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Abstract

Experiencing unemployment increases individuals’ risk of substance use, however, little is known about personal characteristics that may
increase or decrease the vulnerability of unemployed adults to this use. Therefore, the present study draws on attachment theory to explore
associations between attachment patterns and substance use amongst unemployed job seekers. Ninety-five unemployed adults accessing
an employment support service in Australia completed the Attachment Style Questionnaire (ASQ), the Relationship Questionnaire (RQ),
and a questionnaire about frequency of emotional eating, smoking, and use of alcohol and illicit drugs. The majority of participants (71.6%)
reported an insecure attachment style. Results revealed that attachment security was inversely associated with substance use, while both
attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety were positively associated with substance use. Further, adult attachment patterns moderated
associations between unemployment time and drug use. Together, findings offer new insights into the associations between attachment
patterns, time spent unemployed and substance use. Implications for provision of services are discussed.
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Introduction
[9]. Alternatively, maladaptive coping strategies may include

Mounting empirical data over the past three decades ) ) )
denial, self-blame, avoidance, and substance use. These strategies

has revealed that unemployment, specifically long-term
unemployment, can be a precursor to psychosocial, emotional,
and physical health problems, and can amplify pre-existing
health conditions [1-4]. Additionally, unemployment has been
linked with social isolation, family breakdown, a sense of lost

purpose in life, poverty, and suicide [5-7]. Understandably,

tend to simultaneously mask and exacerbate underlying
problems [9]. Of note, significant bi-directional relationships
between unemployment and maladaptive forms of coping have
been reported, drawing particular attention to use of external
affect regulators [2,10-12]. External affect regulators are defined
as substances which regulate dysphoric affect by exerting a
soothing, distracting, or exciting influence, but are also known
risk factors for disease [13]. External affect regulators include,

unemployment is often experienced as a distressing life event.
[8] necessitating the activation of one’s coping strategies.

Unemployment and Coping Strategies

In broad terms, coping strategies can be classified as either
adaptive or maladaptive. Adaptive coping strategies include
problem-focused, support-seeking, and positive reframing
approaches, all with the common goal of targeting the problem

at hand and enlisting constructive supports in a timely manner

but are not limited to, emotional eating, smoking, drinking
alcohol, and using illicit drugs [13].

In a review of over 130 research papers [2] noted that,
while there is ample evidence that unemployment increases an
individual’s risk of external affect regulator use, little is known
about personal characteristics that may increase or decrease
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the vulnerability of unemployed adults to this use. To this end,
the present paper considers attachment theory as a means of
delineating personal characteristics that are associated with
increased use of external affect regulators among unemployed

Attachment theory

Attachment theory, a highly validated theory of human
development, proposes that it is possible to distinguish the
way individuals establish relationships and respond to stressful
situations based on their early experiences with their primary
caregivers [14]. Specifically, Bowlby [14] advanced, advanced
the view that all humans are born with an attachment system:
an innate proximity-seeking behavioral system. When exposed
to a stressor, infants’ attachment systems become activated
and they use attachment behaviors (e.g., crying) to signal their
need for support. Ideally, caregivers will respond promptly,
and satisfy infants’ needs appropriately [14]. In the presence
of an attuned caregiver, a safe haven, negative feelings recede,
regulated physiological states are restored, and the attachment
system is deactivated [14]. It is theorized that early attachment
experiences with caregivers become internalized, and form
internal working models (IWM), which are drawn upon when
facing subsequent life challenges [14,15].

Adult attachment classifications are most often based on two
underlying dimensions: attachment avoidance and attachment
anxiety [16]. Broadly, adults with high levels of attachment
avoidance or attachment anxiety are classified as insecurely
attached, while adults with low ratings on both dimensions are
considered securely attached. More specifically, adults with high
attachment avoidance (also labeled dismissing attachment) hold
positive IWMs of self and negative IWMs of others [16]. That
is, they generally feel confident in their own abilities and have
high self-esteem, while having limited expectations that others
will be available for them when needed. Consequently, adults
with avoidant attachment patterns employ coping strategies
that involve distancing, diverting, and distracting themselves
from stressors, referred to as ‘deactivating strategies’ [9]. In
contrast, adults with high attachment anxiety (also referred
to as preoccupied attachment) have negative IWMs of self
and positive IWMs of others, translating into low levels of self
confidence and overdependence on others for feelings of self-
worth [16]. Thus, anxiously attached adults tend to employ
‘hyper-activating’ strategies in order to maximize their chances
of securing support, and these are typified by worry, rumination,
and an excessive focus on negative emotions [9].

