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Abstract Although friendships and romantic relation-
ships represent important social relationships during
emerging adulthood, problems stemming from these rela-
tionships may also pose a threat to emerging adults’ psy-
chological functioning (Collins and Madsen in Handbook
of personal relationships. Cambridge University Press,
New York, pp 191-209, 2006; La Greca and Moore Har-
rison in J Clin Child Adolesc Psychol 34(1): 49-61, 2005).
Thus, investigating relational stressors in friendships and
romantic relationships is an important step toward under-
standing emerging adults’ psychological adjustment. This
study focused on examining the relationship between
relational stressors and depression, and the mediating and
moderating roles of relationship-general attachment rep-
resentations between these constructs. Data were collected
from 164 emerging adults attending a Midwestern univer-
sity. In partial support of our hypotheses, emerging adults’
attachment anxiety mediated the relationship between
experiences of friendship and romantic stressors and
depression; this result, however, was not found for
attachment avoidance. Furthermore, results showed that
attachment avoidance and anxiety moderated the relation-
ship between friendship stressors and depression in
emerging adulthood. Supporting our hypothesis, friendship
stressors were predictive of higher levels of depression
only for emerging adults who were high in attachment
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avoidance or anxiety. Future research and practical impli-
cations are discussed.
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Introduction

The formation and conservation of intimate friendships and
romantic relationships represents an important develop-
mental task in emerging adulthood (Chow et al. 2011;
Smetana et al. 2006). Research suggests that 46-82 % of
adolescents’ and emerging adults’ daily stressors are rela-
ted to interpersonal relationships, especially conflicts with
friends and romantic partners (Seiffge-Krenke et al. 2009).
In other words, involvement in friendships and romantic
relationships exposes youth to relational challenges that
may lead to greater psychological distress (Chango et al.
2012; Seiffge-Krenke 1995). In support of this, research
suggests that problems with friends and romantic partners
have an even larger impact on depression than problems
with parents (Seiffge-Krenke 1995). Despite the prevalence
of relational stressors in friendships and romantic rela-
tionships, and their impact on emerging adults’ psycho-
logical functioning, a recent review of studies on
adolescents’ and emerging adults’ interpersonal stressors
(Seiffge-Krenke 2011) suggests that only a handful of
studies have focused on friendships (18 %) and romantic
relationships (10 %). In order to contribute to a further
understanding of the links between friendship and romantic
stressors and depression, the current study employed an
attachment perspective (Bowlby 1982; Cassidy 1994) to
examine how attachment representations might be a mod-
erating and/or mediating factor in the connection between
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relational stressors in friendships and romantic relation-
ships and psychological distress.

Attachment Theory

Attachment theory suggests that infants hold representa-
tions of their significant relationships that are developed
through interpersonal experiences with their primary
caregivers (Bowlby 1982; Cassidy 1994). According to
attachment theory, three patterns of attachment represent
most infants: secure, anxious, and avoidant. These attach-
ment styles are thought to be the result of varied parental
caregiving quality. Sensitive and responsive caregivers
give rise to secure infants who are confident about the
availability of their attachment figures and tend to seek
comfort when distressed. In contrast, inconsistent care-
givers give rise to anxious infants who are ambivalent
about the availability of their attachment figures and show
high emotional arousal when distressed. Lastly, rejecting
and aloof caregivers give rise to avoidant infants who are
uncomfortable with their attachment figures, react with
muted emotionality, and do not turn to caregivers for
comfort when distressed (Cassidy 1994).

