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Abstract

Over the past few decades, researchers have amassed a large body of evidence documenting the
consequences of self-esteem (SE), attachment styles, rejection sensitivity (RS), domain-specific
aspects of SE (e.g., contingencies of self-worth), and RS (e.g., race-RS; appearance-RS) following
self-threats. The present article suggests that these personality constructs share a common substrate
reflecting approach and avoidance temperament and motivation. Approach and avoidance
temperaments are theorized to interact with intrapersonal and interpersonal experiences to shape
approach and avoidance motivation. Personality constructs serve as dispositional markers of under-
lying approach-avoidance motivational orientations, which, in turn, lead to predictable patterns
of goal pursuit following self-threats. Individuals who feel self-confident and relationally secure
(e.g., high SE, securely attached, and low RS individuals) respond to self-threats by adopting
approach-motivated goals to attain positive outcomes. Individuals who lack self-confidence and
feel less relationally secure (e.g., low SE, avoidantly attached, and high RS individuals) respond to
self-threats by decreasing approach motivation and/or increasing avoidance-motivated goals to
prevent negative outcomes. Consequences of adopting approach- and avoidance-motivated goals
are discussed.

From an early age, children vary in their responses to the environment. Whereas
some children are fearful and behaviorally inhibited, other children are less fearful and
behaviorally uninhibited. Individual differences in temperament – i.e., reactivity and
self-regulation in the areas of emotionality, motor activity, and attention (Rothbart &
Derryberry, 1981) – are thought to be biologically based, to emerge in early childhood,
and to be relatively stable over time (Posner, Rothbart, & Sheese, 2007; Rothbart &
Ahadi, 1994; Rothbart, Ahadi, & Evans, 2000). Cultural, environmental, and experiential
factors, however, are also thought to interact with dispositional temperaments to shape
cognitions about the self, others, and the social world (Rothbart, 2007). Thus, personality
can be viewed as emerging from the joint influence of both constitutionally based dispo-
sitions and a history of intrapersonal and interpersonal experiences.

In the present article, I propose a model that integrates across personality constructs
that are often studied in social personality psychology. Specifically, I propose that self-
esteem (SE), attachment styles, and rejection sensitivity (RS) serve as dispositional mark-
ers, or developmental symptoms, of underlying approach and avoidance temperaments
and motivations. When people experience proximal self-threats, they may respond with
approach or avoidance-motivated goals and strategies that reflect their underlying motiva-
tions and temperaments (see Figure 1). Individuals with high self-esteem (HSE), a secure
attachment style, or low rejection sensitivity (LRS) are expected to respond to self-threats
with approach-motivated goals and strategies, consistent with their underlying approach
temperament and motivation (e.g., sensitivity to rewards). In contrast, individuals with
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low self-esteem (LSE), an avoidant attachment style, or high rejection sensitivity (HRS)
are expected to respond to self-threats with avoidance-motivated goals and strategies,
consistent with their underlying avoidance temperament and motivation (e.g., sensitivity
to punishment and novel stimuli).

To this end, I first distinguish between approach and avoidance temperaments, motiva-
tions, and goals. Next, I review research on temperament and the role of environment in
shaping motivation and personality. I then discuss how specific personality constructs
interact with self-threats to shape approach- and avoidance-motivated outcomes. The
current framework thus integrates both distal and proximal influences in predicting goal
pursuit and behavior following self-threatening events.

Approach and Avoidance Temperament, Motivation, and Goals

Motivation involves the energization and direction of behavior via internal and ⁄ or exter-
nal cues toward desired end-states. Two basic motivational systems that are theorized to
guide thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are the approach and avoidance motivational sys-
tems. There is a long history of theory and research documenting a distinction between a
system that is responsible for facilitating behavior and ⁄or generating positive affect and a
system that is responsible for inhibiting behavior and ⁄or generating negative affect (see
Elliot, 2008; for a review, see also Cacioppo & Berntson, 1994; Dickson & Dearing,
1979; Elliot & Thrash, 2002; Gable, 2006; LeDoux, 1995; Lewin, 1935; Miller, 1944;
Schneirla, 1959).

According to Gray (1987, 1990) an appetitive motivational system, or Behavioral Acti-
vation System, activates behavior and positive affect in response to signals of reward,
whereas an aversive motivational system, or Behavioral Inhibition System, inhibits behav-
ior and generates negative affect in response to signals of punishment and novelty. Indi-
viduals with strong appetitive motivation are biased toward positive cues (indicating
gain), whereas those with strong aversive motivation are biased toward negative cues
(indicating loss; Derryberry & Reed, 1994). The decision to approach or avoid ⁄withdraw
is thought to reflect a fundamental adaptive decision that organisms had to face during
their evolutionary history (Tooby & Cosmides, 1990) and all living organisms are

Figure 1 Theoretical model of motivational dispositions, dispositional markers, and motivated outcomes following
self-threat.
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presumed to possess basic approach-avoidance tendencies toward environmental stimuli
(i.e., observable objects ⁄events ⁄possibilities or abstract, internal representations of objects ⁄
events ⁄possibilities; Elliot, 2008).

Higgins (1997, 1998) made a similar motivational distinction in his theory of regulatory
focus. Individuals with a promotion focus are sensitive to the presence and absence of
positive outcomes; they strive toward ideals and aspirations and are concerned with
growth and advancement. Individuals with a prevention focus are sensitive to the pres-
ence and absence of negative outcomes and are focused on safety concerns. These two
perceptual orientations are related to approach and avoidance motivational processes and
are neuroanatomically distinct (Amodio, Shah, Sigelman, Brazy, & Harmon-Jones, 2004;
Sutton & Davidson, 1997).

