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An Emotional Experience of Work: Attachment Orientations and 
Emotion Expressions to Work-Related Film Stimuli
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The present study investigated individual differences in attachment orientation at work as they relate to 
workers’ facial expressions to work-related emotions. In a laboratory study, sixty employees completed 
the Experiences in Work Relationships-Individual scale (EWR-I), which assesses attachment-related regu-
lation strategies at work. Participants’ facial expressions while viewing film clips from a work environment 
series were assessed using a computerized facial analysis software. Results showed that higher avoidant 
attachment was associated with lower average intensity of happiness expressions. In contrast, higher anx-
ious attachment was associated with lower average intensity of anger and fear expressions. The results of 
the study suggest that facial expressions in response to work-related emotion stimuli serve as behavioral 
indicators of emotion regulation at work and, in particular, attachment-related emotion regulation.

Key words: emotion expression, emotional regulation, adult attachment organization, behavioral analysis

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to PhDr. Martin Seitl, Ph.D., Department of 
Psychology, Faculty of Arts, Palacký University Olomouc, Křížkovského 10, 771 80 Olomouc, Czech Republic.  
E-mail: martin.seitl@upol.cz

Received October 4, 2022

Emotion regulation, the process by which an 
individual can alter the emotion s/he expe-
riences but also the way in which s/he will 
express those emotions depending on the 
situation (Gross, 1998), is an integral part of 
the adult attachment organization (Diamond 
& Aspinwal, 2003; Mikulincer & Pereg, 2003; 
Zimmermann, 1999). Bowlby’s original in-
sights into attachment theory (1969/1988) 

suggest that insecure attachment strategies 
and defenses are responsible for regulating 
emotions and information processing, there-
by obstructing awareness of feelings and in-
tentions within oneself and others. Emotion 
regulatory processes related to adult attach-
ment organization have been examined within 
social (Mikulincer et al., 2003), clinical (Cloitre  
et al., 2008) or organizational (Richards &  
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Schat, 2011) contexts. Especially with regards 
to work and organizational contexts – the fo-
cus of the present study – existing research has 
produced some telling results related to how 
adult attachment organization and emotion 
regulation coalesce to influence social interac-
tion at work (Kafetsios et al., 2014; Richards & 
Schat, 2011), typically using concurrent or ret-
rospective assessments of emotion regulatory 
strategies at work. Yet we know relatively little 
about how attachment at work can impact the 
processing and responding to emotional situ-
ations at work, specifically with facial expres-
sions to the emotion eliciting event. 

The present study used a laboratory ap-
proach to gauge facial emotional reactions 
to work-related emotion situations and sep-
arately assessed attachment-related emotion 
regulation strategies at work. We thus focused 
on the expressive part of emotion regulation 
(Gross & Levenson, 1997), the facial emotion 
expressions, since facial expressions consti-
tute an important aspect of social (Niedenthal 
& Bauer, 2012) and emotional interaction at 
work (Van Kleef, 2019). 

Attachment Theory and Emotion Regulation 
at Work

Attachment is an evolutionary developed be-
havioral system that characterizes humans 
“from the cradle to the grave” (p. 208, Bowl-
by, 1969/1982). While, at a distal level, the at-
tachment system has the adaptive goal to in-
crease the chances of survival, at the proximal 
level, attachment organization constitutes a 
system of fear and uncertainty regulation. It 
is activated in the face of an imminent threat, 
and activation of the attachment system mo-
tivates an individual to seek closeness and 
support from those who are important to him 
or her. Deactivation of the system usually oc-
curs when the individual receives the needed 
support and gains a sense of security. 