Although attachment in infancy is usually centered on
the relationship between the infant and primary caregiver,
this area of research offers a promising avenue for exam-
ining the role of interpersonal experiences in emerging
adults’ attachment representations. Elaborating on infant
attachment theory, contemporary researchers have argued
that the intimate nature of friendships and romantic rela-
tionships during adolescence and adulthood should give
rise to mental representations that resemble those observed
in parent—child relationships (Furman 2001; Furman and
Simon 1999). Furthermore, similar to research on attach-
ment in infancy, research with emerging adults suggests
that supportive interpersonal experiences are precursors of
secure attachment representations, whereas negative inter-
personal experiences (e.g., rejection, inconsistent support)
are precursors of avoidant or anxious attachment repre-
sentations (Cassidy 1994; Furman 2001; Furman and
Simon 1999). Emerging adults with secure representations
are confident about the availability of their significant
others and feel comfortable seeking comfort and support
from them in times of distress (Brennan et al. 1998). In
contrast, individuals high in attachment avoidance are
uncomfortable with intimate relationships and tend to
suppress their attachment needs when confronted with
stress (Brennan et al. 1998). Finally, individuals high in
attachment anxiety are hypersensitive to their partners’
availability and potential signs of rejection; these individ-
uals often worry about being abandoned or rejected by their
close partners (Brennan et al. 1998; Furman 2001; Furman
and Simon 1999).

Because emerging adults are involved in networks of
relationships (e.g., parents, friends, romantic partners),
researchers have been interested how different attachment
relationships are represented cognitively (Fraley et al.
2011; Overall et al. 2003; Sibley and Overall 2008). This
research indicates that although individuals hold distinctive
attachment representations for parent—child relationships,
friendships, and romantic relationships, these relationships
are nested within a higher-order mental representation of
attachment relationships. Based on these findings, it is
logical to investigate emerging adults’ attachment repre-
sentations of close relationships in general, rather than
specific types of relationships. This approach has been
previously employed by recent research on adult attach-
ment relationships (e.g., Jerga et al. 2011).

Attachment Representations and Psychological
Adjustment

Theorists argue that attachment representations in adoles-
cence and adulthood influence individuals’ psychological
functioning (Allen et al. 2007; Seiffge-Krenke 2006).
Specifically, secure attachment representations provide a
greater “coping capacity” for individuals to effectively
regulate their negative affect when confronted with chal-
lenges and stressors (Allen et al. 2007; Kobak and Sceery
1988; Seiffge-Krenke 2006). Because secure emerging
adults are confident about the availability of significant
others, they are more likely to employ adaptive coping
strategies, including social support-seeking and active
coping (Chow and Buhrmester 2011; Kobak and Sceery
1988; Seiffge-Krenke 2006). In contrast, avoidant and
anxious emerging adults who have unsupportive or
inconsistent interpersonal experiences with significant
others may rely on maladaptive strategies, such as denial/
distancing or rumination/emotion-focused coping (Chow
and Buhrmester 2011; Kobak and Sceery 1988; Seiffge-
Krenke 2006). Not surprisingly, therefore, research on
adolescents has consistently found that secure attachment
is related to better psychological functioning (e.g., lower
depression and anxiety), compared with insecure attach-
ment (Allen et al. 1998, 2007; Bernier et al. 2005).