Approach and avoidance motivational systems are theorized to be rooted in approach
and avoidance temperaments, respectively (Elliot & Thrash, 2002, In press). Tempera-
ments are conceptualized as general networks of neurobiological sensitivities to positive
and negative stimuli. Approach temperament reflects an overall neurobiological sensitivity
to the real or imagined presence of positive ⁄ desirable stimuli (rewards) and is accompa-
nied by vigilance, affective reactivity, and behavioral tendencies toward such stimuli.
Avoidance temperament reflects neurobiological sensitivity to the real or imagined pres-
ence of negative ⁄undesirable stimuli (punishment) and is accompanied by vigilance, affec-
tive reactivity, and behavioral tendencies away from such stimuli. Whereas temperaments
are unlearned predispositions that energize individuals in response to valenced stimuli in
general, motives are thought to emerge from a history of socialization and to orient indi-
viduals toward or away from domain-specific positive and negative experiences (see
Elliot, 1999; Elliot & Thrash, In press). Goals serve a more directive function, guiding
behavior toward specific end-states; they are conceptualized as concrete, cognitively based
representations that can be activated in a given situation to direct behavior toward or
away from specific possibilities (Elliot, 1999; Elliot & Church, 1997). Goals can be
viewed in terms of approaching a positive outcome or avoiding a negative outcome. For
example, in the achievement domain, people can adopt approach goals (e.g., ‘I want to
try to do well in my classes’) or avoidance goals (e.g., ‘I want to avoid doing poorly in
my classes’) (Elliot & Sheldon, 1998). Similarly, in the social domain, people can adopt
approach goals (e.g., ‘I am trying to deepen my relationships with my friends’) or avoid-
ance goals (e.g., ‘I am trying to avoid disagreements and conflicts with my friends’)
(Elliot, Gable, & Mapes, 2006). Whereas approach goals typically produce positive out-
comes for oneself and one’s relationships, avoidance goals typically produce negative out-
comes, such as poor academic performance, loneliness, increased anxiety, and low
subjective well-being (Elliot & McGregor, 1999; Elliot & Sheldon, 1997, 1998; Elliot
et al., 2006; Gable, 2006).

If personality constructs (e.g., SE, attachment styles, and RS) are linked to basic
approach and avoidance temperaments and motivations, then experiencing a proximal
self-threat ought to strengthen approach-motivated responses (and ⁄or weaken avoidance-
motivated responses) for those with dispositional approach temperament and motives
(e.g., HSE, secure attachment, and LRS individuals), and strengthen avoidance-motivated
responses (and ⁄or weaken approach-motivated responses) for those with avoidance tem-
perament and motives (e.g., LSE, avoidant attachment, and HRS individuals). Further-
more, people’s responses to self-threat may be shaped not only by general personality
constructs, but by the degree to which they base self-worth on specific domains or are
sensitive to rejection based on certain domains.
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Temperament, Motivation, and Personality

Allport defined temperament as ‘the characteristic phenomena of an individual’s emo-
tional nature’ (Allport, 1961, p. 61) and personality as the ‘dynamic organization within
the individual of those psychophysical systems that determine his unique adjustments to
his environment’ (Allport, 1937, p. 48). Based on these ideas, dispositional approach and
avoidance temperament – combined with a cumulative history of idiosyncratic experi-
ences of rewards and punishments – may provide a basis for the development of motiva-
tion and personality.

Individual differences in emotional reactivity and behavioral inhibition appear at an
early age. For example, high reactive infants are fearful, inhibited, and have a low arousal
threshold for unfamiliar stimuli, whereas low reactive infants display little fear, are unin-
hibited, and have a high arousal threshold for unfamiliar stimuli. The degree to which
individuals are inhibited versus uninhibited is heritable to a modest degree (DiLalla,
Kagan, & Reznick, 1994). Whereas high reactive infants are likely to become fearful and
subdued in early childhood, low reactive infants are likely to become bold and sociable
in early childhood (Kagan, 1994). Although genetics play a role in personality develop-
ment, ‘genetic vulnerabilities (or strengths) may not be manifested except in the presence
of a pertinent environmental trigger’ (Collins, Maccoby, Steinberg, Hetherington, &
Bornstein, 2000b, p. 223). In other words, ‘temperament is important, but life intervenes’
(Henig, 2009, p. 64). From an ecological perspective, socialization occurs through the
influence of social spheres (e.g., families, peers, and schools) that occurs within broader
social contexts (e.g., neighborhood, culture, and historical period) (Bronfenbrenner,
1979). The ecological perspective thus emphasizes the dynamic and interactive nature of
the links among varying levels of social influence.

Children’s temperament can interact with the environment in various ways (Collins,
Feeney, & Brooke, 2000a). For example, mothers who rated their 2-year-old children as
temperamentally ‘difficult’ used intrusive control tactics more frequently than mothers of
‘easy’ or ‘average’ children, and temperamentally difficult children, in turn, experienced
more conflicts (i.e., resisted their mothers’ control attempts) than did easy or average chil-
dren (Lee & Bates, 1985). Indeed, the structure of personality may be affected by chil-
dren’s developing capacities and experiences. With maturation, children develop motor
skills, language, cognition, self-awareness, and self-concepts that enable them to express
new personality traits. Children’s initial temperaments develop into more differentiated
personality traits through transactions with the environment. Children’s subjective per-
ceptions of the environment and increasing freedom to select such environments may also
contribute to personality development and functioning.

Self-Esteem

Various theories have been proposed to account for the development of individual differ-
ences in SE. One perspective is that SE is shaped by biological ⁄genetic influences. For exam-
ple, twin studies suggest that SE is heritable to some degree (McGuire et al., 1999), with
hereditability estimates around 30% (Kendler, Gardner, & Prescott, 1998). Research also
suggests that heredity accounts for variance in changes in SE across time (Neiss, Sedikides, &
Stevenson, 2002). Sociocultural and environmental factors, however, also influence SE. For
example, behavioral genetic studies suggest that individual differences in SE are accounted
for by non-shared (i.e., unique) environments, such as schools, peers, social circles, and
different patterns of parental treatment (see Hart, Atkins, & Tursi, 2006, for a review).
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Intrapersonal self-evaluations also affect global SE. According to James (1890), SE is
determined by the ratio of one’s successes to pretensions. Individuals evaluate themselves
based on their performance in domains of importance. If individuals perceive themselves
to be competent in domains where they aspire to excel, they may develop HSE; if a per-
son fails to meet ideals in domains in which they aspire to achieve, they may develop
LSE. In contrast, Cooley (1902) proposed that the origins of SE in adults are primarily
social in nature. His metaphor of the ‘looking glass self’ suggested that the self and SE are
shaped by reflected appraisals, or the internalized evaluations of significant others, toward
oneself. Mead (1934) also emphasized the importance of other people in the development
of the self. He posited that the ‘generalized other,’ or collective judgments of significant
others in one’s life, contribute to SE. From a developmental perspective, children’s differ-
ing rates of cognitive and social development translate into emerging individual differ-
ences in SE in middle childhood (Harter, 1999). Indeed, both James’ and Cooley’s
theories are predictive of SE from middle childhood to adulthood and beyond (Harter,
1990, 1993, 1999).

