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Temptation pervades modern social life, including the temptation to engage in infidelity. The present
investigation examines one factor that may put individuals at a greater risk of being unfaithful to their
partner: dispositional avoidant attachment style. The authors hypothesize that avoidantly attached people
may be less resistant to temptations for infidelity due to lower levels of commitment in romantic
relationships. This hypothesis was confirmed in 8 studies. People with high, vs. low, levels of dispositional avoidant attachment had more permissive attitudes toward infidelity (Study 1), showed attentional
bias toward attractive alternative partners (Study 2), expressed greater daily interest in meeting alternatives to their current relationship partner (Study 5), perceived alternatives to their current relationship
partner more positively (Study 6), and engaged in more infidelity over time (Studies 3, 4, 7, and 8). This
effect was mediated by lower levels of commitment (Studies 5– 8). Thus, avoidant attachment predicted
a broad spectrum of responses indicative of interest in alternatives and propensity to engage in infidelity,
which were mediated by low levels of commitment.
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attachment bond. Even less work has investigated why certain
attachment styles may be associated with expressing interest in
alternatives to one’s partner and engaging in infidelity.
Feeling close and committed to one’s partner inhibits people
from having interest in alternatives and engaging in infidelity
(Drigotas, Safstrom, & Gentilia, 1999; Rusbult, 1983). Because
avoidantly attached people feel most comfortable with distance
and detachment from their partner (Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003, 2007), they may have less of the
commitment-inspired inhibition that normally prevents people
from showing interest in alternatives and from engaging in infidelity. Therefore, avoidant attachment may relate to a broad pattern of responses indicative of interest in alternatives and propensity to engage in infidelity, associations that should be mediated by
a lack of commitment to one’s partner.
To test this hypothesis, we conducted eight studies. In each
study, we measured individual differences in attachment style.
Next, participants completed measures assessing their attitudes
toward infidelity in their current relationship (Study 1), attentional
bias toward alternatives (Study 2), interest in alternatives to their
current relationship partner in their daily lives (Study 5) and in
general (Study 6), and actual infidelity over time (Studies 3, 4, 7,
and 8). In Studies 1– 4, we tested whether avoidant attachment
predicts more positive attitudes toward infidelity, more attentional
bias toward relationship alternatives, and more infidelity. In Studies 5– 8, we tested whether commitment mediates the relationship

Charles is married. His marriage has lasted several years, but he
does not like to get close to his wife. He prefers to keep his
distance. Charles does not understand why his friends and coworkers emphasize the importance of being committed to one’s spouse.
Commitment means intimacy, which is not something that Charles
likes. He has expressed interest in alternatives to his spouse. He
goes to clubs and parties to meet women, he tells others he is
interested in women other than his spouse, and he likes to look at
other women. On several occasions, Charles has engaged in actual
infidelity.
This scenario illustrates a crucial, yet heretofore understudied,
factor that gives rise to infidelity: the quality of an individual’s
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between avoidant attachment and interest in alternatives and propensity to engage in infidelity.

Avoidant Attachment
John Bowlby (1969/1982) characterized the attachment system
as an inborn pattern of emotion, cognition, and behavior that
organizes human activity across the life span. He also noted that
people vary in terms of their dispositional tendencies toward
avoidant attachment and anxious attachment (Bowlby, 1973; see
also Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998). People who are high on the
avoidance dimension tend to be uncomfortable with psychological
closeness and intimacy, which leads them to cope with these
feelings by behaviorally distancing themselves from their partner
(Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003, 2007). Commitment would be one aspect of a relationship that could be
negatively affected by such distancing, such that avoidantly attached people should remain relatively uncommitted to their relationship partner. In contrast, people who are high on the anxiety
dimension tend to experience ambivalence, marked by a desire for
closeness and a desire to avoid rejection (Campbell, Simpson,
Boldry, & Kashy, 2005). Whereas the avoidance dimension measures the behavioral strategies people use to regulate their attachment needs (Fraley & Shaver, 2000), the anxiety dimension measures the affective and attributional processes involved in
monitoring and appraising events for signs of threats to these
needs.
Due to these characteristics, avoidant attachment is sometimes
considered a deactivating attachment strategy, in which the primary functions of the attachment system, such as seeking physical
or psychological closeness with an attachment figure, are suppressed (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). A defining feature of
avoidant attachment is that high levels of avoidance can “lead a
person to be emotionally detached from a partner and to form
superficial, cool relationships that lack the vitality and bonding
power of affection and intimacy” (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003, p.
87). That is, avoidantly attached people should report low levels of
commitment to their relationship partner, presumably out of their
desire to maintain distance between them and their partner. This
lower level of commitment should, in turn, predict greater interest
in alternatives and possibly engaging in infidelity (Drigotas et al.,
1999).
Because attachment orientation is quite stable over time (see
Fraley, 2002, for meta-analytic evidence on this issue) and commitment fluctuates over time (Agnew, Van Lange, Rusbult, &
Langston, 1998; Sprecher, 1999), we did not attempt to model
change in attachment orientation. In the unlikely event that we had
detected change in attachment orientation over a small period of
time, such change would have likely reflected little more than a
one-time data hiccup instead of theoretically meaningful result.
Although infidelity has a relatively low base rate of occurrence, it
occurs at sufficiently high and variable rates to adequate model
change over time (Drigotas et al., 1999). Therefore, there was
theoretical and empirical precedent that lower levels of commitment may precede higher infidelity and that infidelity changes
sufficiently over time to adequately model. The next section discusses prior work suggesting a relationship between avoidant
attachment and infidelity, which is followed by a section that
discusses why commitment should mediate this relationship.
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Why Might Avoidant Attachment Predict Infidelity?
Indirect evidence supporting a possible relationship between
avoidant attachment and infidelity comes from a variety of literatures. Avoidantly attached people tend to have an unrestricted or
promiscuous sociosexual orientation (Brennan et al., 1998; Fraley,
Davis, & Shaver, 1998), which may reduce their propensity to
engage sexual activities solely with their partner. Avoidant attachment is also associated with pursuing short-term sexual relationships (Schmitt, 2005), presumably because such relationships do
not trigger the attachment-related discomfort they experience in
long-term, committed relationships. In addition, avoidant attachment is associated with relatively weak motivations to engage in
sexual behavior to experience emotional closeness, and is associated with assorted indicators of dishonest behavior (Davis, Shaver,
& Vernon, 2004; Ennis, Vrij, & Chance, 2008; Gillath, Sesko,
Shaver, & Chun, 2010; Vrij, Floyd, & Ennis, 2003).
To our knowledge, only two studies have investigated the relationship between attachment style and infidelity directly, and they
have yielded mixed findings. In one study, participants who had an
anxious attachment style, compared with a secure/avoidant attachment style reported having more affairs in the past year (Bogaert
& Sadava, 2002). This effect was especially true of women.
Another study, in which a sample of participants were used who
reported prior extradyadic involvement, showed that men (but not
women) who were high in dispositional avoidant attachment reported the highest levels of extradyadic involvement over the past
2 years (Allen & Baucom, 2004). Thus, attachment style can be
used to predict infidelity, but it is unclear how anxious and
avoidant dimensions relate to infidelity. Moreover, a mechanism
was not identified in these prior studies underlying the relationship
between attachment style and infidelity.
In the present studies, we sought to resolve the above inconsistency by examining how avoidant attachment and anxious attachment relate to attitudes toward cheating on a current relationship
partner, attentional bias toward alternatives, interest in alternatives,
and actual infidelity. However, we primarily emphasize avoidant,
rather than anxious, attachment because discomfort with and attempts to reduce relational closeness constitute risk factors for
increased interest in relationship alternatives and infidelity; these
risk factors are characteristics of avoidant, not anxious, attachment. The next section fleshes out the conceptual framework
underlying our prediction of commitment as a mediator of the
relationship between avoidant attachment and infidelity.

