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Abstract

Although regret plays a central role in decision making, few studies have explored the nature of regret in close relationships.
The authors hypothesized that anxiously attached individuals, who are hypersensitive to relationship threat and prone to
ambivalence in close relationships, would be particularly likely to experience regret over relationship-related decisions. Study
| examined the relative abilities of attachment anxiety and neuroticism to predict regret proneness. Entered as simultaneous pre-
dictors, neuroticism was the only significant predictor of general regret proneness, but attachment anxiety was the only significant
predictor of interpersonal regret proneness. In Study 2, participants were randomly assigned to read regrettable relational versus
nonrelational scenarios. Once again, neuroticism predicted regret in the nonrelational conditions, whereas attachment anxiety
predicted regret in the relational conditions. Not only may these findings help explain anxiously attached individuals’ uncertain
relational decision-making patterns, but they also highlight an important distinction between attachment anxiety and neuroticism.

Keywords
attachment anxiety, regret, close relationships

Regret is an unpleasant, counterfactual, self-focused emotion
that results from having made an unfavorable choice. It
involves both lamenting over the outcome that could have
been, and blaming the self for failing to make a better decision
(Connolly & Zeelenberg, 2002). Regret over past decisions
plays an important role in future decision making (Zeelenberg
& Pieters, 2007). Thus, individual variability in the tendency to
experience regret has important implications for variability in
decision-making tendencies. However, research on regret has
primarily examined nonsocial decisions, such as consumer
choices. Less is known about the experience of regret over
more social decisions, and even less is known about decisions
made in the context of close relationships. In the present
research, we will present evidence suggesting that social and
nonsocial regrets can be differentially predicted by individual
differences. We will show that whereas the personality trait
of neuroticism predicts a general proneness to regret across
domains, attachment anxiety predicts regret proneness in the
interpersonal domain specifically.

Regret and Decision Making

Regret is beneficial for decision making under many circum-
stances. In a recent review, Epstude and Roese (2008) deli-
neated ways in which the sting of regret over a poor choice
can motivate better choices in the future. However, there is also
evidence suggesting that chronic or excessive regret can be

problematic. For example, the chronic tendency to experience
regret after making decisions is consistently correlated with
lower subjective happiness and more depression (Schwartz
et al., 2002). There is also evidence suggesting that excessive
anticipated regret can interfere with learning and decision-
making processes (Reb & Connolly, 2009). Furthermore, van
Herreveld, van der Pligt, and de Liver (2009) argue that regret
plays an important role in the experience of ambivalence:
One of the reasons why one might feel ambivalent about a
decision is because of the possibility of regretting one’s deci-
sion. Indeed, regret proneness is associated with indecisiveness
(Spunt, Rassin, & Epstein, 2009).

Although regret in noninterpersonal contexts has received
much empirical attention, little is understood about the role
of regret in close relationships. In particular, most of the extant
research on regret in social contexts has looked at regret
between strangers or acquaintances (e.g., Van Kleef, De Dreu,
& Manstead, 2006); there is little research on regret over deci-
sions involving close others. The existing literature suggests
that relationship decisions are particularly potent sources of
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regret. For example, in a recent, representative American
survey, Morrison & Roese (2011) found love relationships
(romance and family) to be the most common source of life
regrets. Because regret has important implications for
decision-making processes, a better understanding of regret
in this domain may help us to understand how people make
important choices about their close relationships. Thus, given
that relationships are such a crucial contributor to health and
well-being (Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010), an understanding
of predictors of relational regret appears needed. In particular,
we hypothesized that individual differences associated with
poor regulation of relational affect such as anxious attachment
would be useful for understanding the dynamics of interpersonal
regret.

Attachment Anxiety and Regret

Attachment security and insecurity arises from an adaptive,
biologically based system that first evolved to promote bonding
between infants and caregivers (Bowlby, 1982). In adulthood,
this system regulates relational behavior, such as that directed
at close friends and romantic partners (Hazan & Shaver, 1987).
As in infancy, the attachment system motivates adults to seek
proximity with close others, particularly in times of distress.
Much of adult attachment research (see Mikulincer & Shaver,
2007 for review) has focused on individual differences in how
people regulate their attachment systems to form close emo-
tional bonds, differences that are reflected in two attachment
dimensions: attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance.