Generally, these normative aspects of at-
tachment organization are overlooked in fa-
vor of an individual differences perspective. 
Individual differences in adult attachment 
trait-like characteristics (secure, anxious or 
avoidant attachment dimensions or orienta-
tions) derive from interaction patterns with 
primary caregivers established in early stag-
es of development. Each attachment dimen-
sion or orientation is associated with distinct 
emotion regulation strategies and processes 
(Mikulincer et al., 2019). Individuals with se-
cure attachment orientations are better able 
to regulate positive and negative emotions 
than individuals with an anxious or avoidant 
attachment orientation (Cooper et al., 1998; 
Wei et al., 2005). Persons with anxious attach-
ment orientations typically use hyperactivat-
ing strategies in order to regulate anticipated 
or felt distress (Mikulincer et al., 2002). Re-
cent research suggests that anxious attach-
ment orientations are associated with high-
er dysregulation and suppression of specific 
emotions such as sadness and anger (Clear et 
al., 2020). Conversely, persons with avoidant 
attachment orientations typically deactivate 
the attachment system. Accordingly, attach-
ment avoidance is related to more emotion 
suppression overall (Gross & John, 2003) and 
with regards to specific emotions (Clear et al., 
2020). These hyperactivating and deactivating 
regulatory strategies have consequences for 
emotion expression (Consedine et al., 2012). 

These attachment-related emotion regula-
tion strategies also influence the experience 
of emotions at work. Both attachment anxiety 
and avoidance were associated with more sur-
face acting at work (Richards & Schat, 2011), 
a form of emotion regulation where people 
suppress the behavioral display of emotions 
that they are experiencing (Grandey, 2003). 
To our knowledge, however, these important 
observations about the emotional attachment 
dynamics in the workplace have not been 
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tested with regards to more nuanced facets of 
emotion regulation and targeting behavioral 
aspects of the underlying emotion regulatory 
process. Attachment is a behavioral system of 
relating of self and others yet, much of the re-
search has been shying away from examining 
the behavioral aspects of adult attachment or-
ganization (Strand et al., 2019).

Emotional facial reactions constitute im-
portant behavioral indicators of emotion reg-
ulation strategies (Buck et al., 1972; Gross, 
2008; Zampetakis et al., 2017) and character-
istics of attachment-related emotion regulato-
ry processes in particular (Sroufe, 1996). Exist-
ing research suggests that securely attached 
individuals tend to be able to consistently 
express both positive and negative emotions 
whereas dismissively attached (avoidant) par-
ticipants tend to suppress their emotional 
expression (Spangler & Zimmermann, 1999;  
Roisman et al., 2004). The limited research 
that has examined facial emotion responses as 
markers of insecure attachment orientations 
has found that persons with an anxious/pre-
occupied state of mind tend to show discrep-
ancies between facial and verbal expressions 
of emotion during activation of the attach-
ment system (Roisman et al., 2004). On the 
other hand, avoidantly attached participants 
(dismissing participants) during the Adult At-
tachment Interview exhibited lower facial ex-
pressions using the OpenFace software (Bal-
trusaitis et al., 2018), a method of automatic 
detection of facial emotion expressions. More 
recently, in a sub-clinical sample, Altmann et 
al. (2021) observed lower facial expressions 
of avoidantly attached participants (dismiss-
ing participants) during the Adult Attachment 
Interview and using the OpenFace software 
(Baltrusaitis et al., 2018). These results were 
in line with previously conducted research 
(Spangler & Zimmermann, 1999; Roisman et 
al., 2004) and highlight insecure participants’ 
suppression tendencies.

Yet, despite the general agreement that 
facial emotion expressions to emotion elicit-
ing events constitute meaningful and reliable 
markers of emotion regulation, such markers 
have seen limited use in research on attach-
ment-related emotion regulation strategies, 
including examination of attachment-related 
emotion regulation strategies at work.

The Present Study

The present study examined relationships 
between individual differences in attach-
ment-related emotion regulatory strategies at 
work (hyperactivating-deactivating) and be-
havioral facets (facial emotion expressions) of 
the emotion regulation processing of work-re-
lated emotion episodes. The study extends 
existing lines of research by examining wheth-
er and how attachment-related emotion reg-
ulation strategies form antecedents to facial 
reactions to work-related emotion episodes. 

Based on the existing research that links inse-
cure attachment orientation with emotion sup-
pression in general (Gross & John, 2003) and 
with emotion suppression at work in particular 
(Richards & Schat, 2011) we predicted that the 
two insecure attachment regulatory strategies 
(anxiety-hyperactivating, avoidance-deactivat-
ing) will be related with lower intensity of fa-
cial emotion expressions indicative of emotion 
suppression; however, given the very limited 
evidence on this topic, we did not have specif-
ic hypotheses as to the specific emotions this 
would concern, and in that respect, the study 
was exploratory. 