Why Might Commitment Mediate the Relationship
Between Avoidant Attachment and Infidelity?
We focus on commitment because prior evidence suggests that
commitment is the most direct mediator when predicting behaviors
that relate to the persistence of one’s relationship and engagement
of behaviors meant to strengthen one’s relationship, accounting for
variance beyond relationship satisfaction and investment in one’s
relationship (Johnson & Rusbult, 1989; Rusbult, 1983; Van Lange
et al., 1997). There are at least two reasons why commitment
should mediate the relationship between avoidant attachment and
greater interest in alternatives, more positive attitudes toward
infidelity, and more infidelity.
First, commitment is tied to feeling dependent on one’s partner,
which refers to feeling that one needs one’s relationship and that
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one’s well-being is tied closely to involvement in the relationship
(Kelley, 1979; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978). According to interdependence theory (Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003), dependence on one’s
partner increases to the extent that people feel satisfied with their
relationship, feel that the quality of alternatives to their partner is
low, and feel that they have invested a great deal of themselves in
their relationship. The investment model asserts that commitment
is a consequence of dependence, which normally prevents people
from having interest in alternatives and engaging in behaviors that
threaten the viability of one’s relationship (Agnew et al., 1998;
Johnson & Rusbult, 1989; Rusbult, Van Lange, Wildschut,
Yoveitch, & Verette, 2000). Because avoidant attachment is associated with a lack of comfort being close to one’s partner and with
a strong desire to remain independent from one’s partner,
avoidantly attached people may have difficulty depending on their
partner. Without strong feelings of dependence, avoidantly attached people may experience relatively low levels of commitment
to their partner. As a result, avoidant attachment may relate to a
heightened propensity to have interest in alternatives and to engage
in behaviors that threaten the viability of one’s relationship, such
as infidelity.
Second, even among avoidantly attached people who experience
dependence on their partner, experiencing commitment may disrupt their ability to experience detachment from their partner
through deactivation strategies. Instead of viewing their identity as
committed to their partner, avoidantly attached people may suppress these subjective feelings of commitment in order to maintain
their sense of felt security. In the absence of a strong commitment
to their partner, avoidantly attached people may be at risk for
engaging in infidelity.
Therefore, we expected that high, versus low, levels of avoidant
attachment would relate to lower levels of commitment, while
controlling for levels of anxious attachment. Low, versus high,
levels of commitment in turn would relate to more permissive
attitudes toward infidelity, greater interest in alternatives, and
more acts of infidelity over time.

The Present Research
In the present investigation, we tested the hypothesis that high,
versus low, levels of avoidant attachment would relate to more
positive attitudes toward cheating on a current relationship partner
(Study 1), more attentional bias toward alternatives (Study 2),
more daily interest in meeting alternatives (Study 5), more interest
in alternatives to one’s current relationship partner generally
(Study 6), and more infidelity (Studies 3, 4, 7, and 8). In Studies
5– 8, we tested whether the relationship between avoidant attachment and interest in alternatives and infidelity was mediated by
low levels of relationship commitment. We chose our sample sizes
to provide sufficient power to detect a significant association
between our predictor variables and our dependent variables based
on previous social psychological research on infidelity (Drigotas et
al., 1999).

Study 1: Avoidant Attachment and Attitudes Toward
Engaging in Infidelity
Study 1 provided an initial test of our hypothesis that avoidant
attachment would relate to more positive attitudes toward infidel-

ity. We recruited participants who were involved in romantic
relationships and measured their attitudes toward engaging in
infidelity. We measured the relationship between avoidant attachment and specific attitudes toward cheating on their partner instead
of general attitudes toward cheating because specific attitudes are
reasonably good predictors of actual behavior (Ajzen & Fishbein,
1977). The main prediction was that avoidant attachment would
relate to more positive attitudes toward cheating on one’s current
relationship partner.

Method
Forty-two undergraduates (25 women) participated in this study
in exchange for partial course credit. To participate in the study,
participants must have been involved in a romantic relationship of
at least 1 month in duration. Most participants described their
relationship as committed (76.7% committed, 16.3% dating casually, 4.7% married, 2.3% “other”).
Measures.
Attachment style. Participants completed the Experiences in
Close Relationships Scale to assess attachment style (ECR; Brennan et al., 1998). The avoidant attachment (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .80)
and anxious attachment (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .92) items had strong
internal reliability and were therefore averaged to create composite
indices. One participant did not complete the avoidant attachment
items, whereas two participants did not complete the anxious
attachment items. These missing data are reflected in slightly
different degrees of freedom in the Results section. The correlation
between avoidant and anxious attachment was .47 (p ⫽ .002).
Attitudes toward infidelity.
Participants completed a fiveitem Attitude Toward Relationship Infidelity scale (ATRI) created
for this experiment (i.e., “Cheating on my partner is morally
wrong”; “If I could get away with it, I would cheat on my partner”
[reverse scored]; “Being faithful to my romantic partner is important to me”; “Cheating on my romantic partner would not be a big
deal” [reverse scored]; and “I would cheat on my romantic partner
if I was given the opportunity” [reverse scored]; 1⫽ Strongly
Disagree, 5 ⫽ Strongly Agree). The internal reliability of the five
items was strong (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .78), and therefore responses
were summed to create a composite ATRI index. Lower scores
indicated more positive attitudes toward relationship infidelity.
Procedure.
Participants arrived at a large classroom in
groups of two to six for a study ostensibly concerning the relationship between attention and relationships. Participants gave
informed consent and then completed the ECR. After completing
the ECR, participants completed the ATRI scale. Finally, participants received a debriefing.

Results and Discussion
We predicted that avoidantly attached people would report
relatively positive attitudes toward cheating on their current partner. In this and all other studies in this investigation, we standardized all predictor variables to facilitate interpretation. Participant
gender did not interact with attachment style in this or any of the
other studies. Thus, we treated gender as a covariate in each study.
As expected, avoidant attachment related to more positive attitudes toward infidelity (␤ ⫽ ⫺0.37), t(40)⫽ ⫺2.53, p ⬍ .02.
Anxious attachment did not predict attitudes toward infidelity
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(␤ ⫽ ⫺0.11), t(39) ⫽ ⫺0.68, p ⫽ .50. Avoidant attachment
remained a significant predictor of attitudes toward cheating on
one’s current partner after controlling for anxious attachment and
participant gender (␤ ⫽ ⫺0.40), t(37) ⫽ ⫺2.36, p ⫽ .02.
Thus, Study 1 showed that avoidant, but not anxious, attachment predicted more positive attitudes toward infidelity. What
these findings did not examine, however, is whether avoidant
attachment relates to interest in alternatives at a basic, early
stage level of social perception. To examine this possibility, we
conducted Study 2.

Study 2: Avoidant Attachment and Attentional Bias
Toward Alternatives
In Study 2, we sought to extend the results of Study 1 by
showing that avoidant attachment relates to having an attentional
bias toward alternatives to one’s current relationship partner. Participants reported their attachment style and then completed a dot
probe, reaction time task that assessed attentional bias to oppositesex targets that were prerated as either attractive or somewhat
unattractive. We expected that avoidantly, but not anxiously, attached people would exhibit a greater attentional bias toward
attractive members of the opposite sex, as those targets potentially
represent appealing alternatives to one’s current relationship partner.

Method
Participants. Two hundred five undergraduates (120 women)
participated in this study in exchange for partial course credit. To
participate in this study, participants must have been involved in a
romantic relationship for at least 1 month. Average relationship
length was 1.29 years (SD ⫽ 1.38).
Measures.
Attachment style. Participants completed the ECR (Brennan
et al., 1998), used in Study 1. The internal reliability of the
avoidant attachment (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .84) and anxious attachment
(Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .93) items was strong, and therefore responses
were averaged to create composite indices. The correlation between avoidant and anxious attachment was .10 (p ⫽ .17).
Procedure.
Participants gave informed consent and then
completed the ECR. After completing the ECR, participants were
instructed that they would complete a visual cuing task. The task
was a version of the visual dot probe procedure (e.g., DeWall,
Maner, Deckman, & Rouby, 2011). It assessed attentional engagement (how strongly a stimulus “captures” a person’s attention) and
attentional disengagement (how difficult it is for people to shift
their attention away from a stimulus; Derryberry & Reed, 1994).
Each trial followed the same procedure. First, a fixation cross
appeared in the center of the computer screen for 1,000 ms. Next,
a target face appeared in one quadrant of the computer screen for
500 ms. Once the target photo disappeared, a categorization object
(circle or square) appeared in either the same location (attentional
engagement trials) as the picture or in a different quadrant (attentional disengagement trials). The participants’ job was to categorize the object as a circle or square by pressing the E or I key on
the keyboard. The experimenter reminded participants that their
responses would be timed, so they should respond as quickly and
accurately as possible.
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Participants completed a block of 10 practice trials, which was
followed by two blocks of 44 main trials. Half of the main trials
assessed attentional engagement, whereas the other half assessed
attentional disengagement. In the practice trials, the target photos
consisted of neutral, nonsocial objects (e.g., furniture). In the main
trials, the target photos depicted novel opposite-sex targets. All
photos were pretested by an independent group of undergraduate
students (n ⫽ 32) for their level of physical attractiveness (from
1 ⫽ very unattractive to 9 ⫽ very attractive). Half the opposite-sex
targets were prerated as relatively attractive (M ⫽ 5.49, SD ⫽
2.04), whereas the other half of the opposite-sex targets were
prerated as being somewhat unattractive (M ⫽ 3.21, SD ⫽ 1.83).
After completing the dot probe task, participants received a debriefing.
The primary dependent measure in this study was the reaction
time on attentional engagement and attentional disengagement
trials. Averaging responses within each category yielded separate
indices of attentional bias for attractive and less attractive
opposite-sex targets. Incorrect responses were excluded from all
analyses (less than 3% of all trials). Following Robinson (2007),
values greater than 2.5 standard deviations from the mean with
cutoff scores that were 2.5 standard deviations from the mean were
replaced.
Consistent with previous research (e.g., Maner, Gailliot, &
DeWall, 2007), sizable individual differences in overall speed of
responding were observed. To ensure that the predicted effects
were due to avoidant attachment and not to individual differences
in how quickly participants responded, a standardized reaction
time measure was used. Each participant’s overall reaction time
was subtracted from the average reaction time for each target
category. This reaction time was then divided by the standard
deviation of that participant’s reaction times. The resultant variables represented attention bias for each target category that take
into account individual differences in overall speed of responding.
Lower engagement scores reflected faster “capture” of visual
attention, whereas higher disengagement scores reflected greater
difficulty in disengaging one’s attention away from the target
photo. In each analysis, attentional engagement and disengagement was predicted for attractive alternatives while controlling for
engagement and disengagement for less attractive alternatives because attention to attractive faces is most closely related to relationship outcomes (e.g., Maner et al., 2007).

