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Abstract
Adult attachment dimensions as well as the personality trait neuroticism have been shown to be
related to psychological adjustment after bereavement. No investigations so far have studied the relative contribution of these constructs to grief and depression. In our study of 219 bereaved parents,
the two adult attachment dimensions, attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance, were compared
to the personality trait neuroticism in predicting psychological adjustment. The attachment dimensions explained a unique part over and above neuroticism, but contrary to expectations, neuroticism
explained more variance than attachment dimensions. Implications are discussed.
© 2006 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
Attachment theory provides a framework for understanding individual diVerences in
grief following the death of a close person (Bowlby, 1980). Insecurity of attachment (i.e.,
feelings of insecure emotional connectedness to a signiWcant other) is in fact related to poor
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adjustment to bereavement (for a review, see Stroebe, Schut, & Stroebe, 2005). Yet personality theory also oVers a promising approach to the study of such patterns, particularly (as
we argue below) through the basic trait of neuroticism (McCrae & Costa, 1999). Neuroticism—characterized as a proneness to experience unpleasant and disturbing emotions
(McCrae & Costa, 1999)—is related to poorer adjustment after bereavement (Meuser &
Marwit, 2000). Questions about the two theoretical approaches arise then: are we measuring essentially the same construct across the two theoretical domains—or does each of
these constructs have unique explanatory power?
Anxious attachment in adulthood reXects the degree to which a person worries that a
partner will not be available in times of need, while avoidant attachment has been described
as reXecting the extent to which a person distrusts a relationship partners’ goodwill and
strives to maintain autonomy and emotional distance from partners (Mikulincer, Dolev, &
Shaver, 2004). It is important to emphasize that these two dimensions are not referring to
generic anxiety or avoidance, but rather to anxiety or avoidance in relationships with other
persons. Attachment security clearly has particular relevance to the domain of close relationships, and more speciWcally, to feelings and behaviors that occur following the ending of
such relationships, as in bereavement. It is, after all, a theory of separation anxiety: the
attachment behavioral system comes into play particularly in situations, where proximity to
the loved person is severed (either temporarily or, as in bereavement, permanently).
Turning to the personality predictors, there are good reasons to focus on neuroticism:
this trait, which includes anxiety, hostility, depression, self-consciousness, impulsiveness and
vulnerability, has been shown to correlate more highly with insecure dimensions of attachment than any of the other traits (extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness or openness
to experience). Neuroticism actually correlates even higher with attachment anxiety than
with attachment avoidance (Shaver & Brennan, 1992; for a review see Noftle & Shaver,
2006). Another reason to select neuroticism is that it has been researched extensively and is
considered to be one of the most central factors of personality (McCrae & Costa, 1999).
While, to our knowledge, no previous study has investigated the comparative explanatory power of theoretical constructs from attachment and personality theories speciWcally
with respect to bereavement outcome, some relevant investigations have been conducted in
other areas. In their recent article, Noftle and Shaver (2006) reported investigation of
romantic relationships in association with the neuroticism and the attachment dimensions
mentioned above. The attachment dimensions consistently predicted relationship quality
better than the big Wve factors. In several further studies from diVerent research areas (e.g.,
cosmetic surgery, jealousy) similar results were found. For example, in their study comparing the relative contributions of neuroticism and attachment dimensions in the use of cosmetic surgery, Davis and Vernon (2002) found that, although attachment anxiety and
neuroticism were highly related, attachment anxiety was a better predictor of having cosmetic surgery than was neuroticism. In his study of jealousy, Buunk (1997) found that the
eVects of attachment style stayed virtually the same when controlling for neuroticism. Insecurity of attachment was related to high levels of jealousy.
In summary, patterns so far seem to indicate moderate relationships between attachment dimensions and neuroticism: those for anxious attachment are typically the stronger
positive ones, with avoidant attachment mostly also showing a positive relationship. Interestingly, in studies examining the relative predictive power of neuroticism and attachment
dimensions in predicting relationship related feelings or behavior, attachment dimensions
emerged as more highly predictive than neuroticism. Again, this seemed to be particularly,
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the case for anxious attachment, as found across a range of studies. However, it remains to
be seen whether these patterns pertain for those enduring the loss of an interpersonal relationship through bereavement. Is there here too an added value in examining and understanding the nature of attachment among persons experiencing this type of stressor?
Thus, the general aim of our study was to try to establish the relative merits of adopting
a personality theory compared to the attachment theory perspective for the prediction of
bereavement outcome. To this end, we analyzed data from our longitudinal investigation
of the adaptation of parents to the death of their child (see also Wijngaards-de Meij et al.,
2005). More speciWcally, the goals of the present study were as follows: (1) to examine the
relationship between anxious and avoidant attachment dimensions and neuroticism and
(2) to compare the ability of the constructs neuroticism, from personality theory, and insecurity (avoidant, anxious in relationships) from attachment theory to predict bereavement
outcome. In view of the overlap between the constructs of attachment security and neuroticism, and given the research Wndings reviewed above, we expected neuroticism to have a
moderate positive correlation with the anxiety and avoidance attachment dimensions. On
the basis of previous results in other domains, and given the fact that attachment theory (1)
is an interpersonal relationship approach and (2) that it provides analysis of separation
phenomenon, we expected the set of attachment dimensions to explain variance over and
above neuroticism in predicting parents’ outcomes. Additionally, we predicted that the
adult attachment dimensions would explain more variance in grief and depression than the
personality trait neuroticism.
2. Materials and methods
In total, 463 Dutch couples who had lost a child were contacted via obituary notices in
local and national newspapers. Bereaved grandparents (i.e., those parents whose deceased
child was a parent him/herself) were not included this investigation, given that they are
likely to experience additional diYculties in their grieving. Single parents were also not
included, because the study was designed to investigate couple of parents. In total, 219 parent couples (47%) agreed to participate.1 Informed consent procedures were utilized. Parents
who participated ranged in age from 26 to 68 years (M D 42.2, SD D 9.1) and their deceased
child was under 30 years of age (M D 10.2, SD D 9.8). Of the deceased children, 68.7% were
boys. The causes of death varied from neonatal death or stillborn (16.3%), through illness or
disorder (47.7%), to accident, SIDS, suicide or homicide (36.1%). There were three points of
measurement: 6, 13 and 20 months after the death of the child. The attrition rate over the 14
month period was 17.8%. Parents Wlled in the questionnaires separately. Biographical data
about the parents, the child and circumstances surrounding the loss were gathered during an
interview with the couple at the Wrst measurement point after their loss.
2.1. Independent variables
Attachment was measured using the adult attachment scale (AAS, Collins & Read,
1990). In line with contemporary agreement on the two dimension structure of attachment,