We sampled emotion expressions to ep-
isodes that have distinctive significance for 
work relationships (anger, Gibson & Callister, 
2010; fear, Kish-Gephart et al., 2009; and hap-
piness, Gavin & Mason, 2004) and which are 
relevant to attachment theory (Gruda et al., 
2022). Recent years have seen an increased 
interest and evidence into how films induce 
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specific emotional states (Fernandez-Aqui-
lar et al., 2018; Sato et al., 2020). The overall 
consensus is that films are effective emotion 
generation means (Lench et al., 2011). In the 
context of emotion regulation research, films 
have been a popular and powerful way of 
experimentally studying emotion regulation 
(Gross, 1998; Gross & Levenson, 1997).

Method

Participants

The sample comprised 60 individuals recruit-
ed through intentional sampling using local 
contacts of the researchers in different orga-
nizations. Participants who have been in ac-
tive employment for a minimum of 6 months 
were invited to participate in the study. No 
one declined to participate. Specifically, the 
sample consisted of 38 women (Mage = 44.66, 
SD = 14.06, age range: 23-70) and 22 men 
(Mage = 40.43, SD = 15.18, age range: 19-72).  
Besides demographic data about gender and 
age, information about education, tenure, se-
niority, and specialization were collected. The 
mean tenure was M = 11.84, range = 0.2 to 42 
years). A sensitivity analysis (Faul et al., 2007) 
suggested that this sample is sufficient to de-
tect a medium f2 = .12 effect with .84 power. 
Before the main study, we piloted the study 
with 5 participants (3 men, Mage = 48.75) to 
technically verify the study design. These par-
ticipants were excluded from the main study.

Measures

Attachment orientations at work. The Ex-
periences in Work Relationships-Individual 
(EWR-I) scale (Seitl et al., 2022) was used to 
measure attachment anxiety and attachment 
avoidance at work. The EWR-I comprises 15 
statements rated on a seven-point Likert-type 
scale, tapping two subscales. These are, inter-

personal hyperactivation and interpersonal 
deactivation. While the hyperactivation scale 
represents secondary regulatory strategies 
typical of anxious attachment at work, the 
deactivation part of the scale focuses on sec-
ondary regulatory strategies typical of avoid-
ant attachment. The EWR-I subscales highly 
correlate with the two ECR dimensions and 
demonstrate acceptable levels of reliability 
(Seitl et al., 2016; Seitl et al., 2022). The hy-
peractivation dimension also demonstrates 
gender differences (Seitl et al., 2016). A 
confirmatory factor analysis performed on 
independent sample of 633 employed re-
spondents, demonstrated very good fit of the 
model with the data (Seitl et al., 2022). In the 
present study, internal consistency was α = 
0.71 and α = 0.67 for hyperactivation and de-
activation respectively.

Behavioral analysis of emotional facial ex-
pression. FaceReader 9.0 software (Uyl & Van 
Kuilenburg, 2005) was used to analyze video 
clips obtained during respondents’ viewing of 
contextual stimuli, allowing for analysis of the 
basic emotions, user-set emotions, emotional 
valence, emotional arousal, eye movements, 
and non-contact measurement of heart rate 
variability at 26 Hz. The analysis is age and 
race matched. The technology uses the FACS-
based model (Ekman et al., 2002) to identify 
emotions and their intensity in real time.    

Emotional empathy. To control for the influ-
ence of individual differences in emotional re-
activity, the Emotional Empathy Scale, EES-R 
(Seitl et al., 2017) was used. The scale was 
firstly presented by Caruso and Mayer (1998) 
as a tool for the assessment of non-cognitive 
emotional regulatory functions. The scale 
measures three dimensions of emotional 
empathy: the tendency to respond to both 
negative (Sympathy) and positive (Positive 
sharing) experiencing of others with comple-
mentary emotions and the tendency to iden-
tify with imaginary characters and to respond 
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emotionally to works of art, including music 
(Emotional movement). Respondents high on 
emotional empathy tend to experience higher 
emotional response on perceived situations, 
including movies and series, because emo-
tional empathy represents a trait manifested 
via empathizing with seen or heard stimu-
li. The dimensions correlate negatively with 
emotional stability and positively with socia-
bility (Seitl et al., 2017). Internal consistency 
for the three dimensions of the scale were  
α = 0.71, α = 0.83, and α = 0.81 for sympathy, 
positive sharing and emotional movement, 
respectively.     