Results and Discussion
We predicted that avoidant attachment would relate to greater
attentional bias toward alternatives to one’s current relationship
partner. As expected, avoidant attachment was related to stronger
attentional engagement to attractive opposite-sex targets (␤ ⫽
⫺0.18), t(197)⫽ ⫺2.60, p ⫽ .01, indicating that avoidantly attached people were faster to have their attention “caught” by
attractive opposite-sex targets (controlling for their attentional
engagement to less attractive faces). Attachment anxiety was not
related to attentional engagement toward attractive opposite-sex
targets (␤ ⫽ 0.09), t(197) ⫽ 1.29, p ⫽ .20. Consistent with Study
1, avoidant attachment remained a significant predictor of attentional engagement to attractive opposite-sex targets after controlling for attentional engagement to less attractive faces, anxious
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attachment, and participant gender (␤ ⫽ ⫺0.20), t(195) ⫽ ⫺2.77,
p ⫽ .006.
Whereas avoidant attachment predicted faster engagement of
attention to attractive opposite-sex targets, it did not influence how
quickly it took participants to disengage their attention away from
attractive opposite-sex targets (controlling for disengagement from
less attractive faces) (␤ ⫽ 0.07), t(197) ⫽ 0.91, p ⫽ .36. Anxious
attachment also bore no significant relation to attentional disengagement from attractive alternatives (␤ ⫽ ⫺0.10), t(197) ⫽
⫺1.35, p ⫽ .18. Avoidant attachment continued to have no reliable
relationship to disengagement from attractive alternatives after
controlling for disengagement from less attractive alternatives,
anxious attachment, and participant gender (␤ ⫽ 0.08), t(195) ⫽
0.86, p ⫽ .39.
Study 2 offers additional evidence regarding the relationship
between avoidant attachment and interest in alternatives. Whereas
Study 1 showed that avoidant attachment related to more positive
perceptions of infidelity on measures reliant upon explicit, higher
order cognitive processes such as attitudes, Study 2 showed that
avoidant attachment influenced automatic, early stage attentional
processes presumed to underlie these downstream processes. Study
2 demonstrated that, as expected, avoidant attachment was related
to biased attention to opposite-sex targets. Avoidantly attached
people were quick to notice attractive alternatives in their environment.
Anxious attachment did not relate to attentional bias toward
alternatives, which replicates the findings from Study 1 regarding
the specificity of avoidant attachment in predicting permissive
attitudes toward infidelity. The findings of Studies 1 and 2 converge on a portrait of avoidantly attached people as having positive
attitudes toward engaging in infidelity and showing attentional
biases toward potential alternatives to their partner. But these
findings leave open the question as to whether avoidant attachment
relates to actual infidelity. We therefore conducted two additional
studies (Studies 3 and 4) to investigate this question.

Study 3: Avoidant Attachment Predicts Higher Rates
of Infidelity Over Time
In Study 3, we sought to replicate and extend the results of
Studies 1 and 2 by showing that avoidant attachment would predict
higher rates of infidelity over time. Participants reported their
attachment style and how much they had engaged in infidelity. Six
weeks later, participants reported their level of infidelity again. We
predicted that avoidant attachment would predict more infidelity
on this second report, even after controlling for initial levels of
infidelity, anxious attachment, and participant gender.

Method
Participants. Four hundred forty-two undergraduates began
the study for extra credit and reported current involvement in an
exclusive romantic relationship; however, 110 participants either
broke up with their romantic partner or failed to complete all
measures at Time 2. Three hundred thirty-two undergraduates (270
women) completed all measure at both time points. The relationship length of these individuals was as follows: 17.4% 3⫹ years,
13.0% 2 years, 20.9% 1–2 years, 12.8% 7–12 months, 8.7% 5– 6
months, 13.7% 3– 4 months, and 13.5% less than 2 months. All

analyses were conducted with participants who persisted and completed all measures.
The individuals who dropped out were compared with those
who completed the Time 2 measures and did not break up with
their romantic partner. Participants who dropped out after Time 1
reported higher levels of avoidant attachment (M ⫽ 2.49, SD ⫽
1.34) than did those who persisted and completed all measures (M
⫽ 2.00, SD ⫽ 1.08), F(1, 440) ⫽ 14.75, p ⬍ .001. Furthermore,
participants who dropped out after Time 1 reported higher levels of
infidelity (M ⫽ 48.00, SD ⫽ 19.28) than did those who persisted
and completed all measures (M ⫽ 37.86, SD ⫽ 20.48), F(1,
440) ⫽ 30.82, p ⬍ .001. Because participants with higher levels of
infidelity and avoidance attachment were least likely to be included in the sample at Time 2, this study may provide an especially conservative test of the hypothesis that avoidance predicts
greater infidelity over time.
Measures.
Attachment style. Participants completed the 12-item short
form of the Experiences in Close Relationships Scale to assess
attachment style (ECR-S; Wei, Russell, Mallinckrodt, & Vogel,
2007). The avoidant attachment (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .76) and anxious
attachment (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .84) subscales had adequate reliability, and therefore responses were averaged to create composite
scores. The correlation between avoidant and anxious attachment
was .28 (p ⬍ .01).
Infidelity. To measure infidelity, a validated nine-item Infidelity scale designed for young adult dating relationships that
measures both emotional and physical infidelity (Drigotas et al.,
1999) was used. This scale was chosen because of its sensitivity to
the issue of social desirability. Specifically, the scale was developed to provide “a scale that could capture this behavior in such a
manner that participants would be likely both to divulge information and to do so honestly” (Drigotas et al., 1999, p. 512).
Participants were instructed to think of a person to whom they
were most attracted that was not their current relationship partner.
Next, participants completed nine questions about their level of
attraction (e.g., “How attractive did you find this person?”; from
0 ⫽ Not at all attractive to 8 ⫽ Extremely attractive), arousal (e.g.,
“How much arousal did you feel in their presence?”; from 0 ⫽ No
arousal to 8 ⫽ A great deal of arousal), emotional engagement
(e.g., “How emotionally intimate were you with this person?”;
from 0 ⫽ Not at all emotionally intimate to 8 ⫽ Extremely
emotionally intimate), and physical involvement (e.g., “How physically intimate were you with this person?”; from 0 ⫽ Not at all
physically intimate to 8 ⫽ Extremely physically intimate) with the
alternative to their partner. The items had excellent internal reliability at both time points (Time 1: Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .95; Time 2:
Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .96) and therefore were summed to create a
composite infidelity index.
Procedure. Midway through the academic semester, participants completed demographic information, the ECR-S, and the
infidelity measure. Six weeks later, they completed the infidelity
measure again. After completing the second session, participants
received a debriefing.