Individuals high in attachment anxiety (colloquially
described as “clingy” or “needy”) chronically doubt their own
self-worth as well as the availability of close others (Collins &
Read, 1990; Feeney & Noller, 1990). As a result of their
chronic distress, anxiously attached individuals experience
attachment system hyperactivation (e.g., Mikulincer, Gillath,
& Shaver, 2002) leading to excessive demands for reassurance
from close others (Shaver, Schachner, & Mikulincer, 2005) and
anxious vigilance for signs of disapproval or rejection
(e.g., Fraley, Niedenthal, Marks, Brumbaugh, & Vicary, 2006).
Individuals high in attachment avoidance are uncomfortable
with closeness and intimacy, and prefer not to rely on others
(e.g., Collins & Feeney, 2000).

A number of lines of research suggest that attachment
anxiety should be related to higher levels of regret over
relationship-related decisions. First, anxiously attached
individuals have been shown to experience higher levels of a
variety of negative emotions, especially within interpersonal
contexts (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005, 2007). Second, a key
element of regret is personal responsibility or blaming oneself
for making a mistake (Connolly & Zeelenberg, 2002).
Anxiously attached individuals have characteristically negative
views of the self and tend to focus on their own perceived
inadequacies (e.g., Mikulincer, 1998). Thus, they may be par-
ticularly prone to blaming the self for negative outcomes, lead-
ing to increased feelings of regret over their choices.

Finally, the experience of regret is associated with ambiva-
lence or a hesitancy to commit to new choices (Spunt et al.,
2009; van Herreveld et al., 2009). There is growing evidence
that anxiously attached individuals are prone to experiencing
ambivalence over their relationship decisions. For example,
anxiously attached individuals have conflicting approach
and avoidance motives regarding their romantic partners
(Mikulincer, Shaver, Bar-On, & Ein-Dor, 2010). Similarly,
anxiously attached individuals appear to be ambivalent about
whether to commiit to their romantic partners (Joel, MacDonald,
& Shimotomai, 2011). Furthermore, there is evidence to suggest
that anxiously attached individuals are particularly prone to
on-again/off-again relationships, repeatedly breaking up and
renewing their relationship with the same romantic partner
(Kirkpatrick & Hazan, 1994). A tendency to experience regret
over relationship decisions would help illuminate these confusing
relationship patterns. Specifically, anxiously attached individu-
als’ tendency to oscillate between relationship options may be
motivated, in part, by a concern that any decision is likely to cause
regret. Because regret may stem both from the pain that rela-
tionships can bring and from missed romantic opportunities,
virtually any relationship decision may leave anxious individuals
choosing between two potentially regretful options.

Attachment Anxiety Versus Neuroticism

Attachment anxiety shares important associations with other,
more general personality traits. In particular, attachment anxi-
ety has been found to correlate moderately but consistently
with the Big Five personality trait of neuroticism across study
designs, populations, and instruments (see Noftle & Shaver,
2006 for review). This correlation likely emerges because both
traits are associated with a tendency to experience negativity.
Indeed, the central, defining feature of neuroticism is a
tendency to experience negative affect (Costa & McCrae, 1980,
1987). Furthermore, recent research has found that neuroticism
is associated with the negative experience of regret proneness spe-
cifically (Purvis, Howell, & Iyer, 2011). It is thus important to dis-
tinguish between the effects of neuroticism and attachment
anxiety in the present research. In particular, we were interested
in identifying a unique association between attachment anxiety
and regret, above and beyond any general tendency to worry.