Procedure

Before the start of the study, respondents pro-
vided informed consent for their participation 
and the use of personal data. The specific aims 
and hypotheses of the study were disclosed at 
the end of the experiment. Participants were 
given the option to have their data deleted at 
this point. No participant asked for this. 

An episode of a popular series set in a work 
environment was selected as the primary con-
textual stimulus. Participants watched an en-
tire 42 minutes and 21-second-long episode 
of the series (to promote identification with 
the characters and habituation to the record-
ing.) Participants were instructed to watch 
the entire episode while their facial reactions 
were recorded. In order to select the three 
excerpts, the episode was piloted with five 
participants. Three passages of the episode 
were selected that depicted happiness, anger 
and fear, based on respondents’ emotional 
expressions in comparison to their baseline. 
Based on the results of the pre-test, only the 
passages that confirmed their stimulus effect 
were selected. Below is a brief description of 
the situations in the selected passages:

Happiness. The new leader is changing in 
the locker room with the followers. They have 

not yet been introduced and therefore do not 
know that this is their new leader. The follow-
ers speculate about which of them the new 
leader will fire, how long he will last in his po-
sition, and make bets among themselves. The 
denouement comes when another employee 
arrives and reveals the identity of the new 
leader to the others. The leader expresses 
that he is unaffected by the followers’ behav-
ior, is not threatened by them, and joins the 
bet. In doing so, he expresses his support for 
them. The scene ends non-confrontationally 
and with humorous overtones. The passage 
was 63-second-long. 

Anger. A conversation between a leader and 
a follower. The leader strongly expresses dis-
satisfaction with the follower’s behavior and, 
after a brief discussion, gives an ultimatum for 
behavioral change or termination. During the 
interaction, both participants display a social-
ly acceptable but distinct level of anger. The 
passage ends without resolution; the follow-
er leaves the interaction without responding. 
The passage was 65-second-long.  

Fear. Later, after the passage for anger, the 
conversation between leader and follower 
continues. The follower suddenly approach-
es the leader, their initial conversation does 
not bring resolution to the previous conflict, 
it focuses on a seemingly different topic, the 
dynamic graduates, raising anticipation and 
fear of the ongoing conflict and possible con-
sequences. The denouement brings surprise 
and relief, the leader states that a correction 
has been made and the follower expresses 
her intention to stay and relive her position 
with the new leader as beneficial. The pas-
sage was 78-second-long.    

Participants completed the EWR-I and EES-R 
scales after a 30 minutes interval following 
the exposure to the episode of the series. The 
study design prioritized video recording of 
behavior before self-reports in the sequence, 
because the items in the questionnaires may 
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focus participants’ attention on the regulation 
of emotions. The opposite direction, when 
the questionnaires are administered first, was 
considered as riskier.

Results

Data were analyzed using SPSS Statistics ver-
sion 25 software. Based on descriptive anal-
yses, parametric methods were deemed not 
suitable for data processing since the facial 
emotional expression indicators showed high 
skewness (happiness 1.2; anger 3.5; fear 3.5) 
and kurtosis (happiness -.13; anger 13.9; fear 
13.2). Table 1 presents the results from Spear-
man’s zero-order correlation coefficient tests 
for the main variables of interest (attachment 
dimensions, the emotional empathy dimen-
sions, and emotion expression for the three 
context-specific stimuli) and the demographic 
variables. Results depict a negative relation-
ship between the two attachment orienta-
tions at work (deactivating- avoidance and hy-
peractivating-anxiety) and the expression of 
basic emotions when viewing the film stimuli. 
Anxious attachment at work, tapped by the 
attachment hyperactivation scale, was nega-
tively correlated with the expression of anger 
and fear (rs = -.33, p < .05 and rs = -.37, p < .01 
respectively) whereas avoidant attachment, 

tapped by the attachment deactivation scale, 
was negatively correlated with the expression 
of happiness (rs = -.28, p < .05). Moreover, 
females expressed lower fearful reaction at 
work (rs = -.28, p < .05).