According to sociometer theory, the primary determinants of SE are the perceived
reactions of other people and self-evaluations in domains that one thinks are important to
significant others (Leary, 1999). SE thus functions as a psychological gauge of one’s rela-
tional value; it monitors the environment and alerts individuals to the possibility of rela-
tional devaluation (Leary & Baumeister, 2000; Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995).
Having HSE indicates that one has high relational value; HSEs feel accepted by others
and are not worried about rejection. Having LSE indicates that one has low relational
value; LSEs doubt their inclusion with others and are concerned about the possibility of
rejection or disapproval. Consistent with this idea, SE has been shown to be inversely
related to anxious expectations of rejection (Downey & Feldman, 1996) and is positively
related to a secure attachment style, characterized by the belief that one is lovable, worthy
of care, and the belief that others will be available and responsive to one’s needs (Griffin
& Bartholomew, 1994).

Indeed, HSEs possess favorable, confidently held self-views and have a clear sense of
who they are (Baumeister, 1998; Campbell, 1990). Because they feel self-confident and
relationally secure, they may be more motivated by the prospect of attaining positive
end-states (e.g., positive affect, SE) than by the possibility of experiencing negative end-
states (e.g., potential loss of SE, rejection). In fact, HSE is related to a tendency toward
risk-taking, self-enhancement, promotion focus, and approach-motivated goals (Baumei-
ster, Tice, & Hutton, 1989; Cavallo, Fitzsimons, & Holmes, 2009a; Heimpel, Elliot, &
Wood, 2006; McGregor, Gailliot, Vasquez, & Nash, 2007; Tice, 1991).

Following self-threats, HSEs quickly call to mind their strengths versus weaknesses,
dismiss the validity of the negative feedback, derogate out-group members, make self-
serving judgments, and express increased zeal about value-laden opinions and ideologies
(Beauregard & Dunning, 1998; Blaine & Crocker, 1993; Crocker, Thompson, McGraw,
& Ingerman, 1987; Dodgson & Wood, 1998; McGregor & Marigold, 2003; Shrauger &
Lund, 1975). This pattern of approach motivation is also evident at a neurological level;
HSEs who experience self-threat show greater activation in the left frontal cortex
(McGregor, Nash, & Inzlicht, 2009) – a region associated with approach motivation,
positive mood, risk-taking, and behavioral activation (Harmon-Jones & Allen, 1997;
Harmon-Jones, Lueck, Fearn, & Harmon-Jones, 2006).

High self-esteem people also engage in approach-motivated responses toward romantic
partners following self-threats by strengthening attachments with their partner. For exam-
ple, HSEs who were reminded of their faults or prior transgressions (Murray, Holmes,
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MacDonald, & Ellsworth, 1998), or were led to believe that their partners perceived a
problem in the relationship (Murray, Rose, Bellavia, Holmes, & Kusche, 2002), subse-
quently affirmed their commitment to their relationships and increased perceptions of
their partners’ love and regard for them, thereby minimizing the effects of threat and
bolstering their SE and perceived regard.

Although HSEs’ responses to threat may help them feel better and more connected to
others (e.g., romantic partners), their self-promoting responses may sometimes incur
interpersonal costs (e.g., when interacting with strangers). For example, HSEs who
received negative performance feedback were subsequently rated by an interaction partner
as being less likeable and more antagonistic (Heatherton & Vohs, 2000); their decreased
likeability was due, in part, to their adoption of an independent self-construal following
self-threat, focusing more on their personal abilities than on their relationships (Vohs &
Heatherton, 2001). Although LSEs were rated as more likeable following self-threat, they
were also perceived to be more cautious, inhibited, and restrained during the interaction
(Vohs & Heatherton, 2001). Overall, these findings suggest that whereas HSEs become
approach-motivated following self-threat to directly enhance SE, LSEs adopt a more cau-
tious stance to avoid further loss of SE.

Compared with HSEs, LSEs possess less favorable self-evaluations, lack self-confidence,
self-clarity, and are chronically concerned about rejection (Blaine & Crocker, 1993;
Campbell, 1990; Leary & Baumeister, 2000). LSEs are quick to perceive rejection from
others; they automatically associate failure with rejection, whereas HSEs do not have this
contingency of interpersonal acceptance (Baldwin & Sinclair, 1996). LSEs tend to base
self-worth on what others think of them; they derive self-worth from domains that
depend heavily on external feedback and validation, such as their appearance, outdoing
others in competition, or gaining others’ approval (Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, &
Bouvrette, 2003b; Park, Crocker, & Vohs, 2006).

Whereas HSEs have an arsenal of tactics to refute self-threats directly, LSEs lack the
inner resources to defend against such threats. LSEs are less skilled than HSEs at automat-
ically recruiting positive thoughts about themselves following self-threats (Dodgson &
Wood, 1998), are less likely to show self-serving biases (see Blaine & Crocker, 1993),
and are thought to possess fewer positive aspects of their self-image with which to affirm
themselves with following self-threats (see Spencer, Josephs, & Steele, 1993). Instead,
LSEs generalize failure to other aspects of themselves (Kernis, Brockner, & Frankel, 1989)
and feel ashamed and humiliated following self-threats (Brown & Dutton, 1995).

In fact, LSEs are averse to risking potential social disapproval that may accompany the
brash strategies that HSEs often use to repair their SE and mood following self-threats,
such as engaging in aggressive self-presentation or increasing zeal (Baumeister et al., 1989;
McGregor et al., 2007). LSEs hesitate to self-enhance, even in the presence of positive
feedback, because such feedback could elicit concerns about attaining such outcomes in
the future (Swann, Griffin, Predmore, & Gaines, 1987). Rather than displaying self-
enhancing, approach-motivated responses, LSEs appear to reduce approach motivation
following self-threat. For example, Heimpel, Wood, Marshall, and Brown (2002) found
that fewer LSEs than HSEs reported the goal to improve their mood following failure in
their everyday lives.