Attachment as a Mediator between Friend
and Romantic Stressors and Depression

Attachment representations and stressors in friendships and
romantic relationships are both vital indicators of psycho-
logical functioning in adolescence and emerging adulthood
(Chango et al. 2012; La Greca and Moore Harrison 2005;
Seiffge-Krenke 2006). Because of this, the current study was
interested in the role that attachment representations might
play between relational stressors and psychological
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functioning. Attachment theory suggests that the quality of
interpersonal experiences with significant others lays the
foundation for the emergence of secure or insecure repre-
sentations (Bowlby 1982; Furman and Simon 1999).
Therefore, aversive experiences with friends and romantic
partners may pose a threat to emerging adults’ attachment
representations. Insecure attachment representations, in turn,
may be related to more problematic functioning due to
damage of the internal “coping capacity” that emerging
adults hold. Indeed, several researchers have suggested that
the effects of contextual factors, including aversive inter-
personal experiences, on emerging adults’ psychological
outcomes are mediated by attachment representations
(Cusimano and Riggs 2013; Dweck and London 2004;
Woodhouse et al. 2010). For instance, one study found that
emerging adults’ recollection of parental conflict during
childhood has an impact on their concurrent psychological
functioning, and such association was mediated by attach-
ment-related anxiety and avoidance (Cusimano and Riggs
2013). Thus, it is possible that attachment representations
may serve to mediate the link between interpersonal stressors
and psychological distress. Numerous studies have shown
the negative impacts of friendship and romantic stressors, as
well as insecure attachment representations, on depression in
adolescence and emerging adulthood (Allen et al. 1998,
2007; Chango et al. 2012; Seiffge-Krenke 1995, 2006).
However, little research has explicitly examined the role of
attachment representations in mediating the association
between friendship and romantic stressors and depression.
Because it was found that individuals’ general attachment
representations are partly represented by both friendships
and romantic relationships (Overall et al. 2003; Sibley and
Overall 2008), the current study hypothesized that friendship
stressors and romantic stressors would be related to more
insecure attachment representations, which in turn, would be
related to more depression. The conceptual model of such
mediation hypotheses is presented in Fig. la.

Attachment as a Moderator between Friendship
and Romantic Stressors and Depression

Attachment representations may also moderate the rela-
tionship between interpersonal stressors and depression.

@ Springer
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B. Moderation Model

According to the diathesis-stress model, psychopathology
is thought to be the result of a complex interaction between
contextual factors and individual characteristics (Zucker-
man 1999). In other words, it may be the combination of
both contextual factors (e.g., relational stressors) and
individual characteristics (e.g., attachment avoidance and
anxiety) that trigger depression. Indeed, theorists suggest
that negative cognitive styles, including insecure attach-
ment representations, may increase vulnerability to psy-
chological problems (Alloy et al. 2006; Chango et al.
2012). For instance, a recent study found that individuals
high in attachment-related anxiety experienced higher
levels of depression when faced with stress (Jinyao et al.
2012). Similarly, a study also found that victims who
experienced interpersonal trauma were more likely to
develop depressive symptoms if they were high in attach-
ment anxiety (Elwood and Williams 2007). Surprisingly,
both studies found that attachment-related avoidance does
not magnify the effect of stress on depression. When
generalizing these findings to the current study, it is rea-
sonable to argue that less anxiously attached emerging
adults may have a greater coping capacity, which may
serve as a buffer from friendship and romantic stressors. In
contrast, emerging adults high in attachment anxiety may
have less coping capacity and may, therefore, not cope with
relational stressors effectively, leading to greater levels of
depression. Therefore, the current study hypothesized that
the negative impact of friendship stressors and romantic
stressors on depression would be stronger for emerging
adults high in attachment anxiety. No specific hypotheses
were formulated regarding attachment avoidance given that
previous studies have not provided strong evidence
regarding its moderating role between stress and depression
(e.g., Elwood and Williams 2007). The conceptual model
of such moderation hypotheses is presented in Fig. 1b.

Method
Procedure

Emerging adults at a Midwestern public university, with a
population of approximately 13,000 students, were recruited
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to participate as a partial requirement for their psychology
courses. After signing up for the study, students were pro-
vided a web link that directed them to an online survey.
Informed consent to participate was obtained before the
survey began. Participants were granted research credits
upon completion of the survey.

Participants

A sample of 164 emerging adults participated in the study.
Participant age ranged from 18 to 21 years (M = 19.01;
SD = .98). Approximately 49.7 % of the participants were
female and 89 % were Caucasian. Over half of the par-
ticipants (53 %) reported that they were currently involved
in a romantic relationship. Among those who were
romantically involved, relationship duration ranged from 1
to 68 months (M = 17.87, SD = 14.47).