We hypothesized that neuroticism and attachment anxiety
would be meaningfully distinguishable in terms of their levels
of domain specificity. Critically, neuroticism represents a pro-
neness to negative affect across domains. For example, in a
recent review, Ozer and Benet-Martinez (2006) delineated the
implications of neuroticism for life domains as disparate as
health, life satisfaction, career success, and criminality. In con-
trast, attachment style is specifically interpersonal in nature
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Although neuroticism is a
robust predictor of romantic relationship outcomes (e.g., Karney
& Bradbury, 1995), Shaver and Brennan (1992) and Noftle and
Shaver (2006) found that individual differences in attachment
style outperform neuroticism, as well as the other Big Five
traits, in predicting relationship outcomes. Furthermore, in a
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Table 1. Study | Correlations

General
Attachment Attachment Regret
Neuroticism Anxiety Avoidance  Proneness
Attachment .30%
anxiety
Attachment .16 Mk
avoidance
General A5* .19 A7
regret
proneness
Interpersonal .30% 1k 34% .25%
regret
proneness
*p <.05.

recent study on genetics and personality, it was found that
much of the overlap between neuroticism and attachment was
explained by genetics, whereas the unique variance in attach-
ment anxiety was associated with environmental influences
(Donnellan, Burt, Levendosky, & Klump, 2008). For these rea-
sons, the strongest test of attachment theory predictions regard-
ing attachment anxiety involves controlling for individual
differences in neuroticism. Overall, we expected neuroticism
to uniquely predict regret over nonsocial choices, but we
expected regret over social or interpersonal choices to be
uniquely predicted by attachment anxiety.

The Present Research

We tested our hypotheses with two complementary studies. In
Study 1, participants rated their tendency to experience regret
in general (trait regret proneness; Schwartz et al., 2002), as well
as their tendency to experience regret over interpersonal
choices. We expected neuroticism to uniquely predict general
regret proneness, whereas we expected attachment anxiety to
uniquely predict interpersonal regret proneness. In Study 2,
we presented participants with hypothetical scenarios, in which
we manipulated the domain of the event (interpersonal vs. non-
interpersonal) and the outcome of the event (positive vs. nega-
tive). We hypothesized that neuroticism would uniquely
predict participants’ level of regret over the negative noninter-
personal scenarios. In contrast, we hypothesized that attach-
ment anxiety would uniquely predict regret over the negative
interpersonal scenarios.

Study |

Method
Participants and Procedure

Participants were recruited online with advertisements on sites

of 108 participants (78 women, 30 men) who completed the
questionnaire on surveymonkey.com in exchange for entry into

a draw for a $50 gift card to Amazon.com. Five participants
were excluded from analyses because they admitted to
answering the survey carelessly, and one participant was
excluded for not being at least 18 years of age. The final sam-
ple consisted of 102 participants (76 women) recruited online,
with an average age of 29.46 (range = 18—63). Measures were
counterbalanced.'

Materials

Neuroticism. Trait neuroticism was measured as part of the
Big Five Inventory (John, Donahue, & Kentle, 1991).? Partici-
pants were presented with the sentence stem “I am someone
who ...” followed by eight phrases (e.g., “can be moody”),
Cronbach’s o = .81. Participants indicated the extent to which
they agreed with the description of themselves on a 5-point
scale (1 = Disagree strongly to 5 = Agree strongly).

Experiences in close relationships—revised (ECR-R). The ECR-R
(Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000) includes an 18-item
measure of attachment anxiety (e.g., “I worry that romantic
partners won’t care about me as much as I care about them”),
Cronbach’s o = .94, and an 18-item measure of attachment
avoidance (e.g., “I am nervous when partners get too close to
me”’), Cronbach’s o = .94. Responses were given on a 7-point
scale (1 = Completely disagree to 7 = Completely agree).

Regret scales. General regret proneness was measured with a
S-item scale (Schwartz et al., 2002) with items such as, “Once
I make a decision, I don’t look back” (Cronbach’s o = .78).
Responses were given on a 7-point scale (1 = Completely
disagree to 7 = Completely agree). To capture interpersonal
regret proneness, we adapted this scale to be about close rela-
tionships (e.g., “Once I make a decision about a relationship,
I don’t look back;” Cronbach’s o = .83). See Supplemental
Appendix found online at http://spp.sagepub.com/supplemental.

Results and Discussion

Correlations can be seen in Table 1. Attachment anxiety was
significantly correlated with neuroticism (r = .29, p = .006)
as well as with attachment avoidance (»r = .51, p <.001). There-
fore, we conducted multiple regression analyses to examine the
unique associations of attachment anxiety, attachment avoid-
ance, and neuroticism with regret. For general regret proneness,
neuroticism was a significant predictor, f = .42, p < .001,
whereas attachment anxiety was not, B = .001, ns, nor was
avoidance, B = .10, ns. For interpersonal regret proneness,
attachment anxiety was a significant predictor, f = .54,
p < .001, whereas neuroticism was not, § = .13, p = .15, nor
was avoidance, B = .07, ns.