Adults with high levels of both attachment anxiety and
attachment avoidance (also labeled fearful attachment) tend to
simultaneously employ both deactivating and hyper-activating
strategies [16]. Asaresult of this disorganized approach to coping,
evidence demonstrates that adults with fearful attachment
patterns are particularly prone to experiencing distress and
burnout [17]. In contrast, adults with secure attachment
patterns have positive IWMs of both self and others. Securely

attached adults are thus comfortable with both autonomy and
closeness [16]. Additionally, empirical evidence shows that
attachment security is associated with greater resilience and
development of adaptive coping strategies [9,18,15].

Adult Attachment Patterns and Use of External Affect
Regulators

According to attachment theory, insecurely attached adults
are more likely to resort to external means, such as use of
substances, to regulate affect due to their compromised internal
emotional regulation systems [13]. For adults with high levels
of attachment avoidance, use of external affect regulators may
serve as an effective deactivating strategy, while for adults with
high levels of attachment anxiety, external substances may aid
in obtaining relief from heightened negative emotional states,
especially upon failure to attain desired levels of social support.
Consistent with this proposition, there is some evidence
that both attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance are
positively associated, and attachment security is negatively
associated, with emotional eating, smoking, and alcohol and drug
use [19-21]. However, there is presently no evidence of these
associations specifically among people who are unemployed and
seeking work.

The Present Study

As unemployment and job searching can often be distressing
experiences. [8] they are likely to be associated with activation of
the attachment system. Further, as activation of the attachment
system suggests specific behavioral, emotional, and cognitive
responses [14] this activation may manifest in coping strategies
that are either adaptive or maladaptive. Being able to identify
job seekers at heightened risk of external affect regulator use
may support implementation of intervention strategies and
inform the development of tailored intervention approaches.

Methods
Procedure

The Sarina Russo Group is a large training and employment
agency in Australia and Great Britain. Sarina Russo Job Access
(SRJA), one branch of the group, supports adults who are looking
for work. Participants for the present study were sought from one
office located in a metropolitan area in Queensland, Australia.
The primary researcher was present at the SRJA office for the
duration of one week. All job seekers who entered the SRJA office
during this time were approached by the primary researcher and
invited to participate in the study. Job seekers were asked to read
a participant information sheet and sign a consent form prior
to completing a survey. Participants were informed that their
completed surveys would remain anonymous and be stored
separately to their signed consent forms. Ethical clearance was
granted by the Behavioral and Social Sciences Ethical Review
Committee of The University of Queensland (No. 2009000487).
Gatekeeper clearance was provided by the Sarina Russo Group.
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Participants
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Demographic Variables, N = 95.
Variable n % M(SD) Range
18.00-
Age (years) 95 100.00 | 31.71(11.88) 74.00
Gender Male 66 69.50
Female 29 30.50
Marital Married or
Status De facto 12 12.60
Never
Married/
Separated/
Divorced
/Widowed 81 85.30
Missing 2 2.10
- Aboriginal
Ethnicity or TSIa 4 4.21
Anglo
Australian 60 63.16
European 8 8.42
Asian 11 11.58
Other 9 9.47
Missing 3 3.16
Level of High
Education School 18 18.95
TAFEP 27 28.42
Bachelor 19 20.00
Post-
Graduate 31 32.63
Time spent 0.17-
unemployed (months) 95 100 | 97.89(53.06) 304.17

Note: *TS| = Torres Strait Islander. "TAFE = Technical and Further
Education.

