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The Impact of Insecure Attachment Styles on the Process of Bereavement

[bookmark: _GoBack]This literature review will aim to consider how an individual’s attachment style may affect their process of bereavement following the loss of someone close to them. The review will analyse 6 different research papers that have been published in the last 5 years which have each aimed to establish how adults with different attachment styles respond to their bereavements and assess to what extent their attachment styles may influence their response to the process of grief. Although there are a number of attachment styles, this paper will focus on two of the insecure attachment styles; anxious attachment and avoidant attachment. Many pieces of research have pointed to those with secure attachment styles having greater internal resources for coping allowing them to adjust to the bereavement in comparison to those with insecure attachment styles (Currier, J, 2015). Therefore, this paper will aim to look at research that explores the responses of those with anxious or avoidant insecure attachment styles to identify what these differences may be which will allow us to develop an understanding of any needs these individuals may have and recognising areas of resilience (Captari, L, 2021). This literature review will draw upon findings within these papers and whether they indicate any correlation between the two insecure attachment styles and bereavement process. It will also highlight any implications these findings will have for therapeutic interventions for bereaved individuals. 

Individuals with anxious attachment styles have characteristics such as fear of abandonment (Captari, L et al 2021) and can be overly dependent on their relationship with others (Macallum, F et al, 2018). In contrast, those with avoidant attachment styles often do not feel the need to rely on interpersonal relationships and are highly self-reliant (Levi-Belz, Y, 2019). Attachment avoidant behaviours are often confused with adaptive behavioural traits as they can demonstrate signs of resilience. Shneck, L et al (2016) highlights how research has more recently supported the idea that these behaviours can often be maladaptive as the individual is avoiding connecting with their own emotions and interpersonal relationships. This supports the need to further research to understand behaviours linked to attachment styles and how these may have implications for therapeutic interventions. 
Each piece of research contributing to this review has aimed to identify characteristics to an individual’s bereavement processes in correlation to their attachment styles through introducing additional variables to the research allowing patterns to be identified to contribute to their findings. Currier, J et al (2015) researched attachment anxiety and avoidance to determine how these could influence the continued bond an individual has with the deceased following the bereavement. This study considered the external bonds which include experiencing interaction with the deceased or hallucinations, as well as internal bonds which usually involve tasks such as telling stories about the deceased or looking at photographs. In this study, the grief symptoms were analysed in participants who had experienced violent loss whilst considering the continued bonds as a variable within the study. The finding concluded that the higher the use of continued bonds, the worse the grief symptoms presented as well as there being an increased risk of complicated grief. However, the findings broken down suggest that continued bonds (CB’s) for those with anxious attachment are more likely to provide a solace and reassurance enhancing the adjustment to the bereavement for these participants.  In contrast, CB’s found in those with avoidant attachment styles reported higher levels of maladaptive behaviours and found CB’s to be too overwhelming for these individuals 

A study by Wei, Y (2016) explored the link between bereavement styles and attachment considering continued bonds as a variable. In addition to the variables of the study carried out by Currier (2015), this study also included a variable to measure ‘Post Traumatic Growth’ (PTG). PTG can be described as a period of change that can occur after a traumatic event which allows the person to grow and facilitate change within their self and understanding of others. This study aimed to research the effects that attachment dimensions may have on the PTG and grief symptoms experienced by participants. The findings demonstrated that those with anxious attachment styles were consistent with an increase of PTG, increased connection to internal and external continued bonds and also an increase in grief symptoms. Similarly, those with an avoidant attachment styles demonstrated an increase in external continued bonds and grief symptoms yet demonstrated a decrease in post-traumatic growth. The findings identified a correlation between external continued bonds and an increase if presented symptoms of grief in both anxious and avoidant styles suggesting that differences in insecure attachment style do not influence the symptoms of grief when an individual has external continues bonds. However, the findings also report internal continued bonds do impact individuals in different ways depending on attachment style as the study recorded an increase in post-traumatic growth in anxious individuals with internal continued bonds in contrast to the PTG decreasing for avoidant individuals with internal CB’s.  These findings support those of Currier, J et al (2015) study supporting the findings that avoidant attachment individuals were at an increased risk of maladaptive behaviours in response to their loss and provides an explanation that this could be due to their proximity to the deceased and not being receptive to connecting with the grief as this may prove to be too overwhelming. 