These results suggest that anxiously attached individuals are
prone to regret specifically in interpersonal contexts. Although
attachment anxiety was unrelated to a tendency to regret deci-
sions in general, it was strongly associated with regret over
relationship choices even controlling for both neuroticism and
attachment avoidance. In other words, the association between
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attachment anxiety and interpersonal regret proneness cannot
be attributed to more general tendencies, such as an overall
predisposition toward negative affect, or the possession of an
insecure attachment style more generally. Rather, it appears
to be anxiety over relationships specifically that predicts the
tendency to regret interpersonal decisions.

Study 2

Whereas Study 1 involved self-reports of regret proneness in
response to general, abstract statements, Study 2 experimen-
tally manipulated regret using specific, regret-eliciting scenar-
ios. We hypothesized that whereas neuroticism would uniquely
predict regret over negative noninterpersonal scenarios, attach-
ment anxiety would uniquely predict regret over negative inter-
personal scenarios. Furthermore, to test the generalizability of
our effects, we examined whether these effects would occur for
two types of decisions—active versus inaction—which have been
empirically linked with different degrees of short-term regret
(Gilovich, Medvec, & Chen, 1995; Leach & Plaks, 2009).

Participants, Procedure, and Materials

Participants were 287 introductory psychology students
(196 women, 91 men) who participated in exchange for course
credit. Of these participants, 43 were discarded because they
answered the manipulation check question incorrectly.3 The final
sample consisted of 244 students (166 women, 78 men), with an
average age of 19 (range = 17-37 years). Participants filled
out the same individual difference measures used in Study 1.
Participants were then randomly assigned to one of eight condi-
tions, all of which involved reading a decision-making scenario.

Attachment anxiety, neuroticism, and attachment avoidance®
were first measured using the same scales as were used in
Study 1 (Cronbach’s o = .91, .82, and .91, respectively).

To elicit the experience of regret over an interpersonal deci-
sion, participants read a scenario about trying to make plans for
a romantic partner’s birthday. In the scenario, participants read
that they were trying to decide whether or not to throw a sur-
prise party for their partner. Participants read that they either
chose to throw the party, thinking that their partner would
appreciate the effort (action condition), or they chose not to
throw the party, thinking that their partner would not want the
attention (inaction condition). Next, participants read that their
partner was either happy with the choice (positive outcome con-
dition) or upset about the choice (negative outcome condition).

Participants in the noninterpersonal conditions read that
they were contestants on a game show and that they were being
asked to choose between two briefcases: one containing
$300,000 and the other containing $5 (Leach & Plaks, 2009).
Participants either chose to switch their current briefcase for
the other one (action condition) or they chose to keep their
current briefcase (inaction condition). Then, they read that the
briefcase they chose contained $300,000 (positive outcome
condition) or $5 (negative outcome condition). The interpersonal
and noninterpersonal scenarios possessed the same overall

outcome structure: an action or inaction could produce positive
or negative results. Altogether, the study was a 2 (context:
interpersonal vs. noninterpersonal) x 2 (decision: action
vs. inaction) X 2 (outcome: positive vs. negative) between-
participants design.

Regret over the decision made in the scenario was measured
with 2 items: “How much did you regret your choice to/not to

?”” and “How much would you feel that you should have/
shouldn’t have ?” Cronbach’s o = .76. These items
were tailored to each condition. For example, participants in
the interpersonal/inaction conditions read, “How much did you
regret your choice not to throw the surprise party?” and
“How much did you feel that you should have thrown the
surprise party?”’

Finally, a manipulation check was included to ensure that
participants clearly understood the dilemma and the outcome.
Participants in the interpersonal conditions were asked whether
or not their partner was satisfied with the birthday plans,
whereas participants in the noninterpersonal conditions were
asked how much money was in their chosen briefcase.