In addition to reducing approach motivation, LSEs may at times adopt avoidance-
motivated goals to prevent further rejection or loss of SE. For example, LSEs weakened
their attachments following self-threat by distancing themselves from partners and devalu-
ing their relationships (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 2000; Murray et al., 1998, 2002).
LSEs are also likely to use the silent treatment – a form of defensive ostracism – to avoid
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feeling bad or inferior and to buffer against the impact of anticipated rejection or SE
threat (Sommer, Williams, Ciarocco, & Baumeister, 2001). Such findings are consistent
with the idea that individuals who lack perceived regard prioritize self-protection goals
over self-enhancement or relationship-promotion goals following self-threats (see Murray,
Holmes, & Collins, 2006; Sommer, 2001). Self-protection goals may be linked to
decreased approach motivation and ⁄or increased avoidance motivation more broadly
within an approach-avoidance motivational framework.

In sum, HSEs and LSEs differ in their approach and avoidance-motivated responses to
self-threats. These differences may stem, in part, from differences in dispositional temper-
aments and motivations, reinforced over a history of positive or negative self-evaluations,
reflected appraisals, and idiosyncratic experiences. HSEs, who are likely to feel self-
confident and relationally secure, adopt approach-motivated goals to directly enhance
feelings of SE and belonging following self-threats. LSEs – who lack self-confidence and
relational security – are motivated by a desire to avoid negative outcomes. They may
therefore reduce approach motivation and ⁄or adopt avoidance-motivated goals and strate-
gies to minimize the possibility of further threats or losses.

Contingencies of Self-Worth

The specific ways that HSEs and LSEs respond to self-threats may depend further on the
degree to which their self-worth is contingent in the domain of threat. In childhood,
people experience events, such as being abandoned, rejected, or criticized, that threaten
their sense of safety and security. Consequently, they may draw conclusions about how
others will respond to them and determine what they need to be or do in order to be
safe from future harm. These conclusions are theorized to take the form of specific
beliefs, or contingencies of self-worth, regarding what one must be or do to be a person
of worth (Crocker & Park, 2004; Park et al., 2006). The conclusions that people draw
likely depend on intrapersonal factors as well as social contexts, such as family, neighbor-
hood, and culture. One’s cumulative history of rewards and punishments in specific
domains may thus contribute to variability in the domains on which individuals stake
self-worth. Importantly, the domains in which people base self-worth are not necessarily
the areas in which they believe they will succeed, but rather, are theorized to be the
domains in which if they could succeed, they would feel safe and protected from threats
they perceived in childhood (Crocker & Park, 2004). For example, contingencies of self-
worth are associated with specific attachment styles in adulthood, consistent with the idea
that attachment relationships may be a source of distressing events that lead individuals to
conclude that their value depends on being or doing certain things (Park, Crocker &
Mickelson, 2004).

According to the Contingencies of Self-Worth model, self-threats are more devastating
to individuals when their SE is strongly invested in the domain than when it is not
(Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). For example, students who highly based self-worth on aca-
demic competence reported lower state SE, less positive affect, and more negative affect,
depressive symptoms, and negative self-evaluative thoughts when they performed poorly
on academic tasks, received lower-than-expected grades, or were rejected from graduate
schools, compared with those whose self-worth was less contingent in this domain
(Crocker, Karpinski, Quinn, & Chase, 2003a; Crocker, Sommers, & Luhtanen, 2002;
Park & Crocker, 2003).

Whereas previous research on SE has often focused on trait SE differences in response
to self-threats, examining interactive effects of SE, contingencies of self-worth, and
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self-threats provides a more nuanced, integrative account of how various intrapersonal
processes function together. This multifaceted perspective is consistent with the work of
other researchers who have also emphasized the benefits of assessing specific aspects of
the self, rather than focusing solely on global, trait SE (Campbell, 1990; Jordan, Spencer,
Zanna, Hoshino-Brown, & Correll, 2003; Kernis, Cornell, Sun, Berry, & Harlow, 1993;
Pelham, 1995; Swann, Chang-Schneider, & McClarty, 2007).

Individuals are presumed to be motivated to achieve boosts and to avoid drops in their
state SE in domains on which their self-worth is staked (Crocker & Park, 2003). HSEs –
who feel self-confident and relationally secure – should be motivated to attain boosts to
state SE following self-threats (reflecting approach motivation). This pattern may be espe-
cially evident among HSEs who strongly base self-worth in the threatened domain, com-
pared with those who base self-worth less in the domain or do not undergo a threat.
LSEs who strongly base self-worth in a threatened domain may show decreased approach
and ⁄ or increased avoidance motivation following threat, compared with those who base
self-worth less in the domain or do not undergo a threat. Thus, the goals that people
adopt following threat depend not only on their SE but also, the degree to which they
base self-worth in the threatened domain.

Consistent with these ideas, the more HSEs based self-worth on academic competence,
the more they wanted to prove and validate their competence to others following failure
(Park, Crocker, & Kiefer, 2007). In fact, academically contingent HSEs showed a slight
boost in their state SE following failure, which could be interpreted as evidence of
increased approach motivation to defend against the threat. On the other hand, academi-
cally contingent LSEs showed decreased motivation to appear competent to others
following failure. Experiencing failure may have undermined LSEs’ already fragile
self-perceptions of competence, leading them to disengage from this domain in order to
protect their SE from further threat. Indeed, academically contingent LSEs showed
lowered state SE following failure and were quicker to associate themselves with failure
versus success on an implicit, automatic level. Together, these findings suggest that
whereas HSEs seek to vigorously defend and affirm their self-views following self-threat
(reflecting approach motivation), LSEs withdraw from the situation (e.g., disengage) and
try to avoid further damaging their SE.

Studies have examined responses to self-threat in other domains as well, such as physi-
cal appearance. Because self-perceived attractiveness is strongly tied to feelings of SE and
social acceptance (Dion, Berscheid, & Walster, 1972; Harter, 1993), threats to appearance
are likely to activate concerns about SE and social belonging. However, given that HSEs
and LSEs differ in their self-confidence and relational security, they may adopt different
goals following threats to appearance. In fact, HSEs – but only those who highly based
self-worth on appearance and experienced a threat to this domain – reported increased
desire to interact with close others following an appearance threat. In contrast, appearance
contingent LSEs expressed decreased desire for social interaction following an appearance
threat (Park & Maner, 2009).