1

The deceased children of the non-respondents turned out to be older than the children of the parents participating in the study (t(378) D ¡5.29, p < .001).
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two subscales, attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance, were used (Brennan, Clark,
& Shaver, 1998). To construct these scales, we followed the item-structure by Hazan and
Shaver (1987).2 A conWrmative factor analysis was conducted for both scales in which the
items that had factor loadings below the .32 were not selected. The anxious attachment
scale consisted of six items, e.g., ‘I often worry that my partner doesn’t love me’ and ‘I Wnd
others are reluctant to get as close as I would like’. Cronbach’s  was .61. The avoidance
scale consisted of Wve items, e.g., ‘People are never there when you need them’ and ‘I am
somewhat uncomfortable being close to others’. Cronbach’s  was .60. High scores represent more insecure attachment.
Neuroticism was measured using the neuroticism-subscale of the Eysenck Personality
Questionnaire-Revised Short Scale (Eysenk & Eysenck, 1991, Dutch version by Sanderman, Arrindell, Ranchor, Eysenck, & Eysenck, 1995). This scale consists of 12 items,
answered by yes or no. The subscale ‘neuroticism’ has high internal consistency, varying
from .81 to .84.
2.2. Dependent variables
Grief reactions were measured with the Inventory of Complicated Grief (ICG, Prigerson
et al., 1995; Dutch version by Dijkstra, 2000). The ICG consists of 19 items covering psychological aspects of grief, e.g., ‘I Wnd it diYcult to accept the death of our child’ and ‘I feel
that it is unfair that I should live when our child died’. Answers are given on a 5-point scale
ranging from ‘never’ (1) through ‘sometimes’ (3) to ‘always’ (5). In our study Cronbach’s
alpha was .90 to .92, and test-retest coeYcients varied from .81 to .88.
Depression was measured using the subscale of the Symptom Checklist-90 (SCL-90,
Derogatis, 1977; Dutch version by Arrindell & Ettema, 1986). The subscale depressive
symptomatology consists of 16 items. Answers are given on a 5-point scale, ranging from
‘not at all’ (1) to ‘very much’ (5). In our study Cronbach’s alpha was .94 and test-retest reliability was .86.
2.3. Control variables
Factors that were shared by parents were child’s age, cause of death, unexpectedness of
the loss (5-point scale), number of remaining children and subsequent pregnancy and/or
baby 20 months after the death. Cause of death was categorised in three groups: stillbirth
or neonatal death (0), illness or disorder (1), or traumatic death (SIDS, accident, suicide,
homicide) (2). Individual factors were gender, education (6-point scale), employment (in
hours), religious aYliation (non-religious vs. religious) and professional help-seeking.
2.4. Analysis
To deal with the complications associated with having to control for multiple predictors
in a dependent structure, the data were analyzed with multilevel regression analysis
2