Results

Because regret is typically elicited only by suboptimal
outcomes, we hypothesized that any relevant individual differ-
ences would predict regret only in the scenarios that ended
negatively. More relevant to our research question, we expected
attachment anxiety and neuroticism to have separable, indepen-
dent effects depending on the context of the regretful event.
Specifically, we expected attachment anxiety to predict regret
in the negative, interpersonal scenarios, and neuroticism to
predict regret in the negative, noninterpersonal scenarios.
To examine this set of hypotheses, we used hierarchical linear
regression (Aiken & West, 1991) to test for two simultaneous
three-variable interactions: one between anxiety, context, and
outcome and another between neuroticism, context, and outcome.

Attachment anxiety and neuroticism were mean centered,
and the manipulations were coded as indicator variables. In
Step 1 of the regression equation, we entered decision (inaction
=0, action = 1),’ context (noninterpersonal = 0, interpersonal
= 1), and outcome (negative = 0, positive = 1) to examine the
main effects of the manipulations. In Step 2, we entered attach-
ment anxiety and neuroticism to examine the main effects of
individual differences. All relevant two- and three-variable
interactions were entered in Steps 3 and 4, respectively.
Regret was entered as the dependent variable. The results of
this analysis can be seen in Table 2.

Eight participants were excluded because their regret scores
were more than three standard deviations from the mean.
In Step 1, there was a main effect for decision, such that actions
were regretted more than inactions, § = .06, p = .02. There was
also a main effect for context, such that the game show
context elicited more regret than the romantic partner context,
B = —.11, p <.001. Finally, there was a main effect for out-
come, B = —.90, p <.001, such that the scenarios with negative
outcomes elicited more regret than the scenarios with positive
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Table 2. Study 2 Regression Analysis

Step Predictor B SE B p AR2 F change F Change p
Step | Decision 0.303 .128 0.062 .019 0.84 400.424 <.001
Context —0.509 19 —0.105 <.001
Outcome —4.366 129 —0.899 <.001
Step 2 Attachment anxiety 0.12 .072 0.049 .097 0.003 2.19 114
Neuroticism 0.026 .072 0.011 716
Step 3 Anxiety x Context 0.244 147 0.074 .084 0.01 3.15 .009
Anxiety x Outcome —0.117 .146 —0.032 426
Neuroticism x Context 0.037 .148 0011 .803
Neuroticism x Outcome —0.233 .148 —0.069 17
Context x Outcome 0.693 259 0.126 .008
Step 4 Anxiety x Context x Outcome —0.695 29 —0.148 017 0.004 341 .035
Neuroticism x Context x Outcome 0.603 293 0.14 .041
7 7
+ J—
6 | = 6 —————m =TT
*_,o'
5 T 5
4 Positive 4 Positive
Regret 5 Outcome Regret , Outcome
====Negative ‘ = = == Negative
2 Outcome 2 3 Outcome
_____ \
: ]
0 - 0 ‘
Low High Low High
Attachment Anxiety Neuroticism

Figure |. Attachment anxiety predicting regret over the scenarios.

outcomes. Step 2 revealed a marginal main effect of attachment
anxiety, B = .05, p = .10, and there was no significant main
effect of neuroticism, p = .01, ns.

All two-variable interactions found in Step 3 were qualified
in Step 4. Specifically, Step 4 revealed the predicted significant
three-variable interaction between attachment anxiety, context,
and outcome, B = —.15, p = .02 (see Figure 1), as well as the
predicted significant interaction between neuroticism, context,
and outcome, § = .14, p = .04 (see Figure 2). We deconstructed
these significant three-variable interactions via simple effects
analyses. As predicted, attachment anxiety was significantly,
positively related to regret in the interpersonal scenarios with
a negative outcome, #(225) = 3.39, p < .001. Attachment
anxiety was not significantly related to regret in any of the
other scenarios (all ps > .26). In contrast, neuroticism was
marginally, positively related to regret in the noninterpersonal
scenarios with a negative outcome, #225) = 1.66, p = .10.
Neuroticism was also significantly, negatively related to regret
in the noninterpersonal scenarios with a positive outcome,
#(225) = —2.04, p = .04. Neuroticism did not predict regret
in any of the interpersonal scenarios (all ps > .80). The results
of Study 2 support our hypotheses. Attachment anxiety
uniquely predicted regret for participants who read about an