Overall, research on contingencies of self-worth highlights the value of considering
the joint influence of multiple intrapersonal processes when predicting outcomes.
Findings suggest that self-threats shape motivation as a function of people’s SE and
contingencies of self-worth. Specifically, HSEs adopt risky, approach-motivated goals
aimed at directly enhancing feelings of SE and belonging following self-threat in con-
tingent domains. In contrast, LSEs reduce approach motivation following threat in
contingent domains, such as disengaging from the domain or preferring to avoid social
interaction.
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Attachment Styles

Early child–caregiver experiences are viewed as critical to development because they
instill ‘‘…a basic sense of emotional connectedness, confidence regarding the availability
of others, and feelings of self-worth’’ (Sroufe, Carlson, Levy, & Egeland, 1999, p. 6).
Given that individuals are thought to emerge from ongoing transactions between the
developing child and changing circumstances (Sameroff & Chandler, 1975), it seems plau-
sible that temperamental characteristics may interact with the environment over the
course of development to influence internal working models of attachment. Indeed,
individual differences in adult attachment-related anxiety and avoidance are heritable, but
also influenced by non-shared environmental influence (Donnellan, Burt, Levendosky, &
Klump, 2008). Individual differences in adult attachment-related anxiety and avoidance
are heritable, but also influenced by non-shared environmental influence (Donnellan,
Burt, Levendosky, & Klump, 2008). Thus, both temperament and environment may
account for variation in attachment styles.

Caregivers’ responses to a child’s proximity-seeking attempts in times of need are
thought to contribute to individual differences in attachment styles and functioning
(Bowlby, 1969 ⁄1982). For example, infants who are temperamentally irritable are more
likely to be classified as insecurely attached (particularly in the avoidant category),
whereas temperamentally non-irritable infants are more likely to be classified as securely
attached (van den Boom, 1994). However, differences in mothers’ responsiveness to irri-
table versus non-irritable children may also contribute to differences in children’s attach-
ment styles. For example, among mothers with temperamentally irritable children, those
who received an intervention (on how to soothe their babies and play with them) were
more likely to have their children classified as securely attached a year later, whereas
those who received no intervention were more likely to have their children classified as
insecurely attached a year later (van den Boom, 1994). Such studies suggest that infant
temperamental irritability may operate, in part, by influencing the quality of child–care-
giver interactions. Infants who are irritable may behave in ways that push their mothers
away and force infants to learn to provide for their own comfort (Rothbart & Ahadi,
1994).

According to attachment theory, individual differences in attachment styles reflect dif-
ferences in prototypical, internal working models of relationships that are formed in the
early context of the caregiver–infant relationship (Bowlby, 1969 ⁄1982; Hazan & Shaver,
1987; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003; Rholes & Simpson, 2004). Individual differences in
attachment style are theorized to reflect the internalization of experiences with caregivers
and their expectations about whether the caregiver is available and responsive toward
them in times of need (Bowlby, 1973). Mental representations, or working models, of
the self (as worthy or unworthy of love) and others (as responsive or unresponsive) are
thought to guide social interaction and emotion regulation in childhood and adulthood
(Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1973, 1979; Collins & Read, 1994).

Three attachment styles were initially identified (using the laboratory Strange Situation)
to classify infant–parent relationships as secure, avoidant, or anxious-ambivalent (Ains-
worth et al., 1978). Of particular interest in the present article is the distinction between
individuals with secure versus avoidant attachment. Secure infants are confident in the
availability and responsiveness of their caregiver and rely more on their caregiver as a
secure base to regulate feelings of distress and anxiety than do avoidant infants. Following
a brief period of separation from their caregiver, secures actively seek contact with
and comfort from their caregiver, whereas avoidant infants react with avoidance and

Responses to Self-Threat 209

ª 2010 The Author Social and Personality Psychology Compass 4/3 (2010): 201–221, 10.1111/j.1751-9004.2009.00247.x
Journal Compilation ª 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



detachment and do not use their caregiver to regulate and dissipate negative affect when
it arises.

Paralleling the infant attachment styles that Ainsworth et al. (1978) identified, Hazan and
Shaver (1987) classified adults into the same three attachment categories as they relate to
adult romantic relationships. Secures have a positive internalized sense of self-worth that is
not highly dependent on ongoing external validation (Bartholomew, 1990). Indeed, Park,
Crocker, and Mickelson (2004) found that secures derived SE from family support – a
source of self-worth that is relatively unconditional in nature (i.e., does not require contin-
ual validation from others). Indeed, secures are more likely to recall positive perceptions of
their early family relationships (Feeney & Noller, 1990), describe their parents as more
benevolent and less punitive (Levy, Blatt, & Shaver, 1998), and show better adjustment in
adolescence than individuals with insecure attachments (Cooper, Shaver, & Collins, 1998).

Given their attachment history, it is not surprising that secure adults possess mental
models of themselves as valuable and worthy of others’ love and support and of signifi-
cant others as being available, reliable, and trustworthy (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991;
Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994). Indeed, secures score relatively low in both attachment-
related anxiety (fear of rejection and abandonment) and avoidance (discomfort with
closeness and dependence on others); they are comfortable with closeness and interdepen-
dence, expect partners to be available and responsive to their needs, and have relation-
ships that are characterized by trust, commitment, satisfaction, and interdependence
(Collins & Read, 1990; Simpson, 1990).

Avoidants, on the other hand, possess representations of their parents as relatively puni-
tive and malevolent (Levy et al., 1998), are likely to report childhood separation from
their mother, and are mistrustful of others (Feeney & Noller, 1990). Indeed, adults with
avoidant attachment report feeling uncomfortable with closeness and find it difficult to
trust and depend on others (Hazan & Shaver, 1987); they are less likely to base self-worth
on others’ approval, family support, and God’s love (Park et al., 2004), and their romantic
relationships are characterized by negative affect (Simpson, 1990), low trust, commitment,
satisfaction, and interdependence (Collins & Read, 1990; Simpson, 1990). Dismissing-
avoidant individuals are low in anxiety and high in avoidance; they view close relation-
ships as relatively unimportant and value independence and self-reliance. Fearful-avoidant
individuals are high in both attachment anxiety and avoidance; they desire close relation-
ships and the approval of others, but avoid intimacy because they fear being rejected. In
the present article, I focus on the commonality between dismissing and fearful attachment
– the dimension of avoidance.