One hundred and nineteen adults were invited to participate
in this study. Job seekers who were over the age of 18, currently
unemployed, and utilizing SRJA services met the inclusion criteria
for participating in the study. There were no exclusion criteria.
Of the 119 people invited to participate in the study, 13 declined
and nine did not qualify as they were currently employed. A
further two participants were subsequently removed from the
dataset due to a high number of missing responses. Thus, of the
119 adults who were invited to participate, 95 were included
in the present study sample, representing a participation rate
of 80%. The mean age of participants was 31.71 years, with a
standard deviation of 11.88. The majority of participants were
male, with an Anglo-Australian background. Demographic
information of participants is summarized in Table 1.

Measures

A cross-sectional study design was employed whereby
participants completed a survey consisting of demographic

questions, attachment questionnaires, and items regarding use
of external affect regulators.

Demographic questions: Participants were asked to
provide some demographic information including age, gender,
marital status, ethnicity, and level of education. Additionally,
participants were asked to estimate how long they had been
unemployed in total (past and present unemployment time

combined).

Attachment Style Questionnaire (ASQ): The ASQ was
developed by Feeney, Noller and Hanrahan [22] for the purpose
of assessing general attachment patterns of both adolescents and
adults, regardless of whether or not they have been in a romantic
relationship. The ASQ is a self-administered questionnaire and
comprises 40 items. Each item consists of a statement about an
individual’s general perception about him/herself or others.
Respondents rate how much they agree or disagree with the
statement on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = totally disagree, to 6 =
totally agree). Scores can be aggregated onto either two or five
scales. The two-factor solution includes attachment avoidance
(16 items) and attachment anxiety (13 items) scales. An example
item for attachment avoidance is: ‘I feel confident about relating
to others’, and for attachment anxiety: ‘It's important to me that
others like me’.

The five-factor solution includes an attachment security
scale (eightitems), two attachment avoidance subscales, and two
attachment anxiety subscales. An example item for measuring
attachment security is ‘I feel confident about relating to others’.
In the present study, overarching measuring attachment security
and attachment anxiety scales, together with the attachment
security scale, were employed.

Adequate internal consistency, construct validity, and
convergent validity have been reported for the ASQ [22]. For the
present study, alpha coefficient scores for the ASQ scales were
.77, .73, and .83 for attachment security, attachment avoidance
and attachment anxiety, respectively.

Relationship Questionnaire (RQ): The RQ is a brief, self-
administered questionnaire comprising four items [16]. Each
item describes one of four attachment styles: secure, fearful,
preoccupied, or dismissing. Respondents choose one of the four
items that best defines their personal style of relating to others.
The RQ is simple to administer and has good predictive validity,
convergent validity, and test-retest reliability [23]. The RQ has
been used extensively in research to investigate attachment
representations among adult samples [23]; therefore, the
categorical RQ measure was employed in the present study to
evaluate the representation of attachment styles across the
study sample.

Use of External Affect Regulators Questionnaire: This
questionnaire was based on ‘Model of Hypothesized Mechanisms
by which Attachment Security could contribute to Disease’. It
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is comprised of four items, with each question addressing one
external affect regulator: emotional eating, alcohol use, smoking,
and drug use. Participants rate, on a 4-point Likert scale (0 =
Never, 1 = Seldom, 2 = Often, and 3 = Very Often), how often
they use each external affect regulator in response to feeling
emotionally upset, depressed, discouraged or anxious. Self-
report measures of external affect regulator use have been
described as comparatively less invasive than other methods,
such as interview and observation [24]. Further, no detectable
systematic trends for respondents to either under- or over-
estimate their use of external affect regulators on self-report

measures have been documented in the literature [13].

Statistical Analysis: Data was analyzed using SPSS version
20.0. All continuous variables, except for total unemployment
time, were normally distributed and thus suitable for parametric
testing. A logarithmic transformation was applied which
successfully corrected the skewed total unemployment time
variable. Additionally, categorical variables with less than 10%
of cases in some categories were collapsed in order to reduce the
risk of a Type Il error. Thus, three variables required adjustment:
emotional eating, alcohol use, and drug use (Table 2).