Captari, L et al (2021) conducted a similar study researching the link between attachment and the impact it has on post-traumatic growth and Prolonged Grief Disorder (PGD). The findings supported the previously discussed studies and found avoidant individuals may impede the process of grieving with compulsive self-reliance, which can often portray the individual as experiencing less signs of stress when, in contrast, it can contribute to prolonged grief and maladaptive behaviours. This study found that those with anxious attachment tendencies found the process of bereavement overwhelming and reported a change of how they view the world and reported a strong sense of identity loss. This suggests those with anxious tendencies find they lose more than just their loved ones following a bereavement. This would suggest that anxious individuals would benefit from looking at the wider context to their bereavement and other loss’ that are attached to the process. Although this study did not intend to explore the impact of gender within the findings, Captari, L et al (2021) recognised that recordings of prolonged grief were more prominent in female participants. This opens up new avenues to research attachment and bereavement. Although this study acknowledges that previous research reports a link between Post Traumatic Growth and attachment, this study has found no notable effects between PTG and either style of insecure attachment. 

In contrast to the above study from Captari, L et al (2021), a study conducted by Levi-Belz, Y (2019) on Post Traumatic Growth amongst suicide loss survivors, found that attachment styles can have an impact on PTG. Consistent with the findings from Currier, J et al (2015) and Wei, Y (2016), avoidant individuals reported little post traumatic growth in comparison to secure and anxious individuals. This study aimed to capture levels of self-disclosure and the participants perceived levels of social support and noted within the findings that avoidant individual’s tendency to seek social support diminished their opportunity for self-disclosure. The results emphasised how sharing an experience of trauma can promote positive change within an individual. This can provide an explanation of how avoidant individuals in this study reported less PTG following bereavement. These individuals are less likely to allow themselves the opportunity to self-disclose their experiences due to the characteristics and behaviours of avoidant individuals being self-reliant. 

Macallum, F et al (2018) produced findings from her research that supports the idea that avoidant individuals lack access to social support and thus limiting their opportunity to self-disclose. The study also builds on this and offers an explanation that this may also diminish their likelihood of forming new attachments following a bereavement leaving these individuals with an increased dependency on the deceased. This could suggest that avoidant individuals are likely to maintain their continued bonds as a way of controlling their self-regulatory behaviour and not reach out externally to other people as potential support systems. This could also support and provide an explanation to Yu Wei’s (2016) findings on how avoidant individuals are less likely to experience post-traumatic growth and increased grief symptoms whilst maintaining continued bonds whilst anxious individuals do experience post traumatic growth. The difference between the two attachment styles could be down to how they rely and seek support of interpersonal relationships. However, in contrast Wei, Y (2016) discussion also reports findings that these continued bonds are more likely to increase dependency on the deceased with anxious individuals and in fact be too overwhelming for avoidant individuals and thus increasing grief symptoms. Macmullan noted in her study that avoidant individuals were more likely to show symptoms of depression in comparison to the anxious individuals. However, although higher levels of prolonger grief disorder in avoidant attachment individuals were predicted, the results found they were not more likely than anxious individuals despite the tendency of avoidant individuals to minimise their emotional pain.

Shneck, L et al (2016) conducted a literature review on studies that have researched the insecure attachment styles and the severity of complicated grief. The research emphasises how the process of grief is natural and those with secure attachment styles are more likely to adjust following a bereavement in comparison to those with insecure attachment. The grief process usually involves intense emotional responses in the early stages of the loss and over time will gradually decrease as the individual learns to adjust. When this does not happen, an individual may move into complicated grief. Shneck, L et al (2016), whilst reviewing papers, uncovered that insecure individuals are at increased risk of complicated grief developing as anxious individuals are prone to excessive yearning for the deceased and the avoidant individual emotionally withdraws from the bereavement and others who could provide support. This study suggests that complicated grief applies to 10-20% of bereaved individuals. Findings within the studies are consistent highlighting the main tendencies of anxious and avoidant individuals following a bereavement. Despite a number of a case studies finding no correlation between attachment styles and various contained within the studies, avoidant attachment increased the risk of prolonged grief and complicated grief due to the emotional withdrawal impeding productive mourning whereas anxious individuals are more likely to experience post traumatic growth following a loss with more adaptive coping skills. However, it was still noted anxious individuals were more likely to be at risk of prolonged grief in comparison to those with a secure attachment style. 