Results and Discussion
We predicted that avoidant attachment would predict higher
rates of infidelity over time. To test this hypothesis, we predicted
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Time 2 infidelity from Time 1 infidelity, participant gender, anxious attachment, and avoidant attachment. Not surprisingly, Time
1 infidelity predicted Time 2 infidelity (␤ ⫽ 0.52), t(332) ⫽ 10.98,
p ⬍ .001.
As predicted, avoidant attachment predicted increases in infidelity over time (␤ ⫽ 0.19), t(333) ⫽ 3.55, p ⬍ .001. Avoidant
attachment continued to predict an increase in levels of infidelity
over time even when controlling for Time 1 infidelity, participant
gender, and anxious attachment (␤ ⫽ 0.10), t(329) ⫽ 1.99, p ⬍
.05. In contrast, anxious attachment did not predict increases in
infidelity over time when controlling for Time 1 infidelity, participant gender, and anxious attachment (␤ ⫽ 0.06), t(329) ⫽ 1.21,
p ⫽ .23.1
These findings dovetail nicely with the results from Studies 1
and 2. Avoidant attachment predicted engaging in more infidelity
over the course of 6 weeks, controlling for initial levels of infidelity, participant gender, and anxious attachment. As in our
previous studies, anxious attachment was not associated with infidelity. Thus, our findings indicate that avoidant attachment, but
not anxious attachment, predicted more infidelity over time.
A limitation of this study is that an overall measure of infidelity
was used that included both emotional and physical infidelity. In
addition, the measure used in Study 3 may have left the presence
of specific behaviors somewhat vague and open to interpretational
biases. Is avoidant attachment predictive of specific behaviors
involved in sexual infidelity, such as kissing, hugging/caressing,
and having actual sexual intercourse? To determine the answer to
this question, we conducted Study 4.

Study 4: Avoidant Attachment and Sexual Infidelity
Over Time
We conducted Study 4 to extend the results of Study 3 by
showing that avoidant attachment predicts more sexual infidelity
behavior. Participants reported their attachment style and the
amount of extradyadic sexual behaviors (e.g., kissing, hugging/
caressing, sexual intimacy without intercourse, sexual intercourse)
in which they had engaged within the past 2 months. Twelve
weeks later, participants reported how much they had engaged in
the same extradyadic behaviors over the past 2 months. We predicted that avoidant attachment would relate to more sexual infidelity over time.

Method
Participants. Four hundred ninety-four undergraduates began the study for extra credit and reported current involvement in
an exclusive romantic relationship; however, 191 participants either broke up with their romantic partner or failed to complete all
measures at Time 2. Three hundred five undergraduates (254
women) completed all measures at both time points and did not
break up with their relationship partner. For these individuals who
were included in the analyses, relationship length was as follows:
19.9% 3⫹ years, 13.1% 2 years, 21.8% 1–2 years, 13.6% 7–12
months, 7.6% 5– 6 months, 11.7% 3– 4 months, and 12.3% less
than 2 months. All analyses were conducted with participants who
completed all measures.
The individuals who dropped out were compared with those
who completed the Time 2 measures. Participants who dropped out
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after Time 1 reported higher levels of infidelity (M ⫽ 1.23, SD ⫽
1.29) than did those who persisted and completed all measures
(M ⫽ 0.75, SD ⫽ 1.09), F(1, 492) ⫽ 11.41, p ⫽ .001. Furthermore, participants who dropped out after Time 1 reported higher
levels of avoidant attachment (M ⫽ 13.17, SD ⫽ 7.07) than those
who persisted and completed all measures (M ⫽ 11.57, SD ⫽
6.50), F(1, 492)⫽ 6.70, p ⫽ .01. These data indicate that participants who dropped out of the study were both higher in infidelity
and avoidant attachment, which should weaken the strength of
correlation between avoidant attachment and infidelity over time.
Measures.
Attachment style.
To assess attachment style, participants
again completed the ECR-S (Wei et al., 2007). Both the Avoidant
(Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .84) and Anxious Attachment (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽
.76) subscales had adequate reliability, and therefore responses
were averaged to create composite scores. The correlation between
avoidant and anxious attachment was .17 (p ⬍ .01).
Sexual infidelity. At Time 1 and Time 2, participants completed a measure that assessed whether they engaged in four
extradyadic sexual activities in the past 2 months with someone
other than their specified romantic partner (kissing, hugging/
caressing, sexual intimacy without intercourse, and sexual intercourse) (Fincham, Lambert, & Beach, 2010). Responses were
no ⫽ 1 or yes ⫽ 2. Because the reliabilities at both time points
were adequate (Time 1: Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .76; Time 1: Cronbach’s
␣ ⫽ .64), responses were summed to create composite measures of
sexual infidelity.
Procedure. Upon arriving at the laboratory, participants completed the ECR-S and the sexual infidelity measure. Twelve weeks
later, participants returned to the laboratory and completed the
sexual infidelity measure again. Afterward, they received a debriefing.

Results and Discussion
We predicted that avoidant attachment would predict more
sexual infidelity over time. To test this hypothesis, we predicted
Time 2 sexual infidelity from Time 1 sexual infidelity, participant
gender, anxious attachment, and avoidant attachment. Sexual infidelity was consistent over time, with Time 1 sexual infidelity
predicting Time 2 sexual infidelity (␤ ⫽ 0.40), t(302) ⫽ 7.61, p ⬍
.001.
As predicted, avoidant attachment predicted increases in infidelity over time (␤ ⫽ 0.17), t(303) ⫽ 2.89, p ⬍ .001. In contrast,
anxious attachment did not predict later sexual infidelity (␤ ⫽
0.02), t(300) ⫽ 0.44, p ⫽ .66. As expected, higher avoidant
attachment scores predicted more sexual infidelity over time, even
when controlling for Time 1 infidelity, participant gender, and
1

We also conducted exploratory analyses using the strictly emotional
infidelity item and the strictly physical infidelity items. Although the
direction of the effects was in the predicted direction, the significance tests
fell short of acceptable levels of significance. Time 1 avoidant attachment
marginally predicted more emotional infidelity at Time 2 (␤ ⫽ 0.09),
t(327) ⫽ 1.65, p ⫽ .10, controlling for Time 1 emotional infidelity,
participant gender, avoidant attachment, and anxious attachment. Time 1
avoidant attachment did not predict more physical infidelity at Time 2 (␤ ⫽
0.09), t(327) ⫽ 1.12, p ⫽ .26, controlling for Time 1 physical infidelity,
participant gender, avoidant attachment, and anxious attachment.

DEWALL ET AL.

1308

anxious attachment (␤ ⫽ 0.11), t(300) ⫽ 2.14, p ⬍ .05. We also
ran separate analyses for each physical infidelity item, which we
report in Table 1. As shown in that table, the relationship between
avoidant attachment and infidelity was consistent across each type
of behavior, though the strength of the relationship was highest for
hugging, kissing, and sexual intimacy without intercourse.
Study 4 extends the results from the previous studies by showing that avoidant attachment, a disposition marked by feeling
uncomfortable getting close to intimate relationship partners, was
associated with engaging in more sexual infidelity over time. As in
the previous studies, avoidant attachment robustly predicted more
infidelity, remaining a significant predictor even after controlling
for initial levels of sexual infidelity, participant gender, and attachment anxiety. Anxious attachment was unrelated to later sexual infidelity. Thus, Study 4 converges with our previous studies
by showing that avoidant attachment was associated with more
sexual infidelity. What these initial four studies did not show,
however, was why avoidant attachment was linked to an attitudinal, attentional, and behavioral profile associated with greater
interest in alternatives and more infidelity. In our last four studies,
we sought to identify a mechanism underlying these effects.

Study 5: Avoidant Attachment and Daily Desire to
Meet Alternatives
Having shown that avoidant attachment relates to a variety of
indicators of interest in alternatives and infidelity, we sought to
determine whether these responses were mediated by low levels of
commitment. We used a daily diary format in Study 5, which
allowed for a fine-grained analysis of the links between avoidant
attachment, commitment, and interest in alternatives as they unfolded in people’s daily lives over 5 weeks. We predicted that
avoidant attachment would relate to lower levels of commitment,
which would, in turn, relate to greater daily interest in meeting
alternatives to one’s partner.