Figure 2. Neuroticism predicting regret over the nonsocial scenarios.

interpersonal event with a negative outcome. In contrast, neu-
roticism uniquely predicted regret for participants who read
about a noninterpersonal scenario. Neuroticism was related not
only to more regret from a noninterpersonal outcome, but unex-
pectedly, also to less regret from a noninterpersonal, positive
outcome. It is possible that a tendency for highly neurotic
individuals to anticipate regret more strongly led them to
experience more relief when the negative outcome did not
occur. However, measures of regret are difficult to interpret
in positive contexts.

Notably, all of the effects in Study 2 were found above and
beyond the type of decision (action vs. inaction) that led to
the regretful outcome, and decision type did not moderate
the effects. This speaks to the generalizability of regret pro-
neness for individuals high on neuroticism and attachment
anxiety: They experienced high levels of regret regardless
of whether their mistakes were the result of an action or a
failure to act.

General Discussion

The results from this pair of studies support our hypotheses.
In both studies, attachment anxiety was related to the experience
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of regret uniquely in the interpersonal domain. This is in
contrast with neuroticism which predicted a tendency to expe-
rience regret in nonspecified or noninterpersonal domains.
In Study 1, neuroticism was a unique predictor of general regret
proneness. Attachment anxiety, on the other hand, was a
unique predictor of regret over close relationship choices. In
Study 2, participants were presented with scenarios about
interpersonal versus noninterpersonal decisions. Once again,
whereas neuroticism uniquely predicted regret for noninterper-
sonal decisions that went awry, attachment anxiety uniquely
predicted regret for interpersonal decisions that went awry.

Overall, it appears that anxiously attached individuals are
particularly regretful about the interpersonal choices that they
make. This association between attachment anxiety and regret
appears to be specific to the interpersonal domain, reflecting
anxiously attached individuals’ localized concerns over gain-
ing support and approval from close others. Neuroticism, on the
other hand, predicted regret above and beyond attachment
anxiety only in noninterpersonal contexts. Not only does this
finding replicate recent research demonstrating an association
between neuroticism and regret (Purvis et al.,, 2011) but it
also reflects the broad, overarching nature of neuroticism,
as compared to more specific relational concerns of anxious
attachment.

Implications and Future Directions

The finding that anxiously attached individuals are particularly
likely to regret their relationship mistakes has important impli-
cations for the process by which anxiously attached individuals
might make such decisions. For example, higher levels of trait
regret proneness are associated with the tendency to engage
in the less adaptive decision-making strategy of maximizing,
or excessively comparing and contrasting one’s options in an
attempt to obtain the best possible outcome (Schwartz et al.,
2002; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007). One implication of our cur-
rent findings is that when faced with a decision that involves
close relationships, anxiously attached individuals might
excessively oscillate between possible options in search of a
decision that will be optimal for the relationship in question,
in an attempt to minimize further regret. This would be in
keeping with anxiously attached individuals’ general tendency
to excessively process information (especially negative infor-
mation) relating to their close relationships (e.g., Mikulincer,
Dolev, & Shaver, 2004). Furthermore, these associations
between attachment anxiety and regret would help explain why
anxiously attached individuals have been found to experience
greater levels of ambivalence over their romantic relationships
(Joel et al., 2011; Mikulincer et al., 2010). Overall, the finding
that attachment anxiety is related to higher levels of interperso-
nal regret proneness suggests that anxiously attached individu-
als should have greater difficulty in making relationship
choices, and may ultimately make less effective choices, com-
pared to more securely attached individuals. Given that there is
virtually no research on the specific processes by which people
make choices about their relationships in general, let alone how

such choices are moderated by individual differences, this
suggests an interesting new avenue for future research.

One limitation to the present studies is that they do not illu-
minate the mechanisms behind anxiously attached individuals’
heightened regret. Specifically, researchers such as Connolly
and Zeelenberg (2002) have proposed that regret has two core
components: upward counterfactual thinking, which involves
comparing one’s outcome with a more positive alternative, and
self-blame, or a feeling of responsibility for the decision.
Future research should examine whether anxiously attached
individuals are prone to heightened levels of relational regret
because they judge their relational outcomes more harshly,
because they feel more responsible for those outcomes, or some
combination of those factors.