The approach used by Collins (e.g., Collins, Ford, Guichard, & Allard, 2006) diVers mainly in that her avoidant scale is constructed by avoidant and secure items (of the original Hazan and Shaver conceptualisation). However, the secure items (which Collins included) were not included in constructing our avoidance scale, because the
inclusion of the secure items did not improve the psychometric properties of our avoidance scale.
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(Hox, 2002). A unique feature of multilevel analysis is that it works with a speciWc statistical model designed for nested data. In our data there is a nested structure captured by a
three-level hierarchy. The three measurement moments in time are nested in one person,
the father or mother. The measurements of the parents are dependent and are thereby
nested in a couple. Therefore, time since death is the lowest level (1st level), nested in the
individual, the parent (2nd level) and the parents are nested in a couple (3rd level). Each
independent variable varies only at one speciWc level. Time since the loss of the child varies
only at the lowest level, the time level (1st level). The individual factors of the parent diVer
at the individual level (2nd level). The remaining factors are the same for the parents in a
couple, but these factors do vary between the couples at the shared parent level (3rd level).
2.5. Statistical procedure
First, correlations between the attachment variables and neuroticism were calculated.
Starting with the multilevel procedure, intra-class correlations were calculated to indicate
the proportion of variance at one speciWc level [after individual and loss-related risk factors
(control variables) were included in the model (see Wijngaards-de Meij et al., 2005)]. For
each of the two dependent variables (grief and depression) a multilevel regression analysis
was done with MLwiN (Rasbash et al., 2000). First, the two individual attachment variables (avoidant attachment and anxious attachment) were put in the multilevel regression
model (Model 1). Second, the two attachment variables were taken out of the model and
the variable ‘neuroticism’ was put in. In the third model both the attachment variables and
the variable neuroticism were included. The amount of explained variance was calculated
for each model. Multilevel analysis has advantages with respect to dealing with missing
data. Problems associated with panel attrition (i.e., individuals who drop out of the study)
are of relevance here. According to Hox (2002) multilevel analysis leads to unbiased estimates when the panel attrition follows a pattern deWned as missing-at-random (for more
information see Hox, 2002; Little, Schnabel, & Baumert, 2000).
3. Results
Correlations between all the relevant variables were calculated (Table 1). Avoidant
attachment and anxious attachment each had fairly small correlations with neuroticism
(r D .32 and r D .28), the correlation between avoidant and anxious attachment was also
small (r D .32) (Table 2).
When avoidant attachment and anxious attachment were included in the multilevel
regression equation, both were signiWcant (p < .05), as was the variable neuroticism

Table 1
Correlations

Avoidant attachment
Anxious attachment
Neuroticism
Grief
*

Anxious attachment

Neuroticism

Grief

Depression

.32
1.00

.32
.28
1.00

.28
.27
.38
1.00

.34
.33
.51
.72

All correlations are signiWcant at the .01 level (two-tailed).
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Table 2
Explained variance in grief and depression

Model 1 attachment
Model 2 neuroticism
Model 3 attachment and neuroticism

Grief (%)

Depression (%)