To control for likely effects of individual 
differences of attachment and emotional ex-
pressivity we also controlled for those in the 
multivariate analyses. We conducted binomi-
al logistic regression analyses in which the de-
pendent dichotomous variable for each mod-
el was the expression of each emotion and 
the predictors included the two dimensions 
of attachment strategies at work. Gender and 
age were always included in those models 
with respect to their relationship to the at-
tachment at work (Seitl et al., 2022). For each 
model, the assumptions for its calculation 
were checked with emphasis on linearity. Ver-
ification was conducted using the Box-Tidwell 
procedure (1962) and Bonferroni correction 
procedures of the significance level by the 
number of independent variables (Tabachnick 
& Fidell, 2014). 

As depicted in Table 2, results from a binomial logis-
tic regression model that ascertained relationships 
between gender, age and attachment deactivation 
at work and the likelihood of happiness expression 
in the given context was statistically significant,  
χ2(3) = 9.70, p < .05. The model explained 21.0% 

Table 1 Basic descriptive statistics and intercorrelations of study variables 
 M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 
1. Gender - -          
2. Age 43.10 14.6 -.14         
3. EWR-I HYP 4.68 .90 -.23  .29*        
4. EWR-I DEA 3.51 .82  .11  .26** -.16       
5. Sympathy 3.73 .59 -.53**  .36**  .34** -.10      
6. Emotional movement 3.25 .85 -.43**  .50**  .40**  .04  .56**     
7. Positive sharing 2.48 .77 -.41**  .50**  .40** -.04  .56**  .95**    
8. Happiness .24 .32 -.20 -.06  .03 -.28* -.06 -.03 -.01   
9. Anger .07 .12  .15 -.05 -.33* -.04 -.16 -.16 -.11 .05  
10. Fear .01 .02 -.29* -.16 -.37** -.13  .05 -.13 -.08 .24 .50** 

Note. HYP = EWR-I Hyperactivation; DEA = EWR-I Deactivation; Sympathy = EES-R Sympathy; 
Emotional movement = ESS-R Emotional movement; Positive sharing = EES-R Positive sharing. 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 
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(Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in expression of 
the emotion and correctly classified 70.0% of cas-
es. Sensitivity was 45.5%, specificity was 83.8%, 
positive predictive value was 62.5% and negative 
predictive value was 72.1%. Of the three predictor 
variables only EWR-I Deactivation was a statistical-
ly significant predictor. Increase of mean of deacti-
vation by one unit decreases the odds of happiness 
expression by 2.86.

Table 3 further presents the results of a 
binomial logistic regression that tested re-
lationships between gender, age, sympathy 
and interpersonal hyperactivation, and the 
likelihood of anger expression, which was 
statistically significant (χ2(4) = 24.81, p < 
.000). The model explained 61.0% (Nagelk-
erke R2) of the variance in the expression of 
the emotion, and correctly classified 91.2% 
of cases. Sensitivity was 55.6%, specificity 
was 97.9%, positive predictive value was 

92.15% and negative predictive value was 
83.3%. Of the four predictor variables age 
and EWR-I Hyperactivation were significant 
predictors. Increasing hyperactivation was 
associated with a decrease in likelihood of 
anger expression, and age was associated 
with an increased likelihood of anger ex-
pression. Increase in hyperactivation mean 
by one unit increases the odds of anger sup-
pression by 20. The Sympathy dimension of 
the EES-R was a significant predictor when 
entered solely, however it became non-sig-
nificant after adding the Hyperactivation 
dimension. As with the previous models, 
the analysis was performed stepwise with 
the addition of predictors. All dimensions of 
emotional empathy lost their contribution 
in the model when attachment anxiety was 
added. Therefore, the final model does not 
include the EES-R dimension. 