Measures
Friendship and Romantic Stressors

Experiences of friendship and romantic stressors were
measured with items from the Recent Life Experiences
Inventory (Kohn and Milrose 1993). Based on Kohn and
Milrose’s (1993) recommendations, three items were
selected from the original questionnaire to capture
romantic  stressors, including “dissatisfaction about
romantic relationship(s),” “decisions about romantic rela-
tionship(s),” and “disagreements with boyfriend/girl-
friend.” Another three items were used to capture
friendship stressors, including “being let down or disap-
pointed by friends,” “having your trust betrayed by a
friend,” and “disagreements with friends.” Participants
rated each item on a 4-point scale of exposure over the past
month, where 1 = not at all part of my life and 4 = very
much part of my life. Corresponding items were averaged
to form the romantic and friendship stressors variables.
Internal reliabilities for romantic and friendship stressors
were .68 and .76, respectively.

Attachment Representations

Attachment representations were assessed using Brennan
et al.”s (1998) 36-item Experiences in Close Relationships
(ECR) questionnaire, which measures general attachment
avoidance (e.g., “I prefer not to show others how I feel
deep down”) and anxiety (e.g., “I worry about being
abandoned”). Participants were instructed to think about
their experiences with close others and answered the
questions based on their experiences in these relationships
on a scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly
Agree). Corresponding items were averaged to form the

avoidance and anxiety subscales. The avoidance and anx-
iety subscales had satisfactory internal reliabilities of .85
and .91, respectively.

Depression

Levels of depressive symptoms were assessed using the
6-item depression subscale from the Brief Symptom
Inventory (BSI; Derogatis and Spencer 1983). Participants
rated how often they experienced feelings described by the
items (e.g., “feeling no interest in things”) on a 4-point
scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). Items were
averaged to form the depression subscale; this construct
had a satisfactory internal reliability of .86.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Means, standard deviations, and correlations for the study’s
variables are shown in Table 1. A series of independent
t tests were conducted to examine potential gender differ-
ences in the key study variables. These analyses revealed
that females experienced more romantic stressors than
males, #(162) = —3.63, p < .001; however, no other gen-
der differences were found. Correlations between age and
key study variables indicated that older participants
reported lower levels of romantic stressors (r = —.17,
p = .03) and higher levels of attachment avoidance
(r=.19, p = .02). Participant age was not related to
friendship stressors, attachment anxiety, or depression. As
expected, greater levels of romantic and friendship stress-
ors were related to higher depression. Furthermore, greater
levels of attachment avoidance and anxiety were related to
higher depression.

Friendship and Romantic Stressors and Depression:
Attachment as a Mediator

The hypothesized mediating role of attachment security
between both friendship and romantic stressors and depres-
sion was examined with a path model fitted in AMOS 20.0
(Arbuckle 2011). Participants’ sex and age were included as
control variables. Because the model was saturated, no fit
indices were estimated. As seen in Fig. 2, greater experi-
ences of friendship and romantic stressors were both related
to higher attachment anxiety. In contrast, although greater
experiences of friendship stressors were related to higher
attachment avoidance, experiences of romantic stressors
were not. Both attachment avoidance and anxiety were
related to higher levels of depression. In order to address the
mediation hypotheses, the significance of indirect effects of
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Table 1 Means, standard

L . 1 2 3 4 5 M SD
deviations, and correlations
?gongl gzu)dy variables 1. Romantic stressors - 2.03 72
N 2. Friendship stressors A41%* - 1.92 .63
3. Attachment —.08 .14 - 2.76 .76
avoidance
. Attachment anxiety A5k 45%* 15 - 342 1.08
. Depression A4k 39%%:* 207%* .63 - 1.86 .64
** p < .01
Fig. 2 Path model of the .- 15
mediating role of attachment : v \\
representations between peer A Avoidance \
\