Another limitation to the current research is that it does not
distinguish between postdecisional regret (i.e., regret than fol-
lows a decision) and anticipated regret (i.e., expectations of
regret before a decision). Indeed, the reason why postdecisional
regret is so important for future decision making is because
it motivates people to anticipate and avoid further regret
(Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007). Thus, for regret to have a notable
influence on anxiously attached individuals’ relationship deci-
sions, anxiously attached individuals would have to be prone
not only to the experience of postdecisional regret but also to
anticipated regret as a consequence of new choices. The present
research provides indirect evidence that, in relationship
contexts, anxiously attached individuals may be prone to both.
The structure of the items in Study 1 (e.g., “Once I make a
choice about a close relationship, I don’t look back”) prompted
participants to think back to instances of downward counterfac-
tual thinking or postdecision regret. In Study 2, however, the
dependent measure involves predictions of regret in response
to a particular situation. The fact that an association between
attachment anxiety and interpersonal regret replicated across
both studies suggests that anxiously attached individuals are
prone to both postdecisional and anticipated regret. However,
future research should examine both forms of regret in more
explicit terms, using more conventional decision-making meth-
odologies. For example, one could directly investigate
anxiously attached individuals’ tendency to consider counter-
factuals while they are attempting to make a relational decision.

Attachment Anxiety Versus Neuroticism

Another noteworthy finding of this research was the clear
difference between attachment anxiety and neuroticism in
terms of their unique associations with regret proneness. Given
the widespread acceptance of the five-factor model as a
taxonomy of human personality, it is important to justify why
additional personality constructs are not simply proxies for one
or more of these five overarching factors. Indeed, given that
attachment anxiety and neuroticism generally share a moderate
to strong correlation (Noftle & Shaver, 2006), it could be called
to question whether attachment anxiety is reducible to a general
tendency to worry. Attachment theorists would respond to this
proposition by highlighting the uniquely social quality of the
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attachment system: Activation of the attachment system
motivates proximity seeking to close others and is satisfied
by responsive care from close others (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2007). Thus, attachment anxiety is defined as heightened
emotional sensitivity specifically in the social domain, which
is understood to stem from a chronic sense of uncertainty that
close others are willing to provide care. The present research
provides further evidence of attachment anxiety’s unique pre-
dictive power in interpersonal contexts. In both of the present
studies, we found that although neuroticism predicted regret
over general, noninterpersonal decisions, attachment anxiety
uniquely predicted regret over interpersonal decisions.
This supports the position that attachment anxiety as a construct
is not merely tapping into a general tendency to worry, but
instead captures specific concerns over relationships with close
others.

Concluding Thoughts: Decision Making in the Close
Relationship Domain

One final implication of the current work is that it provides
support for relational decision making as a valuable, testable
topic of research. The processes underlying social decisions are
surprisingly underresearched compared to nonsocial choices,
and research on decision-making processes about close relation-
ships is virtually nonexistent. This seems to be a very peculiar
gap in the literature, given that choices about close relationships
are not only complex, but of great importance to people’s lives.
Future research should continue to make use of decision-making
concepts and findings—traditionally applied to areas such as
consumer choices—to better understand how people grapple
with close relationship decisions.

Notes

1. Questionnaire order did not interact with attachment anxiety or
neuroticism to predict either type of regret proneness. Including
order in the model did not affect the results.

2. The other Big Five traits were not predictive of either type of regret
proneness above and beyond attachment anxiety and neuroticism.
Including them in the model did not affect the results.

3. Including the excluded participants produced very similar results;
hypothesized three-variable interactions remain significant.

4. Attachment avoidance did not predict regret in any of the condi-
tions. Adding avoidance to the model did not change the pattern
of results.

5. The complete, saturated model was also tested, which included
two-, three-, four-, and five-variable interactions between “deci-
sion” and context, outcome, neuroticism, and attachment anxiety.
Hypothesized three-variable interactions remained significant.
None of the added terms were significant, all ps <.14. In particular,
decision type (action vs. inaction) did not moderate the effects.
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