According to attachment theorists, the attachment system should be most strongly acti-
vated under conditions of distress and elicit different responses among secures versus avoi-
dants (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1973, 1980). Given that secure attachment reflects
a history of experiences in which attempts to seek closeness with attachment figures dur-
ing times of distress were typically met with success, secures may be inclined to approach
close others for emotional support and reassurance in times of anxiety or distress, consis-
tent with their internalized working models of self and others. In contrast, avoidant
attachment is thought to reflect a history of experiences in which attempts to seek close-
ness with attachment figures were often rejected or thwarted (Crittenden & Ainsworth,
1989). Over time, these individuals may come to suppress approach-motivated behaviors
and defensively distance themselves from others in response to anxiety or distress. Indeed,
avoidants are theorized to associate the need for proximity with rejection and to react
defensively to feelings of anxiety and distress by suppressing their desire for proximity,
rather than seeking it (Ainsworth et al., 1978).
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The ways in which secures and avoidants respond to self-threat suggest underlying
differences in dispositional temperaments and motivations. Secures typically pursue
approach-motivated strategies and behaviors to cope with self-threats. For example,
when dealing with divorce, secures appraise themselves as more capable of coping with
the divorce, seek support from others, and engage in more problem-focused coping
than those with less secure attachment styles (Birnbaum, Orr, Mikulincer, & Florian,
1997). Secures also use more proactive, support-seeking strategies in response to stressful
military combat training (Mikulincer & Florian, 1995) and traumatic experiences (e.g.,
Iraqi missile attack on Israel during the Gulf War) (Mikulincer, Florian, & Weller,
1993). Among dating couples, researchers have found that secure women turned to
partners as sources of comfort and reassurance as their anxiety increased, and secure
men provided greater reassurance, emotional support, and supportive comments as their
partners’ anxiety levels increased (Simpson, Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992). Avoidants, in
contrast, use deactivating strategies to defensively dismiss or downplay their needs to
protect themselves from feeling vulnerable following self-threats. Deactivating strategies
are thought to reflect an avoidance reaction to an attachment figure’s unavailability,
which may develop from relationships with attachment figures who punish or disap-
prove of closeness and expressions of vulnerability (Cassidy & Kobak, 1988).

Thus, the primary aim of deactivating strategies is to down-regulate the attachment sys-
tem in order to avoid frustration and distress produced by attachment figure unavailabil-
ity. Strategies include diverting attention away from threats, distancing from threats,
avoiding thoughts related to the need for comfort and closeness, and relying on oneself
rather than on others. For example, avoidant adults suppress their attachment systems by
restricting the encoding and accessibility of attachment-related thoughts and memories
(Mikulincer & Orbach, 1995) and use distancing coping strategies in response to stressors
(Mikulincer & Florian, 1995; Mikulincer et al., 1993).

Given that avoidants are uncomfortable with closeness in relationships, they may be less
likely to seek support or provide support to others in times of distress. Indeed, avoidant
women withdrew from their romantic partners both emotionally and physically as their
level of anxiety increased in a laboratory setting, and avoidant men showed a decline in
overall supportiveness as their partners’ anxiety increased (Simpson et al., 1992). Indeed,
avoidants behaved in a less warm and supportive manner toward their romantic partner
when discussing a major problem (Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996), were less likely to
seek support from their partner in response to increased feelings of personal stress (Collins
& Feeney, 2000), and avoidant women sought less contact with their partner while sepa-
rating at an airport (Fraley & Shaver, 1998). Such findings parallel those found with
infants in Ainsworth et al.’s (1978) research using the Strange Situation: Whereas secure
infants sought close physical and emotional contact with their attachment figure in
response to situationally activated anxiety (i.e., the presence of a stranger), avoidant
infants retracted from their attachment figure in response to feelings of attachment-related
distress and anxiety.

In sum, secures respond to self-threats by adopting approach-motivated goals and strat-
egies, such as engaging in problem-focused strategies and actively seeking out emotional
and instrumental support. In contrast, avoidants deal with self-threat by adopting avoid-
ance-motivated goals and strategies, such as distancing, disengaging from sources of anxi-
ety, and devaluing events that cause painful feelings. Although using deactivating
strategies may protect avoidants from rejection and feelings of vulnerability, such
responses could interfere with the development and maintenance of close, mutually caring
relationships over time.
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Rejection Sensitivity

Rejection sensitivity is a cognitive-affective processing dynamic characterized by anxious
concerns and expectations of rejection (Downey & Feldman, 1996; see Downey &
Romero-Canyas, 2005). To the extent that individuals experience rejection during their
formative years, they may come to develop the anxious expectation that other people are
likely to reject them. Consequently, they may carry anxious expectations of rejection into
new situations and relationships and readily perceive and overreact to signs of rejection
(Downey & Feldman, 1996); these overreactions, in turn, may elicit further rejection by
others and reinforce anxious expectations of rejection (Downey, Freitas, Michaelis, &
Khouri, 1998). RS is associated with childhood experiences of abandonment, abuse,
neglect, exposure to family violence, and peer rejection (Downey, Khouri, & Feldman,
1997; Feldman & Downey, 1994; London, Downey, Bonica, & Paltin, 2007), is nega-
tively related to SE and secure attachment, and positively related to avoidant attachment
and social avoidance (Downey & Feldman, 1996).

Just as individuals with LSE are theorized to have a sociometer that is sensitive to the
possibility of relational devaluation (Leary & Baumeister, 2000), HRS individuals possess
a defensive motivational system (DMS) that is hypervigilant to signs of potential disap-
proval or rejection (Downey, Mougios, Ayduk, London, & Shoda, 2004). Activation of
the DMS automatically heightens detection of threat-relevant cues (e.g., interpersonal
negativity) and motivation to respond once cues of threat are detected. Furthermore, just
as individuals with HSE or a secure attachment style are unlikely to be concerned about
the possibility of rejection, LRS individuals are unlikely to experience heightened DMS
activation in potentially rejecting situations, because they view rejection as less probable
or of less concern (Downey et al., 2004).