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for Attachment and External Affect Regulator Use Variables, N = 95

Variable n % M(SD) Range

ASQ Continuous Security 93 97.89 4.29(0.81) 2.00-6.00

Avoidance 94 98.94 3.42(0.61) 2.06-5.13

Anxiety 94 98.94 3.03(0.86) 1.15-5.08
RQ Categorical Secure 18 18.95
Fearful 15 15.79
Preoccupied 11 11.58
Dismissing 42 44.21
Missing 9 9.47
Emotional Never 27 28.42
Eating Seldom 38 40.00
Often/Very Often 29 30.53
Missing 1 1.05
Alcohol Use Never 35 36.84
Seldom 38 40.00
Often/Very Often 21 22.11
Missing 1 1.05
Smoking Never 53 55.79
Seldom 11 11.58
Often 15 15.79
Very Often 16 16.84
Drug Use Never 63 66.32
Seldom 19 20.00
Often/Very Often 13 13.68

Relationships amongst continuous variables were and external affect regulator use. Further, moderation analyses

investigated using Pearson’s correlation analysis. Additionally, a
series of analyses were conducted between demographic and all
other variables in order to select covariate variables. Selected
categorical covariates were then dummy coded in preparation
for hypothesis testing.

A series of ordinal logistic regression models were applied to
the data to explore relationships between attachment patterns

were applied to test whether or not adult attachment patterns
moderated relationships between unemployment time and
use of external affect regulators. Moderation analysis involved
computing a standardized total unemployment time variable,
a standardized attachment variable, and a corresponding
interaction variable within an ordinal logistic regression
model [24]. Models revealing significant results were displayed
graphically using Modgraph [25].
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Results
Preliminary Analyses

Attachment security was negatively correlated with
unemployment time (r = -.48, p < .001), while attachment
avoidance and attachment anxiety were positively correlated
with unemployment time (r = .44, p <.001 and, r =.37, p <.001,
respectively). Additionally, age was positively correlated with
attachment avoidance (r =.27, p <.01) and unemployment time
(r=.35p<.001).

Preliminary analyses further revealed that males reported
higher levels of attachment avoidance (M = 3.54, SD = .62) in
comparison to females (M = 3.15, SD = .47; F (1,92) =9.41,p <
.01). Males also reported significantly more unemployment time
(M =37.27, SD = 61.67) in comparison to females (M = 14.34,
SD = 16.74; F (1, 91) = 5.04, p < .05). Additionally, those who
were married or in a de facto relationship reported lower rates
of emotional eating in comparison to those who were never
married, separated, divorced, or widowed (x2(2) = 6.53, p <.05).
Lastly, education level was significantly associated with both
unemployment time (F (3, 89) = 3.51, p <.05) and drug use (x2
(6) = 18.97, p < .01). Those who held a post-graduate degree
reported less unemployment time (M = 21.14, SD = 54.66) in
comparison to school graduates (M = 56.18, SD = 71.67), and less
drug use in comparison to those in all other education groups.
In consideration of the associations listed above, age, gender,
marital status, and education level were included as covariates
in further analyses.

Representation of Attachment Styles

According to the RQ categorical measure, 18.95% of
participants reported a secure attachment style while 71.58%
reported an insecure attachment style (Table 2).

Unemployment Time and Use of External Affect
Regulators

Results showed that unemployment time both alcohol use
and smoking was significantly associated with both alcohol
use and but not with emotional eating or drug use. Significant
findings are detailed below.

Alcohol Use: While the overall model for unemployment
time and alcohol use did not reach significance (x2 (7) = 9.57, p

>.05, Cox and Snell =.10), unemployment time was significantly
positively associated with alcohol use. A one-unit increase in
unemployment time was associated with a .80 increase in the
log odds of alcohol use.

Smoking: Unemployment time was significantly associated
with reported smoking levels (x2 (7) = 18.56, p < .05, Cox and
Snell = .19). A one-unit increase in unemployment time was
associated with a 1.22 increase in the log odds of smoking.