Although discussions and findings between the researched papers were consistent in a number of ways, there are a number of limitations that can be drawn from the methodology used and gaps within the research discussions that can identify areas for further exploration on the topic. All five papers that reported on their own research findings heavily relied on methods of self-disclosure and self- report questionnaires with only one study conducting structured clinical interviews with the participants. Levi-Belz, Y (2019) highlighted how the self-reporting questionnaire contributed to the studies limitations and recognised how the methodology posed the risk of validity and reliability issues with the answers. This could be due to participants recording what they believed to be more socially desirable responses and not a true reflection on their experiencing.  It must also be recognised that not all participants would have the same level of understanding of the questions being asked within these questionnaires and may interpret them in different ways. For example, the meaning and interpretation behind phrases or words could differ depending on an individual’s cultural background. This is a factor that could cause a variance in any data supplied from participants affecting accuracy and consistency of the data and findings.

Cultural implications were not considered and included within the discussion and findings in most texts. All studies used between 131 and 374 participants. Captari, L et al (2021) used 374 participants who had experience of violent loss and recognised the relatively small sample restricted the study in terms of exploring the cultural implications within the findings. The study did report higher levels of post-traumatic growth within participants from Black/African American ethnicities. This could offer an opportunity for future research to explore cultural and ethnic groups to identify any variance within attachment styles and bereavement processes. Findings such as Wei, Y (2016) cannot be applied to all cultural backgrounds as all participants were from mainland China. Similarly, the study conducted by Levi-Belz, Y et al (2019) was limited to 131 Israeli females. Therefore, these findings are not representative of cultures beyond this and the findings cannot be generalised to all populations as culture influences on attachment and responses to bereavement have not been considered. The study by Levi-Belz , Y (2019) also used an all-female sample which has implications for the findings not being generalised to men. As Captari, L et al (2021) identified prolonged grief being more prominent in females, there is evidence to support gender being a contributing factor to grief process and attachment. There is room on this topic for further research to inform our understanding and improve therapeutic intervention. 
All studies support the need for professionals to understand individual’s responses to loss in relation to their attachment styles. Wei, Y  (2016) identified the need to support clients to shift their continued bonds from external to internal tendencies, particularly for anxious individuals which can be facilitated through therapeutic activities such as letter writing or chair work. The study suggested the avoidance to engage with others would need to be addressed before then working through the loss as otherwise the process may be too overwhelming and not in line with the person’s natural coping style. Shneck, L et al (2016) supported this and added that professionals need to be aware and in tune with avoidant individuals to recognise whether they are displaying avoidant behaviours by clouding their emotions or resilience as not correctly identifying this could deprive clients of the necessary treatment. Professionals should also consider additional losses experienced by the client around the bereavement to support anxious individuals through their feelings off lost identity and perceptions of the world (Captari, L et al, 2021). This would also need to be explored therapeutically when supporting the client as Levi Belz et al (2016) adds that professionals need to understand their client’s attachment styles to explore their perception on trust and view of the world. These implications for therapy support the need for further researching attachment styles and how these can impact responses to various situations to effectively respond to client’s needs.


To conclude, this review as provided an insight on how individuals with different forms of insecure attachment styles respond and experience bereavement in varying ways depending on the behavioural and emotional tendencies of their attachment style. The two attachment styles this paper focussed on was anxious and avoidant attachment and research papers were selected based on these two styles being researched in relation to the responses to bereavement. The findings did produce evidence of differences between the styles and also offered implications on how the findings can contribute to therapeutic interventions. Avoidant attachment individuals were found to impede on their own emotional processing which in turn affects their process of productive mourning. This has been shown to increase the risk of prolonged and complicated grief in the research findings which can be enhanced due to the lack or perceived lack of social support.  It was suggested this lack of reaching out to others resulted in avoidance individuals do not self-disclose to others and increase their dependency on the deceased. Although all findings were consistent with external bonds increasing grief symptoms, some findings did find that avoidant individuals do not maintain attachment to the deceased as the process it too overwhelming. These continued bonds with the deceased resulted in a lack of post traumatic growth for avoidant individuals yet promoted post traumatic growth in anxious individuals. Anxious individuals were also found to report loss in other areas of their lives following a bereavement such as loss of identity and understanding of the world. The nature of these findings promotes the need to increase our understanding of attachment to appropriately respond to client’s needs. However, it must be noted that the results of these findings cannot be generalised to all populations, gender, ethnicities and cultures due to the samples. These variables have been identified throughout this paper as areas to extend the research to allow us greater access to understanding attachment in relation to bereavement and loss. 
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