Table 2 Logistic regression of expression of happy expression intensity on attachment 
deactivation at work 

  
B S.E. Wald Df p Exp(B) 

95% C.I. for EXP(B) 
  Lower Upper 

Gender -0.84 0.61 1.91 1 0.17 0.43 0.13 1.42 
Age .00 0.02 0.00 1 0.95 1.00 0.96 1.04 
DEA -1.05 0.43 5.84 1 0.02 0.35 0.15 0.82 
Constant 4.59 1.70 7.28 1 0.01 98.36   
Note. Gender: males: 2, females: 1. DEA = EWR-I Deactivation 

 

 
Table 3 Logistic regression of anger expression intensity on attachment hyperactivation at 
work 

  
B S.E. Wald df p Exp(B) 

95% C.I. for EXP(B) 
  Lower Upper 

Gender .31 1.26 .06 1 0.81 1.36 0.11 16.12 
Age .13 .06 4.04 1 0.04 1.13 1.00 1.28 
Sympathy -3.18 1.86 2.93 1 0.09 0.04 0.00 1.58 
HYP -3.04 1.22 6.18 1 0.02 0.05 0.01 0.53 
Constant 16.38 8.30 3.89 1 0.05 12934740.91   
Note. Gender: males: 2, females: 1. HYP = EWR-I Hyperactivation 
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Finally, a binomial logistic regression was 
performed to ascertain the effects of gen-
der, age, and interpersonal hyperactivation 
on the likelihood that participants expressed 
fear in the context provided by the stimuli. 
The logistic regression model was statistically 
significant, χ2(3) = 30.62, p < .000. The model 
explained 75.3% (Nagelkerke R2) of the vari-
ance in the expression of the emotion and 
correctly classified 91.1% of cases. Sensitivi-
ty was 62.5%, specificity was 95.8%, positive 
predictive value was 93.9% and negative pre-
dictive value was 71.4%. Of the three predic-
tor variables two were statistically significant: 
age and EWR-I Hyperactivation. Increase in 
hyperactivation mean by one unit led to de-
crease in the odds of fear expression by 16.7.

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to examine 
whether and how attachment-related emotion 
regulation strategies (hyperactivation-anxiety 
and deactivation-avoidance) relate to facial ex-
pression responses to emotional work-related 
situations as behavioral indicators of regulato-
ry strategies in the work environment (Richards 
& Schat, 2011). Within this goal, a specific aim 
of the study was to capture behavioral facets 
of emotional responses at work in conjunction 
with the use of a self-report measure that fo-
cuses on attachment-related emotion regula-

tion strategies at work (Seitl et al., 2022). This 
is related to the growing recognition of the 
need to take a more behavioral approach to 
the study of adult attachment, also within the 
work context, and a broader concern about 
limitations associated with generic self-report 
measures (Baumeister et al., 2007).

Overall, the results of the present study 
support the prediction that the two insecure 
attachment regulatory strategies at work 
(hyperactivating, deactivating) would be re-
lated with lower intensity of facial emotion 
expressions indicative of emotion suppres-
sion. Indeed, individual differences in hyper-
activating and deactivating strategies at work 
were associated with lower intensity facial 
emotional expressions to work-related film 
stimuli. These findings are largely in line with 
studies that used similar behavioral measures 
in the general population (e.g., Altmann et 
al., 2021) or self-report measures of emotion 
suppression in the work context in particular 
(Richards & Hackett, 2012). However, an inter-
esting pattern of results arose with regard to 
documenting attachment-related emotional 
reactions to specific emotions. Hyperactivat-
ing strategies at work, corresponding to anx-
ious attachment orientations, were negatively 
associated with participants’ facial expression 
reactions to angry and fearful (but not happy) 
emotion excerpts, whereas deactivating strat-
egies at work, corresponding to avoidant at-

Table 4 Logistic regression predicting intensity of expressing fear based on attachment 
hyperactivation at work 

  
B S.E. Wald df p Exp(B) 

95% C.I. for EXP(B) 
  Lower Upper 

Gender -25.31 6588.08 0.00 1 1.0 0.00 0.00  
Age -.22 .10 4.65 1 0.03 0.81 0.66 0.98 
HYP -2.84 1.33 4.59 1 0.03 0.06 0.01 0.76 
Constant 19.77 8.47 5.44 1 0.02 383735594.10   
Note. Gender: males: 2, females: 1. HYP = EWR-I Hyperactivation 
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tachment orientations, were associated with 
(lower) expression of happy emotion (but not 
anger or fear) episodes.