stress and depression.
Participants’ sex and gender

were controlled for in the
model. Single-headed paths

Romantic Stressors

represent unstandardized path

coefficients with standard errors

in the parentheses. Double-

headed paths represent

correlations. The effects of sex

and age are not displayed. A
**p < .01

Friendship Stressors

romantic and friendship stressors on depression through
attachment avoidance and anxiety was examined with the
Sobel test (Baron and Kenny 1986). Results showed that the
link between romantic stressors and depression was medi-
ated by attachment anxiety, Bingirect = 3.75, SE = .04,
p < .001. Results also showed that the link between friend-
ship stressors and depression was mediated by attachment
anxiety, Bindirect = 3.92,SE = .04,p < .001. These findings
suggest that emerging adults who experience more romantic
and friendship stressors hold more anxious representations,
which in turn, are related to more depression. Contrary to our
expectations, the current study found that the link between
romantic stressors and depression was not mediated by
attachment avoidance, Bjgiect = — 1.36, SE = .01,
p = .17. Similarly, the link between friendship stressors and
depression was not mediated by attachment avoidance,
Bindirect = 1.85, SE = .02, p = .06.

Friendship and Romantic Stressors and Depression:
Attachment as a Moderator

A hierarchical regression was conducted to examine the
moderating role of attachment representations between

@ Springer

Depression

Anxiety

friendship and romantic stressors and depression. The
current study followed the recommendations of Aiken and
West (1991) by standardizing the predictors and modera-
tors before analysis to account for potential multicolline-
arity among the predictors and interaction terms. In Step 1,
participants’ sex and age were entered as control variables.
In Step 2, romantic and friendship stressors along with
attachment avoidance and anxiety were entered, repre-
senting a main effects only model. In Step 3, four inter-
action terms were entered, based on the combinations of
friendship and romantic stressors and attachment variables.
The moderating effects of attachment between friendship
and romantic stressors and psychological adjustment would
be evident if the interaction terms were significant. When a
significant interaction effect was observed, simple slopes
were displayed and tested based on one standard deviation
above and below the mean for the predictor and moderator
(Aiken and West 1991).

Results showed that neither sex nor age was related to
levels of depression (Table 2). As expected, greater
romantic stressors, attachment avoidance, and attachment
anxiety were predictive of greater depression. Moreover,
the four interaction terms accounted for a significant
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Table 2 Hierarchical regression examining moderating effects of
attachment representations between friendship and romantic stressors
and depression

B SE B AR?

Step 1 .028
Sex (1 =M,2=F) 17 .10 13
Age —-.05 .05 -.08
Step 2 417%*
Sex .04 .08 .03
Age —-07 .04 -.10
Romantic stressors 12 .05 19%
Friendship stressors .05 .05 .08
Attachment avoidance .10 .04 .16%*
Attachment anxiety 30 .05 ATHE
Step 3 .038%*
Sex .04 .08 .03
Age —-.07 .04 —.11
Romantic stressors 12 .05 18%
Friendship stressors .04 .05 .06
Attachment avoidance .09 .04 14%
Attachment anxiety 33 .05 S52%*
Romantic stressors x attachment —.04 .04 -.07
avoidance
Romantic stressors x attachment —.05 .04 -.08
anxiety
Friendship stressors x attachment 10 .04 15%
avoidance
Friendship stressors x attachment .10 .05 14%
anxiety

Note. Multiple R> = .483, F(10, 153) = 14.28, p < .001
* p < .05, % p < 01

amount of incremental variance in depression above and
beyond the main effects model. Specifically, the effect of
friendship stressors on depression was moderated by
attachment avoidance and anxiety. In order to interpret the
interaction effects, Fig. 3 shows the line graphs that were
plotted based on one standard deviation above and below
the mean for the predictor and moderator (Aiken and West
1991). The current study also tested the statistical signifi-
cance of the simple slopes for emerging adults who were
high versus low in the attachment dimensions. As seen in
Fig. 3a, the results from a simple effect analysis demon-
strated that for emerging adults who were low in attach-
ment avoidance, the effect of friendship stressors on
depression was minimal, B = — .06, SE = .06, p = .33. In
contrast, for emerging adults who were high in attachment
avoidance, greater friendship stressors were related to
greater depression, B = .14, SE = .07, p = .04. Similarly,
Fig. 3b shows that for emerging adults who were low in
attachment anxiety, the effect of friendship stressors on
depression was minimal, B = — .06, SE = .07,p = 45.In