Given the parallels between SE, attachment styles, and RS, it seems plausible that one
response of HRS individuals to feeling rejected would be to reduce approach motivation
and increase avoidance-motivated goals and strategies to prevent further rejection. Indeed,
a longitudinal study of middle school students found that compared with LRS children,
HRS children engaged in more socially avoidant and withdrawal behaviors and experi-
enced more loneliness as a result (London et al., 2007). Furthermore, just as individuals
differ in their levels of SE, attachment styles, and the degree to which they base self-
worth in specific domains, individuals may also differ in their overall level of RS and in
the degree to which they are sensitive to rejection based on specific domains. Two pro-
grams of research that have examined domain-specific forms of RS are those of Race-RS
(Mendoza-Denton, Downey, Purdie, Davis, & Pietrzak, 2002) and Appearance-RS (Park,
2007). Underlying each of these constructs is feelings of low self-confidence (e.g., self-
doubts) and relational insecurity based on specific attributes. Although dispositional tem-
peraments and motivations have not been discussed in the framework of RS, it seems
plausible – given the associations among RS, SE, and attachment styles (Downey & Feld-
man, 1996) – that RS could also serve as a dispositional marker, or developmental symp-
tom, of underlying avoidance temperament and motivation, reinforced by a cumulative
history of negative interpersonal experiences.

Race-RS

As a result of direct or vicarious experiences of perceived mistreatment, prejudice, or dis-
crimination based on one’s membership in a stigmatized social group, individuals may
come to doubt their abilities and sense of belonging or inclusion in majority-dominated
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contexts (Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999; Goffman, 1963; Steele, 1997). In par-
ticular, some individuals may come to anxiously expect rejection based on status charac-
teristics (e.g., their race) (Mendoza-Denton et al., 2002). Experiences of self-threat,
in turn, may lead individuals to decrease approach motivation and increase avoidance-
motivated goals, which could then hinder them from achieving important personal goals.

Supporting this idea, Mendoza-Denton et al. (2002) followed a sample of African
American students entering a potentially threatening context (i.e., a predominantly White
university) over a two to three year period. Compared with African American students
with low Race-RS, those with high Race-RS expressed more discomfort and less trust
in their university, reported having fewer White friends, were less likely to attend aca-
demic review sessions, and showed significant declines in their grades over time. Indeed,
higher levels of Race-RS at the beginning of college was associated with greater anxiety
about approaching professors and teaching assistants with an academic problem during
participants’ sophomore or junior year. Participants may have coped with their anxiety by
avoiding contexts and activities that could have otherwise helped them to excel in their
courses and obtain higher grades. Importantly, the findings of this research support the
links of the proposed model. Participants who doubted themselves and felt relationally
insecure (i.e., high Race-RS participants) responded to a threatening context (i.e., an
institution perceived as rejecting) by diminishing their motivation to pursue important
goals and adopting instead avoidance-motivated goals to protect themselves from further
loss of SE or belonging. Although engaging in such actions might help alleviate feelings
of anxiety in the short term, doing so could incur costs over time. For example, avoiding
contact with out-group members could limit the diversity of one’s social contacts, and
avoiding potentially threatening academic settings could limit access to available resources
and lead to academic disidentification and underperformance (Major, Spencer, Schmader,
Wolfe, & Crocker, 1998; Steele, 1997).

There are ways, however, to mitigate the negative effects of Race-RS. For example,
Mendoza-Denton et al. (2002) found that high Race-RS participants’ sense of belonging
at their institution increased on days after a positive race-related event had occurred. Such
findings suggest that institutional support for events and organizations that explicitly value
diversity may help to reduce anxious expectations of race-based rejection. On a broader
level, increasing feelings of unconditional acceptance and positive regard (i.e., relational
security) may also have a positive impact in motivating students toward achieving their
personal goals.

Appearance-RS

Appearance-RS refers to the dispositional tendency to anxiously expect, readily perceive,
and overreact to signs of rejection based on one’s physical attractiveness (Park, 2007).
Like other RS constructs, Appearance-RS consists of an affective component (i.e., anx-
ious concerns) and a cognitive component (i.e., rejection expectations). These compo-
nents are thought to interact with one another in a multiplicative fashion, such that
anxieties about rejection amplify cognitions, or expectations, of appearance-based rejec-
tion. Appearance-RS is related to LSE, low secure attachment, insecure attachment (i.e.,
preoccupied and fearful attachment styles), sensitivity to rejection in general, and basing
self-worth on appearance (Park, 2007; Park & Pinkus, 2009). High Appearance-RS indi-
viduals perceive conditional acceptance from their peers based on their looks, and feel
pressured by the media to meet standards of attractiveness (Park, DiRaddo, & Calogero,
2009b). Just as LSEs automatically associate failure with rejection (Baldwin & Sinclair,
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1996), high Appearance-RS individuals link feelings of unattractiveness with feelings of
rejection. For example, reminding high Appearance-RS participants of disliked aspects of
their appearance led them to feel more alone and rejected than those with low Appear-
ance-RS or those who were reminded of neutral stimuli (Park, 2007).

High Appearance-RS individuals often respond to appearance-based threats by decreas-
ing approach motivation and adopting avoidance-motivated goals and strategies. For
example, high Appearance-RS participants preferred to avoid social interaction, even with
close others, after receiving negative interpersonal feedback about their physical appear-
ance (Park & Pinkus, 2009). Additionally, a daily diary study revealed that on days when
high Appearance-RS participants felt sensitive to appearance rejection, they were more
inclined to actually avoid other people than on days when they did not feel sensitive to
rejection (Park & Pinkus, 2009). High Appearance-RS individuals thus expect to be
rejected when they feel unattractive and adopt avoidance-motivated goals after experienc-
ing real or perceived appearance-related rejection.