Method
Participants. Fifty-one undergraduate heterosexual romantic
couples participated in this study. To participate, participants must
have been involved in a committed romantic relationship for at
least 1 month. The average relationship length was 1.71 years
(SD ⫽ 1.48). One member of each couple volunteered to take part
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for an introductory psychology course, as well as monetary payment ($75), and the other

Table 1
Summary of Logistic Regression Analysis for Avoidant
Attachment’s Relationship to Individual Infidelity Items,
Controlling for Each Variable at Time 1, Gender, and Anxious
Attachment in Study 4
Variable

M

SD

2
(300, N ⫽ 305)

p

Kissing
Hugging/caressing
Sexual intimacy
Intercourse

1.08
1.66
1.05
1.03

0.27
0.47
0.21
0.18

7.48
36.12
3.31
2.12

.01
.00
.07
.15

member participated in exchange for monetary payment ($75).
One couple broke up before the end of the study; therefore, data
from 50 couples (100 individuals) were left for final analysis.
Measures.
Attachment style.
To assess attachment style, participants
completed the ECR-S used in Study 3 (Wei et al., 2007). The
avoidant attachment (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .73) and anxious attachment
(Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .67) subscales had adequate internal reliability,
and therefore responses were averaged to create composite scores.
In a multilevel regression analysis, avoidance and anxiety were
positively related (␤ ⫽ 0.24, p ⫽ .02).
Commitment. Commitment was assessed with the seven-item
(e.g., “I want our relationship to last a very long time”; “I am
committed to maintaining my relationship with my partner”) Commitment Level subscale of the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult,
Martz, & Agnew, 1998). The subscale showed adequate internal
reliability (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .88), and therefore responses were
averaged to create a composite measure of commitment.
Daily desire to meet alternatives. Daily desire to meet alternatives was assessed with two items that measured how much,
over a 24-hr period, participants were interested in meeting members of the opposite sex. The instructions read “Relative to others
days, over the last 24 hours, how much would you be interested in
going out tonight with your friends to a. . .” The first item was
“dance club where you might meet men [women],” and the second
item was “big party where you might meet men [women].” Responses were measured on a 9-point scale (⫺4 ⫽ Far less than
usual, 0 ⫽ Typical for me, and ⫹4 ⫽ Far more than usual). These
items were taken from prior work that examined factors that
increase interest in alternatives (Haselton & Gangestad, 2006). A
composite measure of daily desire to meet alternatives was then
computed by averaging responses across the two items (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .91).
Procedure.
This study was part of a larger investigation
regarding relationship well-being among college students. At an
initial session, both members of each couple completed the ECR-S
and the commitment measure. Participants then completed daily
diary measures at the end of each day for a period of 5 weeks,
which included the items assessing desire to meet alternatives. It
took participants approximately 10 min to complete each nightly
diary. After the 5-week diary portion of the study, each couple
returned to the laboratory and received a debriefing.

Results and Discussion
Because the data are interval-contingent (i.e., daily measures
nested within individual participants) and dyadic, their nested
structure violates the assumption of independence in ordinary least
squares regression. Therefore, we used multilevel modeling techniques to account for statistical nonindependence (e.g., Kenny,
Kashy, & Cook, 2006). All variables were standardized prior to
analyses (M ⫽ 0, SD ⫽ 1).
As predicted, avoidant attachment was associated with greater
daily desire to meet alternatives (␤ ⫽ 0.11), t(1968) ⫽ 5.34, p ⬍
.001. Anxious attachment was unrelated to daily desire to meet
alternatives (␤ ⫽ ⫺0.004), t(1897) ⫽ ⫺0.22, p ⫽ .83. Avoidant
attachment continued to predict greater daily interest in meeting
alternatives after controlling for both anxious attachment and
participant gender (␤ ⫽ 0.11), t(1879) ⫽ 5.30, p ⬍ .001. Thus,
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avoidant attachment was associated with higher levels of interest
in meeting people of the opposite sex, regardless of anxious
attachment.
Commitment as a mediator. Next, we investigated whether
relationship commitment mediated the relationship between
avoidant attachment and greater daily interest in meeting potential
alternatives (controlling for anxious attachment and participant
gender). For upper level mediation (independent variable and
mediator at Level 2, dependent variable at Level 1), the recommended method for estimating the 95% confidence intervals of the
indirect effect is to implement the empirical-M test (Pituch & Stapleton, 2008). As such, we used the computer program, PRODCLIN, to
obtain the confidence interval of the indirect effect (MacKinnon,
Fritz, Williams, & Lockwood, 2007). As predicted, the indirect path
through commitment was statistically significant, as the 95% confidence interval did not include zero [0.01, 0.06] (see Figure 1).
Thus, avoidantly attached participants experienced lower levels of
commitment to their partner, which in turn predicted their greater
daily interest in meeting potential alternatives to their relationship
partner.
Study 5 offers additional evidence that interest in alternatives is
a core feature of avoidant attachment, which is mediated by low
levels of commitment. In our next study, we sought to demonstrate
that low levels of commitment again mediated the relationship
between avoidant attachment and interest in alternatives. We also
tested whether relationship satisfaction and closeness also mediated the relationship between avoidance and interest in alternatives.

Study 6: Low Commitment Mediates the Link
Between Avoidant Attachment and Interest in
Alternatives
In Study 6, we recruited participants who were involved in
romantic relationships and measured their level of commitment to
their relationship partner. Next, we measured how interested participants were in having a relationship with someone other than
their current relationship partner. Some participants were involved
in dating relationships, whereas others were married, which allowed us to examine whether the association of avoidant attachment with interest in alternatives would differ according to relationship type. We predicted that avoidant attachment would relate
to greater interest in alternatives among both dating and married
couples. In addition, we expected that the link between avoidant
attachment and greater interest in alternatives would be mediated
by low levels of relationship commitment. We also examined
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whether relationship satisfaction and closeness mediated the relationship between avoidant attachment and interest in alternatives.

Method
Participants. One hundred ninety-five heterosexual couples
participated in this study (390 individual participants). The couples
came from two separate samples: one consisted of undergraduate
students in dating relationships (N ⫽ 148); the other consisted of
married adults recruited from the surrounding community (N ⫽
242). The participants in the dating sample had been romantically
involved for an average of 1.41 years (SD ⫽ 1.14); the participants
in the married sample had been romantically involved an average
of 13.69 years (SD ⫽ 12.09).
Measures.
Attachment style.
To assess attachment style, participants
completed the ECR scale, used in Studies 1 and 2 (Brennan et al.,
1998) scale. The avoidant attachment (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .94) and
anxious attachment (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .92) items had excellent
internal reliability, and therefore responses were averaged to create
composite scores. In a multilevel regression analysis, avoidance
and anxiety were positively related (␤ ⫽ 0.16, p ⫽ .002).
Commitment. Participants completed a seven-item measure
of their commitment to their relationship partner from Rusbult et
al. (1998; e.g., “I am committed to maintaining my relationship
with my partner”; 1 ⫽ strongly disagree, 7 ⫽ strongly agree;
Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .93).
Interest in alternatives. Participants completed a five-item
measure of their perceptions of the potential alternatives to their
relationship from Rusbult et al. (1998; e.g., “The people other than
my partner with whom I might become involved are very appealing”; 1 ⫽ strongly disagree, 7 ⫽ strongly agree; Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽
.83).
Relationship satisfaction. To assess relationship satisfaction,
participants completed the five-item scale from Rusbult et al.
(1998; e.g., “I feel satisfied with our relationship”; Cronbach’s
␣ ⫽ .91).
Closeness. To assess relationship closeness, participants completed the Inclusion of Other in Self measure (Aron, Aron, &
Smollan, 1992).
Procedure. The present study was part of a larger investigation of social psychological processes in romantic relationships.
The larger investigation in which the present study was embedded
consisted of multiple parts: an online survey, a laboratory-based
experimental session, and six follow-up assessments. Relevant to
the present study, all participants completed measures of attachment style, commitment, relationship satisfaction, closeness, and
interest in alternatives to their current partner in a single session,
during the online survey component of the larger study.

Results and Discussion

Figure 1. Daily commitment mediates the relationship between
avoidant attachment and daily desire to meet alternatives (Study 5). ⴱⴱ
p ⬍ .01. ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.

We predicted that avoidant attachment would relate to lower
levels of commitment, which would, in turn, predict greater interest in alternatives. As our 390 participants were members of 195
couples, their data violate the independence assumption associated
with ordinary least squares regression analyses. Thus, multilevel
analyses were conducted that allowed us to account for the nonindependence in our data (e.g., Kenny et al., 2006). All variables
were standardized prior to analyses (M ⫽ 0, SD ⫽ 1).
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As expected, avoidant attachment was associated with greater
interest in alternatives (␤ ⫽ 0.18), t(383) ⫽ 3.61, p ⬍ .001.
Anxious attachment was unrelated to interest in alternatives (␤ ⫽
0.02), t(389) ⫽ 0.38, p ⫽ .70. Crucially, the association of
avoidant attachment with interest in alternatives remained significant after simultaneously controlling for participants’ anxious
attachment, gender, and relationship type (dating vs. married) (␤ ⫽
0.15), t(379) ⫽ 3.06 p ⫽ .002.2 Thus, avoidant attachment was
related to having greater interest in alternatives among people in
both dating and married relationships.
Commitment as a mediator.
To determine whether
avoidantly attached participants’ interest in alternatives was mediated by low levels of commitment to their relationship partner
(controlling for anxious attachment, participant gender, and relationship type), we used the bootstrapping method developed by
Preacher and Hayes (2008). A confidence interval for the size of
the indirect path is generated, and if the values between the upper
and lower confidence limit do not include zero, this indicates a
statistically significant mediation effect. The indirect path through
commitment was statistically significant, as indicated by finding
that the 95% confidence interval (bias corrected) for the indirect
path, through the mediator, did not include zero [0.10, 0.23] (see
Figure 2).
We also tested a multiple mediator model in which commitment,
relationship satisfaction, and closeness were included as mediators
of the relationship between avoidant attachment and greater interest in alternatives. Commitment continued to have a significant
and the strongest indirect effect of all the mediators, with a
confidence interval that did not include zero [0.09, 0.21]. Relationship satisfaction had a weaker, but still significant, indirect
effect [0.001, 0.08], suggesting that it also acted as a mediator. The
confidence interval for closeness included zero [⫺0.01, 0.02],
indicating that it had a nonsignificant indirect effect.
Thus, Study 6 showed that interest in alternatives is a core
feature of avoidant, but not anxious, attachment. It also showed
that lower levels of commitment mediated the link between attachment avoidance and interest in alternatives. Relationship satisfaction also had an indirect effect, though it accounted for less
variance in interest in alternatives compared with relationship
commitment. Closeness did not act as a mediator.
Our final two studies had three aims. First, they sought to
demonstrate that commitment reliably mediates the relationship
between avoidant attachment and infidelity intentions and behavior. Second, they aimed to show that commitment precedes, rather
than follows, infidelity. Third, they examined whether relationship
satisfaction was a reliable additional mediator of the relationship