A 39
3.7 4 i
—— [ ow Avoidance
35 =<O==Mean Avoidance
= .
= —— High Avoidance
@ 33
2
2
D
a 3.1
2.9
2.7 A
2.5 T T |
Low Friendship Mean Friendship High Friendship
Stressors Stressors Stressors
B 394
—&— Low Anxiety
3.7 .
=<O=-Mean Anxiety
354 —&— High Anxiety
=
S
2 33
)
&
2 314 O mem—————— =0
Q Om==—===" -
2.9 4
2.7 1 .\l\-
2.5 T T

Low Friendship Mean Friendship High Friendship

Stressors Stressors Stressors

Fig. 3 Relationships between friendship stressors and depression at
high, mean, and low levels of attachment avoidance (a) and anxiety

(b)

contrast, for emerging adults who were high in attachment
anxiety, greater friendship stressors were related to greater
depression, B = .14, SE = .06, p = .02. The effects of
romantic stressors on depression, however, were not
moderated by attachment anxiety or avoidance.

Discussion

The current study contributed to the literature on the
importance of attachment representations of close rela-
tionships in explaining and influencing the relationship
between friendship and romantic stressors and depression.
The findings suggest that hypotheses on the mediating and
moderating roles of attachment in the associations between
friendship and romantic stressors and psychological out-
comes do not need to compete with each other. Specifi-
cally, findings from this study indicate that attachment
anxiety is useful in explaining why friendship and romantic
stressors are related to depression in early adulthood. In
addition, attachment avoidance and anxiety serve as
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moderators of the circumstances in which friendship
stressors predict depression.

Friendship and Romantic Stressors and Depression:
Attachment as a Mediator

As expected, emerging adults’ attachment anxiety medi-
ated the relationship between experiences of romantic and
friendship stressors and depression. Specifically, these
findings suggest that emerging adults who experience more
romantic and friendship stressors are more likely to feel
anxious and uncertain about their attachment ties. These
anxious representations, in turn, are related to greater
depressive symptoms. These findings are consistent with
the contention of attachment theory that negative inter-
personal experiences serve as risk factors for individuals’
representations of close relationships and future interper-
sonal experiences (Ainsworth et al. 1978). It is likely that
stressful situations with friends and romantic partners, such
as being let down by these individuals, are related to fears
of future abandonment and worries that close ones do not
care (i.e., anxiety).

Furthermore, these findings are consistent with research
suggesting that anxious attachment is a strong determinant
of depression during adolescence and emerging adulthood
(Cooper et al. 1998; Garrison et al. 2012; Kamkar et al.
2012). Emerging adults who have developed anxious rep-
resentations of their relationships with friends and romantic
partners are less likely to be satisfied in these relationships
and may internalize their fears of abandonment, thinking
they are inadequate and undeserving of positive relation-
ships (Blatt and Homann 1992; Bradford et al. 2002).
Because friendships and romantic relationships are
important facilitators of healthy psychological and emo-
tional adjustment in young adulthood, it follows that dis-
satisfaction and uncertainty about these relationships will
be related to more depression and psychological distress
during this period in life (Kingery et al. 2011; Swenson
et al. 2008).