12.9
18.0
22.0

15.9
24.4
27.6

(p < .05). When all three variables were included, the strength of the associations with grief
and depression diminished, but all associations remained signiWcant (p < .05).
3.1. Grief
In the Wrst model (Model 1) 12.9% of the variance was explained by the variables anxious and avoidant attachment (see Table 1). When these variables were taken out of the
equation, and neuroticism was included, the variable neuroticism explained 18.0% of the
unexplained variance (Model 2). When both attachment and neuroticism were included,
in total 22.0% of variance was explained (Model 3). When the attachment variables were
already included in the equation, adding neuroticism contributed another 9.1% resulting
in a total of 22.0% for the full model (Model 3). When neuroticism was included in the
model (Model 2) the addition of attachment added another 4.0%, resulting in the total of
22.0%.3
3.2. Depression
A total of 15.9% was explained by the variables anxious and avoidant attachment
(Model 1). When these variables were taken out of the equation, and neuroticism was
included, the variable neuroticism explained 24.4% of the unexplained variance. When
both attachment and neuroticism were included, in total 27.6% of variance was explained.
This implies that, when the attachment variables were included Wrst (Model 1), adding the
variable neuroticism resulted in an increase of 11.7% culminating in a total of 27.6%
(Model 3). By contrast, when neuroticism was put Wrst in the equation (Model 2), adding
the attachment variables increased the percentage of explained variance by 3.2% (Model 3).
4. Discussion
The Wrst prediction was that both constructs, attachment insecurity and neuroticism,
would have unique contributions to adjustment to bereavement. This was indeed found—
both had a small but unique contribution to grief and depression. In line with previous
research on personality traits and adult attachment styles/dimensions, we expected attachment dimensions to explain more variance than neuroticism. Contrary to these expectations, neuroticism and not the adult attachment dimensions, explained a larger part of the
variance.

3
The possible interactions between time and neuroticism and time and attachment on grief and depression
were calculated. There was only a small interaction between anxious attachment and time on grief and depression.
The relationship between anxious attachment and the dependent variables became weaker over time.
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There are good reasons to argue that attachment should be a better predictor than neuroticism on bereavement outcome. The adult attachment approach focuses on the formation, maintenance and dissolution of interpersonal relationships, linking patterns of
attachment to individual well-being. Therefore, one would expect it to be a more useful
framework in understanding grief reactions. The theory of attachment security is directed
at interpersonal processes. Furthermore, the division of insecurity of attachment into two
dimensions leads to a more dynamic approach than the more uni-dimensional neuroticism-perspective: the attachment perspective lends itself to analyses of processes in relationships of individual diVerences and ill health by postulating underlying models of self
and other.
Although the adult attachment dimensions made a unique contribution, they were not
the best predictors of grief and depression. We noted that the reliabilities of the attachment scales were adequate, but not very high. It is possible that the unique contribution
of attachment would have been greater, had these been better. In our view, however, the
fact that attachment was not a better predictor is likely to have had more to do with the
fact that our study was of parental, not spousal bereavement. The nature of a parent’s
attachment to a child is unique and diVerent from that of romantic partners. As Shaver
and Tancredy (2001) stated ‘a parent who occupies the role of primary caregiver does
not look to the child for protection, as safe haven or a secure base’(pp. 75–76). The concept of being (or expected to be) the safe haven is essential in the attachment relationship. In our study, the relationship with the child was broken and not the relationship
with the romantic partner (we studied couples, so partner relationships were intact in
our study), while the adult attachment dimensions are focused on the cognitions and
emotions related to the relationship with the romantic partner. Future research should
examine whether grief reactions following loss of a partner relationship through death
might more closely parallel the Wndings of Noftle and Shaver (2006), where attachment
theory was indeed a better predictor of loss of romantic partner. However, the power of
neuroticism to predict outcome could also have to do with the fact that there is conceptual overlap between neuroticism and the dependent variables. Neuroticism is characterized as a proneness to experience unpleasant and disturbing emotions. According to
McCrae and Costa (1999) there are six facets: anxiety, angry hostility, depression, selfconsciousness, impulsiveness and vulnerability (though these facets were not measured
in our study). It follows that, because there is conceptual overlap between neuroticism
and psychological symptoms (e.g., depression, anxiety and grief), these symptoms are
connected to neuroticism. This could be one other reason why neuroticism was a better
predictor of depression and grief than the attachment dimensions.
A limitation of our study was that no pre-bereavement measures of personality or
attachment could be taken. In prior research, although it is considered “trait-like” and reasonably stable, adult attachment style as well as personality traits have been shown to be
susceptible to some change over time, for example, they may be inXuenced by major lifeevents (for review on stability of attachment see Davila & Cobb, 2004, personality traits,
see Robert, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006).
In our view, both attachment and personality theories have unique contributions to
oVer in understanding bereavement. Further examination of their relative impact across
diVerent types of loss (e.g., conjugal bereavement) is needed. Furthermore, it must be
remembered that the power of the personality variable neuroticism in predicting outcome
may be (partly) accounted for by conceptual overlap.
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