Figure 2. Commitment mediates the relationship between avoidant attachment and interest in alternatives (Study 6). ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.

between avoidant attachment and infidelity and whether closeness
continued not to mediate.

Study 7: Commitment Mediates the Relationship
Between Avoidant Attachment and Infidelity
Over Time
In Study 7, we sought to replicate and extend the results of
Studies 5 and 6 by showing that low levels of commitment mediate
the relationship between avoidant attachment and infidelity. We
hypothesized that avoidant attachment would predict more infidelity, even after controlling for initial infidelity, anxious attachment,
and participant gender. We also predicted that later levels of
commitment would mediate this relationship, controlling for initial
levels of commitment. Finally, we tested whether commitment
preceded, rather than followed, infidelity and whether relationship
satisfaction and closeness also acted as mediators.

Method
Participants. Four hundred sixty undergraduates began the
study for partial course credit and reported current involvement in
an exclusive romantic relationship; however, 82 participants either
broke up with their romantic partner or failed to complete all
measures at Time 2. Three hundred seventy-eight undergraduates
(320 women) completed all measures at both time points and did
not break up with their romantic partner. For these individuals,
relationship length was as folows: 20.3% 3⫹ years, 15.6% 2 years,
20.1% 1–2 years, 14.9% 7–12 months, 9.3% 5– 6 months, 9.7%
3– 4 months, and 10.0% less than 2 months. All analyses were
conducted with participants who persisted and completed all measures.
The individuals who dropped out were compared with those
who completed the Time 2 measures. Participants who dropped out
after Time 1 reported higher levels of avoidant attachment (M ⫽
2.58, SD ⫽ 1.33) than did those who persisted and completed all
measures (M ⫽ 2.11, SD ⫽ 1.12), F(1, 458) ⫽ 11.27, p ⬍ .001. In
addition, participants who dropped out after Time 1 reported
higher levels of infidelity (M ⫽ 4.44, SD ⫽ 1.97) than did those
who persisted and completed all measures (M ⫽ 3.76, SD ⫽ 2.03),
F(1, 458) ⫽ 7.61, p ⬍ .01. Given that participants highest in
avoidant attachment and infidelity dropped out of the study, it
should be more difficult to detect our hypothesized results.
Measures.
Attachment style.
To assess attachment style, participants
completed the ECR-S (Wei et al., 2007). The Avoidant Attachment
(Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .77) and Anxious attachment (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽
.72) subscales had adequate internal reliability, and therefore responses were averaged to create composite scores. The correlation
between avoidant and anxious attachment was .31 (p ⬍ .01).
Commitment. Commitment was assessed using a short form
of the Dedication subscale of Stanley and Markman’s (1992)
commitment measure. It comprised four items (e.g., “My relationship with my partner is more important to me than almost anything
else in my life”; “I want this relationship to stay strong no matter
what rough times we may encounter”; 1 ⫽ strongly disagree, 7 ⫽
2

Relationship type did not moderate these effects (p ⫽ .15).
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strongly agree). It showed acceptable internal reliability (Time 1:
Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .80; Time 2: Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .78), and therefore
responses were averaged to create a composite score.
Infidelity.
To measure infidelity, the nine-item Infidelity
scale from Study 3 was again used, which assessed emotional and
physical infidelity (Drigotas et al., 1999). The items had excellent
internal reliability at both time points (Time 1: Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽
.96; Time 2: Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .97) and therefore were summed to
create a composite infidelity index.
Relationship satisfaction. Relationship satisfaction was assessed using Funk and Rogge’s (2007) four-item measure of
relationship satisfaction. These items measured satisfaction with
the participant’s romantic partner or most important interpersonal
relationship (e.g., “How rewarding is your relationship with your
partner?” and “I have a warm and comfortable relationship with
my partner”). The items were summed to create an index of
relationship satisfaction (Time 1: Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .93; Time 2
Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .91).
Closeness. Closeness was assessed using two items “We have
a lot of fun together” and “We regularly have great conversations
where we just talk as good friends” (Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman, 2009). These items were significantly correlated at Time 1
(.58) and at Time 2 (.63).The items were summed to create an
index of closeness at each time point.
Procedure. Midway through the academic semester, participants completed demographic information, the ECR-S, the commitment measure, the relationship satisfaction measure, the closeness measure, and the infidelity measure. Six weeks later, they
completed the commitment, relationship satisfaction, closeness,
and infidelity measures again. After completing the second session, participants received a debriefing.

Results and Discussion
We predicted that avoidant attachment would predict more
infidelity over time and that low levels of commitment would
mediate this relationship. First, we examined the main effect of
avoidant attachment on infidelity as we have in Studies 3 and 4.
We predicted Time 2 infidelity from Time 1 infidelity, participant
gender, anxious attachment, and avoidant attachment. As before,
Time 1 infidelity predicted Time 2 infidelity (␤ ⫽ 0.54), t(375) ⫽
12.47, p ⬍ .001.
As predicted, avoidant attachment predicted increases in infidelity over time (␤ ⫽ 0.21), t(376) ⫽ 4.12, p ⬍ .001. Consistent
with our prior studies, avoidant attachment continued to predict an
increase in levels of infidelity over time even when controlling for
Time 1 infidelity, participant gender, and anxious attachment (␤ ⫽
0.09), t(373) ⫽ 2.02, p ⬍ .05. In contrast, anxious attachment did
not predict infidelity over time (␤ ⫽ 0.07), t(373) ⫽ 1.54, p ⬎ .05,
controlling for Time 1 infidelity, participant gender, and anxious
attachment.3
To test whether commitment preceded infidelity or whether
infidelity preceded commitment, we ran two separate models. As
expected, Time 1 higher commitment predicted less infidelity at
Time 2 (␤ ⫽ ⫺0.11), t(372) ⫽ ⫺2.19, p ⬍ .05, controlling for
Time 1 infidelity, participant gender, avoidant attachment, and
anxious attachment. Conversely, Time 1 infidelity marginally predicted less commitment at Time 2 (␤ ⫽ ⫺0.07), t(372) ⫽ 1.70,
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p ⫽ .09, controlling for Time 1 commitment, participant gender,
avoidant attachment, and anxious attachment.
Commitment as a mediator. First, we examined whether
avoidant attachment predicted change over time in commitment by
predicting Time 2 commitment from attachment avoidance (assessment at Time 1) and Time 1 commitment. Not surprisingly,
Time 1 commitment predicted Time 2 commitment (␤ ⫽ 0.64),
t(376)⫽ 15.92, p ⬍ .001. More importantly, avoidant attachment
avoidance significantly predicted Time 2 commitment (␤ ⫽
⫺0.17), t(375) ⫽ ⫺2.53, p ⫽ .01, even after controlling for that
robust stability coefficient. Relative to less avoidant people, more
avoidant people became significantly less committed over time.
Next, to test whether commitment mediated the relationship
between avoidant attachment and infidelity, we used the bootstrapping method (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). As expected, the indirect
path through commitment was statistically significant, as indicated
by finding that the 95% confidence interval for the indirect path,
through these mediators, did not include zero [0.06, 0.26] (see
Figure 3). Thus, commitment significantly mediated the relationship between avoidant attachment and infidelity, even when controlling for initial commitment, infidelity, anxious attachment, and
participant gender.
We reran the mediation analyses, this time as a multiple mediator model with relationship satisfaction and closeness included.
The 95% confidence interval for the indirect path through commitment still did not include zero [0.02, 0.24], even when controlling for initial commitment, infidelity, anxious attachment, participant gender, and relationship satisfaction (at Time 1 and Time 2),
and closeness (at Time 1 and Time 2). In contrast, the confidence
interval for the indirect paths through relationship satisfaction
[⫺0.05, 0.13] and closeness [⫺0.02, 0.06] included zero, using the
same control variables. Thus, neither relationship satisfaction nor
closeness mediated the relationship between avoidant attachment
and later infidelity.
To determine the reliability of commitment as a mediator of
infidelity, and whether it mediated the association of avoidant
attachment with sexual infidelity specifically, we conducted a final
study. We examined whether commitment mediated the link between avoidant attachment and sexual infidelity using the physical
behaviors measure from Study 4.