The current study did not find that attachment avoidance
mediated the relationship between friendship and romantic
stressors and depression. Although the path analysis
showed that friendship stressors predicted more attachment
avoidance, and that avoidance predicted more depression,
the indirect effects of friend and romantic stressors on
depression through attachment avoidance were not signif-
icant. Because avoidance was not directly correlated with
romantic or friendship stressors in the bivariate correlation
analysis, it is possible that the path analysis findings were
due to a suppression effect (MacKinnon et al. 2000).
Specifically, the predictive value of friendship stressors on
avoidance was likely inflated due to the inclusion of
romantic stressors as a predictor of avoidance. Taken
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together, these findings indicate that friendship and
romantic stressors are more related to emerging adults’
attachment anxiety than their attachment avoidance. These
findings support the two-dimensional conceptualization of
attachment representations in that attachment anxiety
involves the emotion regulatory system, whereas attach-
ment avoidance involves the behavioral regulatory system
(Fraley and Shaver 2000). It is possible that stressors in
friendships and romantic relationships may damage
emerging adults’ emotion regulatory system (e.g., coping),
but not the manner in which individuals regulate their
behaviors toward social relationships. Alternatively,
because emerging adults with anxious attachment repre-
sentations may lack a strong coping capacity (Holmberg
et al. 2011), these individuals may rely on friends and
romantic partners for support and comfort more so than
their partners would like. This behavior may put strain on
friendships and romantic relationships, leading to more
disagreements and dissatisfaction in these relationships.

Friendship and Romantic Stressors and Depression:
Attachment as a Moderator

As hypothesized, the current study found that attachment
anxiety moderated the relationship between friendship
stressors and depression in emerging adulthood. Specifi-
cally, the effects of friendship stressors on depression were
relatively minimal for emerging adults who were low in
attachment anxiety. In contrast, friendship stressors were
predictive of higher levels of depression for emerging
adults who were high in attachment anxiety. Surprisingly, a
similar pattern of moderation was found for attachment
avoidance, although no explicit hypothesis was made with
regard to this dimension. Research suggests that securely
attached emerging adults are more likely to engage in
problem-focused and adaptive coping strategies, such as
support-seeking (Geng et al. 2008). This adaptive approach
to coping with stressors in friendships may buffer against
the potential psychological distress that might accompany
these stressors. In contrast, emerging adults high in anxiety
or avoidance are more likely to engage in rumination or
denial as coping strategies (Holmberg et al. 2011). These
maladaptive coping strategies may exacerbate the negative
impact of friendship stressors on psychological distress.
Taken together, these findings indicate that researchers and
interventionists should consider methods of improving
attachment representations in emerging adults as well as
augmenting adaptive coping strategies while minimizing
the use of rumination and denial strategies. Although most
friendships and romantic relationships will be exposed to at
least some stressors, facilitating individuals® abilities to
perceive, and cope with, these stressors in a more positive
light may help them to have more resilient and satisfying
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relationships with others. Indeed, some research suggests
that attachment representations can be improved upon from
infancy to adolescence and emerging adulthood and that
these improvements are related to better interpersonal
outcomes (Van Ryzin et al. 2011).

This study did not find that the effect of romantic
stressors on depression depended upon attachment security.
Because emerging adults often become deeply involved in
romantic relationships, it is possible that stressors in
romantic relationships have a profound impact on psy-
chological distress for most emerging adults, regardless of
their attachment security (Mackinnon et al. 2012; Marc-
hand-Reilly 2009). Because these individuals are only
beginning to engage in more committed romantic rela-
tionships, even securely attached emerging adults may
have difficulties coping with stressors in these relation-
ships, leading to difficulties employing adaptive coping
strategies. Many emerging adults may handle romantic
stressors by engaging in rumination, co-rumination, or
denial; the use of these strategies may be related to
depression for both securely and insecurely attached
emerging adults (Saffrey and Ehrenberg 2007; Starr and
Davila 2009).