These findings are indicative of suppres-
sion of positive emotion expressions by par-
ticipants higher on avoidant attachment and 
were in line with previous findings (Altmann 
et al., 2021; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016a), and 
especially with research that documents the 
distinctive role of positive emotion in avoid-
ant regulatory strategies (Kafetsios et al., 
2014; Spielman et al., 2013). Namely, that 
avoidant persons demonstrate an aversion to 
positive emotional experience. The present 
study extends this notion to the realm of the 
work environment. However, there has also 
been evidence for avoidance being associated 
with suppression of negative emotion in the 
context of close relationships (Winterheld, 
2016). Yet, our study did not examine the 
moderating effects of the relationship context 
and did not focus on self-reported accounts of 
emotion, but rather directly examined behav-
ioral, facial expression, reactions to emotional 
episodes. 

The present study found suppression of 
anger and fear were specifically related to 
hyperactivation tendencies, corresponding 
to anxious attachment orientation at work. 
This finding is in line with theorizing on in-
secure attachment and emotion regulation 
links (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2019) in particular 
and research depicting the dysregulation and 
suppression tendencies involved in anxious 
attachment (Clear et al., 2020). At face value, 
this evidence seems to negate research that 
highlights the fact that anxious attachment 
orientations are associated with a ‘maximiz-
ing’ style of negative emotion regulation (Cas-
sidy, 1994), that is, participants are hypervigi-
lant to rejection cues and distress (Mikulincer, 
1998b). However, much of that research was 
situated within close relationships and uti-
lized self-report methods of emotion expres-

sion. Future studies should consider those 
elements, and aim to incorporate both self-re-
ported and behavioral aspects of emotion ex-
pression and emotion regulation and examine 
those within an interpersonal context as well. 
Facial expressions of emotion play a crucial 
role in social interactions (Niedenthal & Bau-
er, 2012) and have significant implications 
for emotional interactions in the workplace  
(Van Kleef, 2014).

The results also provide converging ev-
idence for the validity of the Experiences in 
Work Relationships Scale, a new measure with 
a behavioral flavor of attachment dynamics 
at work (Seitl et al., 2022). The scale targets 
self-reported attachment-related emotions 
and behavior at work and the results from the 
present study demonstrate its ability to differ-
entiate hyperactivating (anxious) and deacti-
vating (avoidant) strategies as with regards to 
specific work-related emotions.

Last, the present study adds to increasing 
evidence for the ability of films to evoke par-
ticular emotional states (Fernandez-Aquilar 
et al., 2018; Lench et al., 2011), especially 
with regards to emotion regulatory strategies 
(Gross, 1998; Gross & Levenson, 1997). The 
present study extends the realm to the study 
of work-related emotional episodes.

Limitations and Future Directions

A possible limitation of the present study is 
the likely effects participants’ awareness of 
the recording may have exerted, which could 
have resulted in more controlled expressions. 
Moreover, the likely influence of personality 
and the degree of identification of respon-
dents with the characters in the material 
were only indirectly assessed (through the 
use of the Empathy scale). These shortcom-
ings should be addressed in follow-up studies, 
which could consider utilizing unobtrusive ob-
servation methods. 
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Future research could extend the results to 
the interpersonal work context. The results of 
the present study point to the need to consid-
er the experience and expression of emotion 
related to regulatory functions of the attach-
ment system (e.g., Consedine et al., 2012). 
People with insecure attachment may render 
it difficult for the observer to accurately de-
code the expression of the expressed emo-
tion correctly (especially if the expression is 
completely suppressed), which can lead to 
confusion or misunderstanding in dyadic and 
group interactions. The communicative func-
tion of emotions, like other components of 
the communication process, is linked to the 
context within which the communication 
process takes place and one should consider 
such contextual effects (Slaměník, 2011). Fu-
ture research could also involve data regard-
ing other aspects of emotion measurement 
such as psychophysiological reactions during 
experiencing and expressing work-related 
emotion.

Conclusion

The results from the present study under-
pin the importance of the expressive part 
of emotion regulation strategies associated 
with the adult attachment dimensions in 
the work context. The focus of the present 
study was on facial emotion expression re-
actions, a behavioral facet of emotion reg-
ulation (Gross, 1998); therefore, it extends 
previous research that relied exclusively on 
self-reports of emotional experience and ex-
pression and which involved specific samples 
within the general population. In general, we 
have shown that hyperactivating (avoidant) 
and deactivating (anxious) attachment strat-
egies at work are differentially related with 
facial emotion expression to work-related 
stimuli, indicative of suppression emotion 
regulation tendencies.
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