Study 8: Commitment Mediates the Relationship
Between Avoidant Attachment and Sexual Infidelity
Over Time
We conducted Study 8 to further verify that level of commitment mediates the relationship between avoidant attachment and
more sexual infidelity. We predicted that avoidant attachment
3

As in Study 3, we conducted exploratory analyses using the strictly
emotional infidelity item and the strictly physical infidelity items. Although the direction of the effects was in the predicted direction, the
significance tests fell short of acceptable levels. Time 1 avoidant attachment did not predict more emotional infidelity at Time 2 (␤ ⫽ 0.05),
t(369) ⫽ 1.04, p ⫽ .30, controlling for Time 1 emotional infidelity,
participant gender, avoidant attachment, and anxious attachment. Time 1
avoidant attachment marginally predicted more infidelity at Time 2 (␤ ⫽
0.08), t(369) ⫽ 1.68, p ⫽ .09, controlling for Time 1 physical infidelity,
participant gender, avoidant attachment, and anxious attachment.
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Figure 3. Commitment mediates the relationship between avoidant attachment and infidelity (Study 7). ⴱ p ⬍ .05. ⴱⴱ p ⬍ .01. ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.

would relate to more sexual infidelity and that this would be
mediated by level of commitment to the primary partner. As in
Study 7, we also examined whether commitment preceded or
followed infidelity and whether relationship satisfaction and closeness acted as additional mediators.

consistency (Time 1: Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .78; Time 2: Cronbach’s
␣ ⫽ .76), and therefore responses were averaged to create a
composite score.
Relationship satisfaction. Relationship satisfaction was again
assessed using Funk and Rogge’s (2007) four-item measure of
relationship satisfaction (Time 1 ␣ ⫽ .91; Time 2 ␣ ⫽ .89).
Closeness. Closeness was assessed using the same two items
from Study 7. These items were significantly correlated at Time 1
(.48) and at Time 2 (.66).The items were summed to create an
index of closeness at each time point.
Procedure. Upon arriving at the laboratory, participants completed demographic information, the ECR-S, the commitment
measure, the relationship satisfaction measure, the closeness measure, and the sexual infidelity measure. Twelve weeks later, participants returned to the laboratory and completed the relationship
satisfaction, closeness, and sexual infidelity measures again. Afterward, participants received a debriefing.

Results and Discussion
Method
Participants. Four hundred sixty-two undergraduates began
the study for extra credit and reported current involvement in an
exclusive romantic relationship; however, 133 participants either
broke up with their romantic partner or failed to complete all
measures at Time 2. Three hundred twenty-nine undergraduates
(271 women) completed all measures at both time points and did
not break up with their romantic partner. For these individuals,
relationship length was as followd: 20.1% 3⫹ years, 14.6% 2
years, 20.3% 1–2 years, 15.9% 7–12 months, 10.3% 5– 6 months,
8.7% 3– 4 months, and 10.0% less than 2 months. All analyses
were conducted with participants who persisted in completing all
measures.
The individuals who dropped out were compared with those
who completed the Time 2 measures and did not break up with
their romantic partner. Participants who dropped out after Time 1
reported higher levels of avoidant attachment (M ⫽ 2.39, SD ⫽
1.31) than those who persisted and completed all measures (M ⫽
1.90, SD ⫽ 1.08), F(1, 460) ⫽ 16.66, p ⬍ .001. Participants who
dropped out after Time 1 also reported higher levels of infidelity
(M ⫽ 0.95, SD ⫽ 1.47) than those who persisted and completed all
measures (M ⫽ 0.55, SD ⫽ 1.12), F(1, 460) ⫽ 10.36, p ⬍ .001.
Measures.
Attachment style.
To assess attachment style, the ECR-S
(Wei et al., 2007) was again used. Both the Avoidant Attachment
(Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .84) and Anxious Attachment (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽
.73) subscales had adequate reliability, and therefore responses
were averaged to create composite scores. The correlation between
avoidant and anxious attachment was .15 (p ⬍ .01).
Sexual infidelity. As in Study 4, participants completed a
measure that assessed whether they engaged in four extradyadic
activities in the past 2 months with someone other than their
specified romantic partner (kissing, hugging/caressing, sexual intimacy without intercourse, and sexual intercourse) at Time 1 and
Time 2 (Time 1: Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .85; Time 2: Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽
.76) (Fincham et al., 2010).
Commitment. Commitment was again assessed using a short
form of the four-item Dedication subscale of Stanley and Markman’s (1992) commitment measure. It showed acceptable internal

We first tested the main effect of avoidant attachment on later
infidelity. We predicted Time 2 sexual infidelity from Time 1
sexual infidelity, participant gender, anxious attachment, and
avoidant attachment. As in our previous studies, sexual infidelity
was consistent over time, with Time 1 sexual infidelity predicting
Time 2 sexual infidelity (␤ ⫽ 0.39), t(326)⫽ 7.60, p ⬍ .001.
As predicted, avoidant attachment predicted increases in infidelity over time (␤ ⫽ 0.26), t(327) ⫽ 4.91, p⬍.001. Consistent
with our prior studies, avoidant attachment continued to predict an
increase in levels of infidelity over time even when controlling for
Time 1 infidelity, participant gender, and anxious attachment (␤ ⫽
0.16), t(324) ⫽ 3.14, p ⬍ .01. Anxious attachment did not predict
changes in sexual infidelity (␤ ⫽ 0.00), t(324) ⫽ 0.05, p ⫽ .96,
controlling for Time 1 infidelity, participant gender, and anxious
attachment. We also ran separate analyses for each physical infidelity item, which we report in Table 2. As shown in that table, the
relationship between avoidant attachment and infidelity was reliable across each type of behavior, though the strength of the
relationship was highest for kissing, sexual intercourse, and sexual
intimacy without intercourse.
As in Study 7, we tested whether commitment preceded infidelity or whether infidelity preceded commitment by running two
separate models. As expected, Time 1 commitment predicted
somewhat more infidelity at Time 2 (␤ ⫽ 0.11), t(323) ⫽ 1.79,
p ⫽ .08, controlling for Time 1 infidelity, participant gender,

Table 2
Summary of Logistic Regression Analyses for Avoidant
Attachment’s Relationship to Individual Infidelity Items,
Controlling for Each Variable at Time 1, Gender, and Anxious
Attachment in Study 8
Variable

M

SD

2
(323, N ⫽ 329)

p

Kissing
Hugging/caressing
Sexual intimacy
Intercourse

1.14
1.34
1.06
1.07

0.34
0.48
0.24
0.25

24.33
8.42
12.85
15.84

.00
.00
.00
.00

AVOIDANT ATTACHMENT AND INFIDELITY

avoidant attachment, and anxious attachment. Conversely, Time 1
infidelity bore no relations to commitment at Time 2 (␤ ⫽ 0.00),
t(321) ⫽ ⫺0.07, p⫽ .95, controlling for Time 1 commitment,
participant gender, avoidant attachment, and anxious attachment.
Thus, commitment preceded infidelity. These findings provide
stronger evidence that commitment preceded infidelity than infidelity preceding commitment.
Commitment as a mediator.
First, as in Study 7, we
examined whether avoidant attachment predicted change over
time in commitment by predicting Time 2 commitment from
attachment avoidance (assessment at Time 1) and Time 1 commitment. Not surprisingly, Time 1 commitment predicted Time
2 commitment (␤ ⫽ 0.69), t(325) ⫽ 15.32, p ⬍ .001. More
importantly, avoidant attachment avoidance significantly predicted Time 2 commitment (␤ ⫽ ⫺0.12), t(324) ⫽ ⫺2.33, p ⬍
.05, even after controlling for that robust stability coefficient.
Relative to less avoidant people, more avoidant people became
significantly less committed over time.
Next, to test whether commitment functioned as a mediator
between avoidant attachment and infidelity, we again used bootstrapping (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). The indirect path through
commitment was statistically significant, as the confidence interval
did not include zero [0.02, 0.14] (see Figure 4), indicating that
commitment significantly mediated the proposed relationship,
even when controlling for initial commitment, infidelity, and gender.
We again reran the mediation analyses, this time as a multiple
mediator model with relationship satisfaction and closeness included. The confidence interval for the indirect path through
commitment still did not include zero [⫺0.15, ⫺0.01], even when
controlling for initial commitment, infidelity, anxious attachment,
participant gender, and relationship satisfaction (at Time 1 and
Time 2), and closeness (at Time 1 and Time 2). In contrast, the
confidence interval for the indirect paths through relationship
satisfaction [⫺0.07, 0.01] and closeness [⫺0.03, 0.03] included
zero, which included the same control variables. Thus, as in Study
7, neither relationship satisfaction nor closeness mediated the
relationship between avoidant attachment and sexual infidelity
over time.
Study 8 once again replicated the main effect of avoidant
attachment on infidelity demonstrated in Studies 1–7. Study 8
provided additional evidence showing that level of commitment to
the primary partner mediated the relationship between avoidant
attachment and sexual infidelity. Avoidantly attached individuals
were less inclined to commit to their romantic partner over time,
which had direct implications for them choosing to engage in
extradyadic sexual behavior.