Limitations and Future Directions

This study shed light on the profound implications of
attachment avoidance and anxiety in explaining and
influencing the relationships between friend and romantic
stressors and psychological distress. However, there are
several limitations of the study that should be considered
when interpreting and extrapolating the key findings.
First, due to the correlational nature of this study, it is
impossible to determine cause-and-effect relationships
between interpersonal stressors, attachment representa-
tions, and depression. For example, although the current
study proposed that friendship and romantic stressors lead
to anxious attachment representations in emerging adult-
hood, an alternative view might be that anxious attachment
representations lead to stressors, or perceptions of stressors,
in friendships and romantic relationships. Emerging adults
with anxious attachment representations may perceive that
there is more stress in their friendships and romantic
relationships because they do not have a strong coping
capacity and are less able to manage interpersonal stress-
ors. It is also possible that these individuals elicit more
interpersonal stress due to their intense needs for comfort
and closeness from their partners. Indeed, some research
has found that interpersonal stressors mediate the effects of
insecure attachment on negative psychological outcomes
(Hankin et al. 2005). Thus, future research should attempt
to disentangle the reciprocal relationship between attach-
ment representations and relational stressors, possibly with

experimental methods. For instance, a study in which
interpersonal stress is elicited among dyads in a laboratory
setting could shed light on short-term changes in anxious
attachment representations that are due to stressors in
friendships or romantic relationships. Furthermore, this
type of study could examine the relative importance of
stressors in friendships and romantic relationships to
determine which type of relational stressor plays a larger
role in determining attachment outcomes. Alternatively,
future research could employ a longitudinal design to de-
tangle the associations among interpersonal stressors,
attachment representations, and depression over time.

A second limitation of the study was the use of general
attachment representations of close relationships. Some
research suggests that attachment representations may
differ for specific relationship types and with specific
partners (Collins and Read 1994; Sibley and Overall 2008).
If this is the case, it is possible that measures of specific
relationship representations would be more useful in
determining the extent to which attachment representations
explain or influence the relationship between stressors in
specific relationships and general depression. Specifically,
stressors occurring in specific friend or romantic relation-
ships may be more likely to influence relationship-specific
representations than a higher-order global representation of
others (Imamoglu and Imamoglu 2006). Additionally,
stressors in friendships and romantic relationships might be
more likely to lead to depression if representations in these
specific relationships are high in avoidance or anxiety.
Because romantic and friendship stressors were not directly
correlated with general avoidance, it would be interesting
to see whether these relationship-specific stressors are
related to relationship-specific avoidance and anxiety.
Thus, future research should consider utilizing separate
measures of attachment representations for friendships and
romantic partners to determine the extent to which rela-
tionship stressors are related to relationship-specific
representations.

A third limitation of the study was the relative homo-
geneity of the sample. Approximately 89 % of participants
were Caucasian, which might limit the current study’s
external validity. Indeed, research suggests that relation-
ship experiences are perceived and handled differently in
different cultures and may have distinct effects on attach-
ment (e.g., Cingdz-Ulu and Lalonde 2007; Seepersad et al.
2008). Additionally, depression levels have been found to
differ across cultures, with regard to definition, expression,
and prevalence (Marsella 1978; Sun et al. 2010). Based on
these findings, it is possible that the relationships between
friendship and romantic stressors and depression would
differ for different cultures and ethnicities. Furthermore,
because the emerging adults in this study were attending a
university, these individuals may not be representative of
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all emerging adults. Specifically, research indicates that
leaving home for college may elicit a unique set of rela-
tional stressors that may differ from the relational stressors
of emerging adults who remain at home (Bernier et al.
2005). Thus, future research should consider examining
these relationships in a more diverse group of emerging
adults.

Conclusion

The current study shed light on the importance of attach-
ment security in explaining and impacting the relationship
between friendship and romantic stressors and depression.
This study also has important practical implications. For
instance, professional services offered by community
groups or colleges should focus on building emerging
adults’ interpersonal competence in forming and main-
taining close interpersonal relationships. This would be
particularly useful for emerging adults’ romantic relation-
ships, as the current study indicates that romantic stressors
are especially predictive of depression, even when con-
trolling for attachment representations. Furthermore,
because emerging adults’ attachment anxiety mediated the
relationship between experiences of interpersonal stressors
and depression, it might be useful for professionals to
establish supportive client—therapist relationships with
depressed clients to promote secure attachment and adap-
tive coping strategies.
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