiety score was positively associated with
risky sexual behavior. In order to understand this finding, it
is important to remember that high anxiety maps onto a
negative model of self, which is defined as a preoccupation
with seeking closeness, love and approval from others
(Batholomew, 1990; Hazan and Shaver, 1987). Since
anxious adolescents are preoccupied with seeking out
closeness with others, it is not surprising that they would
seek to please others through engaging in sexual behaviors,
particularly those that are risky (e.g., early sexual initiation,
multiple sexual partners, inconsistent condom use).

Contrary to our predictions, there was no significant
association between avoidance and risky sexual behavior.
In order to interpret why the association between
avoidance and risky sexual behavior was insignificant, it is
important to explore the common characteristics of
avoidant individuals. It is important to note that high
avoidance maps onto a negative model of other, which is
defined as a discomfort with close emotional relationships,
an important need to feel independent and preference to
not depend on others (Feeney and Noller, 1996). It would
theoretically follow that individuals who use an avoidant
style may lack the trust in others necessary to engage in
relationships, which may impact their opportunities to
engage in any form of sexual behavior. Therefore, the
authors speculate that avoidant individuals may be
avoiding relationships and closeness, which includes
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engagement in sexual activities. So, the reason that
avoidance is not associated with risky sexual behavior is
because avoidant individuals are engaging in less sexual
behavior altogether. However, more research is necessary
to understand if avoidance-adolescents are more likely
than others to avoid sexual situations.

Finally, the prediction that the highest levels of risky
sexual behavior would be found for those individuals
with higher levels of anxiety and higher levels of
avoidance (i.e., insecure style) was supported. The
results of the interaction model were consistent with
romantic relationship attachment theory (Batholomew,
1990). When attachment anxiety was low, the lowest
engagement in risky sexual behavior was seen when
avoidance was also low. Therefore, adolescents who had
secure models of self and other were the least likely to
engage in risky sexual behavior. The opposite was also
true. Adolescents who were high in avoidance and anxiety
were the most likely to engage in risky sexual behavior.

There were several limitations in the current
investigation. The current study only consisted of cross-
sectional data. Adolescents were only surveyed at one
point in time, which makes it impossible to evaluate
change and the direction of effects. Therefore, the results
are simply correlational and causality cannot be
established. Therefore, longitudinal research is necessary
in order to establish the directional assumptions
presented in the study. Another limitation in the current
investigation was that it lacked sufficient power to
conduct analyses among all represented ethnic groups.
Future studies would benefit from attempting to recruit
more diverse populations and investigating if the
associations among attachment style and risky sexual
behavior differ cross-culturally.

5. CONCLUSION

The introduction of romantic relationships during
adolescence means that teens must begin to make critical
choices regarding sexual behavior. Therefore, it is
critical to understand the processes that underlie teens’
sexual decision-making. The current study sought to
understand adolescents’ engagement in risky sexual
behavior from a romantic relationship attachment style
perspective. The findings of the current study indicate
that adolescents with secure models of self and other are
the least likely to engage in risky sexual behavior.
However, adolescents who are anxious and those who
are high in avoidance and anxiety are the most likely to
engage in risky sexual behavior. Therefore, it is critical
that these teens are identified as the most at-risk and be
targeted by sexual health education programming.
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