In addition to weakened social connections, high Appearance-RS individuals experi-
ence mental and physical health risks as a result of their heightened sensitivity to appear-
ance rejection. High Appearance-RS individuals compare their appearance more with
others, feel badly about themselves when making such comparisons, and exhibit more
symptoms of eating disorders, body dysmorphic disorder, and interest in cosmetic surgery
than those with low Appearance-RS (Calogero, Park, Rahemtulla, & Williams, In press;
Park, 2007; Park, Calogero, Harwin, & DiRaddo, 2009a; Park, Calogero, Young, &
DiRaddo, In press). In addition, they are more likely to experience negative mood and
to interpret ambiguous appearance commentary more negatively than those with low
Appearance-RS after experiencing an ambiguous instance of appearance-based rejection
(Park & Harwin, In press). There may be ways, however, to temporarily alleviate anxi-
eties about appearance rejection for those with high Appearance-RS. For example, high
Appearance-RS participants who wrote about a disliked aspect of their appearance and
then listed their greatest strength (self-affirmation) or the initials of a close relationship
partner (secure attachment prime) showed attenuated effects on measures of state SE and
feelings of rejection (Park, 2007). Reminders of SE and belonging thus buffered individu-
als from the negative impact of an appearance threat.

In sum, converging evidence from research programs on RS provides suggestive sup-
port for the current model linking personality constructs with approach and avoidance
motivational systems. Regardless of whether RS is based on race or appearance, HRS
individuals often reduce approach motivation and adopt avoidance-motivated goals to
protect themselves from the possibility of further rejection. Although doing so may tem-
porarily relieve anxiety, there may be costs to personal goal pursuit, relationships, and to
mental and physical health in the process.

Implications and Future Directions

A large body of research has accumulated on the consequences of SE, contingencies of
self-worth, attachment styles, RS, and domain-specific aspects of SE and RS following
self-threats. In the present article, I proposed a theoretical model of how these various
constructs and outcomes might be related. Individuals who feel self-confident and rela-
tionally secure (e.g., HSE, securely attached, LRS individuals) respond to self-threats with
self-enhancing, approach-motivated goals and strategies. This response is heightened
when examining domain-specific effects, as evident in research on contingencies of self-
worth and domain-specific RS. In contrast, individuals who lack self-confidence or feel
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relationally insecure (e.g., LSE, avoidantly attached, and HRS individuals) tend to
decrease approach motivation and ⁄or increase avoidance motivation following self-threats.

Although approach-motivated goals and strategies often produce favorable outcomes,
there may be costs associated with both approach- and avoidance-motivated responses to
self-threat. For example, although HSEs typically repair SE by engaging in self-enhance-
ment following self-threats, doing so may at times incur costs to their interpersonal evalu-
ations and likeability. Similarly, although LSEs may seek to protect themselves following
self-threats, their adoption of avoidance-motivated goals could distance themselves from
close others who might otherwise serve as sources of affirmation or support. On a similar
note, although avoidantly attached individuals may alleviate attachment-related distress by
adopting deactivating strategies that distance themselves from others, such responses could
hinder them from sustaining close relationships. Finally, although individuals with high
Race- or Appearance-RS may try to protect themselves by avoiding potential sources of
rejection, doing so could exacerbate feelings of loneliness over time.

Some studies have shown positive effects of using techniques (e.g., self-affirmation,
activation of a secure base schema) to alleviate feelings of self-doubt or relational insecu-
rity (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2001; Park, 2007; Sherman, Nelson, & Steele, 2000). Other
studies, however, have found that attempts to bolster SE or feelings of interpersonal
acceptance can backfire for those who lack self-confidence and relational security, such as
people with LSE (Cavallo, Marigold, & Holmes, 2009b; Swann, Hixon, & De La Ronde,
1992; Wood, Perunovic, & Lee, 2009). Future research is needed to examine further the
conditions under which vulnerable individuals may benefit from interventions designed
to reduce feelings of self-doubt and relational insecurity.

Researchers could also expand the current approach-avoidance motivational framework
to examine other intrapersonal or relational constructs. For example, defensive HSEs are
thought to simultaneously possess two discrepant attitudes toward the self: at a conscious,
explicit level, they feel good about themselves, but at a less conscious, implicit level they
feel negative about themselves (Jordan et al., 2003). When their explicitly positive self-
views are threatened, their underlying self-doubts are thought to motivate them to
actively defend their explicitly positive self-views. For example, individuals with high
explicit (but low implicit) SE discriminate more against outgroup members following
negative feedback (Jordan, Spencer, & Zanna, 2005), exaggerate consensus estimates for
personal beliefs about unrelated social issues following failure (McGregor, Nail, Marigold,
& Kang, 2005), exaggerate their conviction about unrelated social issues following an
uncertainty threat (McGregor & Marigold, 2003), and increase their endorsement of posi-
tive personality descriptions following a mortality salience manipulation (Schmeichel
et al., 2009).

In the present model, HSEs were conceptualized as having high self-confidence and
high relational security. However, given the research reviewed above, there may be a
subset of HSEs (i.e., with implicit self-doubts) who also exhibit approach-motivated
responses to self-threat. Future research could examine potential differences between
‘genuine’ forms of approach-motivated responses versus ‘defensive’ or ‘reactive’
approach-motivated responses that stem from fragile SE, rather than true feelings of self-
confidence or relational security. Along similar lines, there may be times when individuals
with HRS respond to self-threat (e.g., rejection) with strategies that appear approach-
motivated (e.g., ingratiating themselves), but may be rooted in feelings of self-doubt and
relational insecurity versus security.

Another future direction is to examine neurobiological regions that underlie SE,
attachment styles, and RS. Given that regions of the prefrontal cortex have been differentially

Responses to Self-Threat 215

ª 2010 The Author Social and Personality Psychology Compass 4/3 (2010): 201–221, 10.1111/j.1751-9004.2009.00247.x
Journal Compilation ª 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



linked to approach ⁄ withdrawal motivation (e.g., Harmon-Jones & Allen, 1997; Sutton &
Davidson, 1997), HSE, securely attached, or LRS individuals may show similar brain activa-
tion in response to self-threats, as might those with LSE, insecure attachment, or HRS.

Overall, the present model offers a synthesis of how dispositional temperaments,
experiences, motivations, and personality constructs may be linked with goal strivings
following self-threats. By integrating across subareas of psychology, this model contributes
to a greater understanding of how intrapersonal and relational constructs are interrelated.
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