Figure 4. Commitment mediates the relationship between avoidant attachment and infidelity (Study 8). ⴱⴱ p ⬍ .01.ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.

1313
General Discussion

People in exclusive romantic relationships, by definition, have
one partner. Yet, alternatives to one’s relationship partner are
ubiquitous. People in relationships often express little to no interest
in those alternatives and derogate those alternatives (Johnson &
Rusbult, 1989). Psychological commitment to one’s partner helps
make this resistance possible. Therefore, people with a dispositionally avoidant attachment style, who feel uncomfortable having
closeness and commitment in their relationships, should be especially likely to express interest in alternatives and to engage in
infidelity.
Eight studies, using multiple measures and methods, consistently supported this hypothesis. The first four studies showed that
avoidant attachment was related to more positive attitudes toward
cheating on a current relationship partner, having an attentional
bias toward alternatives, and engaging in more infidelity. In Study
1, avoidant attachment predicted more positive attitudes toward
engaging in acts of infidelity. In Study 2, avoidant attachment was
related to having an attentional bias to alternatives, with greater
attentional engagement to attractive alternatives. In Study 3,
avoidant attachment predicted more emotional and physical infidelity over time. In Study 4, avoidant attachment was related to
engaging in more sexual infidelity over time. Thus, avoidantly
attached people showed an attitudinal, attentional, and behavioral
profile reflecting greater interest in alternatives and a propensity to
engage in infidelity.
The final four studies showed that lower levels of commitment
mediated the relationship between avoidant attachment and interest in alternatives and infidelity. In Study 5, avoidant attachment
predicted greater daily interest in meeting potential alternatives,
which was mediated by low levels of commitment. In Study 6,
avoidant attachment predicted greater interest in alternatives
among dating and married couples, which was mediated by low
levels of commitment. In Study 7, avoidant attachment predicted
more emotional and physical infidelity, which was mediated by
low levels of commitment. In Study 8, avoidant attachment predicted more sexual infidelity, which was mediated by low levels of
commitment. Neither relationship satisfaction nor closeness reliably mediated the relationship between avoidant attachment and
infidelity across Studies 6 – 8. In addition, commitment preceded,
rather than followed, infidelity, providing additional support for
our hypothesized model. Thus, avoidant attachment was consistently related to low levels of commitment to one’s romantic
relationship partner, which, in turn, predicted greater interest in
alternatives to one’s partner and more infidelity.
Anxious attachment, in contrast, bore no relation to any of these
outcomes. The implication is that people who crave closeness and
connection with a current relationship partner do not express
heightened interest in alternatives, report positive attitudes toward
cheating on their partner, or show a heightened propensity to
engage in extradyadic behaviors, as doing so could threaten the
possibility of having a close and committed bond with their partner.
More broadly, the present findings speak to the power of commitment in shaping desires, attitudes, and behaviors linked to
relationship well-being. People override their interest in alternatives and urge to engage in infidelity because doing so is rewarded
with a relationship marked by closeness and commitment. Given
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the ubiquity of alternatives to one’s relationship partner, having a
strong sense of commitment with one’s partner is a strong inhibitory force in preventing people from engaging in behaviors that
could threaten their ability to have a close and lasting bond with
their partner.
When people have deficits in their feelings of closeness with
others, they are less willing to override their impulses to engage in
behaviors that bring short-term pleasure but may incur long-term
costs (e.g., Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, & Twenge, 2005; DeWall, Baumeister, & Vohs, 2008). The results of our studies
demonstrate that commitment is an interpersonal force that assists
individuals in overriding their desire for alternatives to their current relationship partner. Moreover, among people who desire
relationships marked by psychological distance and detachment,
engaging in infidelity may offer them a temporary reprieve from
their exclusive relationship through an interpersonal encounter that
is largely devoid of expectations for commitment. To be sure, our
findings do not suggest that avoidantly attached people are at risk
for engaging in infidelity out of a desire to harm their partner.
Instead, avoidantly attached people appear deficient in an inhibitory force that normally keeps such interest and urges at bay,
namely the desire for strong interpersonal commitment, which in
turn predicts their greater interest in alternatives and propensity to
engage in infidelity.

Limitations and Future Directions
Our findings provided consistent evidence regarding our hypothesized relationships between avoidant attachment and interest
in alternatives, attitudes toward infidelity, engaging in infidelity
behaviors, and commitment. Despite the consistency of these
findings, there are some limitations that deserve consideration.
First, we did not measure how satisfied participants in Studies 3, 4,
7, and 8 were with the extradyadic behaviors in which they
engaged. Although avoidant attachment predicted more infidelity,
it is possible that avoidantly attached people experienced little or
no enjoyment from such behaviors. If true, then this would weaken
the argument that avoidantly attached people engage in infidelity
because such encounters match their desire for relationships
marked by psychological distance and detachment (Fraley &
Shaver, 2000).
This possibility is unlikely for two reasons. First, people may
experience dissatisfaction with their extradyadic behaviors because such affairs are characterized by relatively low levels of
psychological closeness and commitment, but this is precisely the
type of encounter that avoidantly attached people find appealing.
Second, participants showed a consistent propensity to engage in
infidelity over time. It is unlikely that people would repeatedly
engage in behavior in which they received little positive reinforcement. Therefore, there is theoretical and empirical precedent for
explaining avoidantly attached people’s greater infidelity as due in
part to their relatively low levels of commitment.
A second limitation, which may provide a springboard for future
research, is that our studies focused on how avoidant attachment
relates to interest in alternatives and infidelity within established
relationships. It is an open question as to how avoidant attachment
relates to interest in alternatives and desire for extradyadic behaviors across the development of a romantic relationship. Do
avoidantly attached people begin their relationships with an open

stance toward engaging in infidelity? Or does such a stance develop primarily at later stages of one’s relationship, in which
avoidantly attached people grow uncomfortable with increased
overtures to establish psychological closeness and commitment?
Research on relationship initiation has grown considerably in
recent years, with the advent of novel methods to investigate these
processes such as speed-dating (Finkel, Eastwick, & Matthews,
2007). Exploring how avoidant attachment relates to the development of interest in alternatives and interest in infidelity across the
development of a relationship may add to a growing interest in
understanding recently initiated romantic relationships.
A related limitation is that we focused on dispositional attachment style instead of exploring whether fleeting feelings of avoidance would produce similar effects on interest in alternatives and
infidelity. To be sure, attachment representations are context sensitive. Indeed, recent work has shown that manipulating avoidant
attachment produces effects that are theoretically consistent with
those found among dispositionally avoidantly attached people
(Beck & Clark, 2009). Future work can explore how temporary
feelings of avoidance may give rise to thoughts, attitudes, and
behaviors related to infidelity.

Concluding Remarks
People exist in a social environment filled with temptation,
including people who represent potential alternatives to one’s
relationship partner. Normally, desires for closeness, intimacy, and
commitment diminish interest in alternatives and the propensity to
engage in infidelity. Our findings suggest that chronic discomfort
with closeness and intimacy, as indicated by relatively high levels
of an avoidant attachment style, has direct consequences for how
interested people are in alternatives to their relationship partner,
their attitudes toward cheating on their partner, how committed
they are, and hence how much they engage in infidelity. By
keeping psychological distance from one’s partner and remaining
relatively uncommitted, avoidantly attached people maintain their
desire for independence and self-reliance. But remaining uncommitted gives rise to behaviors that undermine relationship wellbeing and potentially result in relationship dissolution.
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