Adult Attachment Patterns and External Affect
Regulator Use

Ordinal logistic regression analyses revealed that continuous
ASQ attachment scales were significantly associated with both
smoking and drug use, but not with emotional eating or alcohol
use. Significant results are discussed below.

Smoking. Significant models were detected between
smoking and all three attachment variables: attachment security
x2 (7) = 20.81, p < .01, Cox and Snell = .20), attachment
avoidance (x2 (7) = 14.46, p < .05, Cox and Snell = .15), and
attachment anxiety (x2 (7) = 26.81, p < .001, Cox and Snell =
.25). A one-unit increase in attachment security was associated
with a.93 decrease in the log odds of smoking. In contrast, a one-
unit increase in attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety
was associated with a .81 and 1.19 increase in the log odds of
smoking, respectively.

Drug Use. Similarly, significant models were detected
between drug use and each of the attachment variables:
attachment security (x2 (7) = 30.22, p <.001, Cox and Snell =
.28), attachment avoidance (x2 (7) = 29.63, p < .001, Cox and
Snell = .28), and attachment anxiety (x2 (7) = 40.35, p <.001,
Cox and Snell =.36). A one-unit increase in attachment security
was associated with a .61 decrease in the log odds of drug use.
Conversely, a one-unit increase in attachment avoidance and
attachment anxiety was associated with a .86 and 1.29 increase
in the log odds of drug use, respectively.

Adult Attachment Moderated Effects

Ordinal logistic regression models were applied to test
for attachment-moderated effects between the continuous
unemployment time variable and categorical external affect
regulator use variables. Significant models were detected for
drug use, but not for other external affect regulators.

Aitctrmert Sanurty oderstedL Sect Attt burdarce-Woter

£owct Bvschrmant Aruety-Mocesiee-L Bect

— -

Figure 1: Attachment security diminishes the relationship between unemployment time and drug use, while both attachment avoidance and
attachment anxiety strengthen the relationship between unemployment time and drug use.
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Table 3: Adult Attachment Patterns as Moderators of the Relationship between Unemployment Time and Drug use, N = 95

Variable b se Wald 95% CI

Moderator: Attachment Security

Intercept 1 2.80 1.92 2.13 -0.96, 6.57

Intercept 2 4.31* 1.96 4.83 0.46,8.16

ASQ security -0.14 0.31 0.19 -0.75,0.48

Unemployment time 0.84 0.61 1.89 -0.36,2.03

ASQ security x unemployment -0.86** 0.33 6.73 -1.52,-0.21

Moderator: Attachment Avoidance

Intercept 1 1.20 2.02 0.35 -2.77,5.18

Intercept 2 2.64 2.04 1.67 -1.36, 6.64

ASQ avoidance 0.31 0.29 1.09 -0.27,0.88

Unemployment time 0.32 0.33 0.98 -0.32,0.97

ASQ avoidance x unemployment 0.50* 0.22 5.07 0.06, 0.94
Moderator: Attachment Anxiety

Intercept 1 0.95 2.13 0.20 -3.26,5.16

Intercept 2 2.62 2.16 1.46 -1.62, 6.86

ASQ anxiety 1.07** 0.38 7.82 0.32,1.82

Unemployment time -0.01 0.39 0.01 -0.77,0.75

ASQ anxiety x unemployment 0.78* 0.33 5.54 0.13,1.42

Note: Age, gender, marital status and education level were included as covariates in all analyses.

*p < .05, **p <.01.

Attachment security emerged as a significant moderator
between unemployment time and reported levels of drug use
(x2 (9) = 38.58, p <.001, Cox and Snell = .35). As attachment
security increased, the association between unemployment time
and drug use lessened (Figure 1). A significant moderated effect
was also indicated for attachment avoidance (x2 (9) = 34.24, p
<.001, Cox and Snell =.32). As attachment avoidance increased,
unemployment time became more strongly associated with drug
use. Similarly, attachment anxiety was a significant moderator
between unemployment time and drug use (x2 (9) = 45.66, p
<.001, Cox and Snell = .40). As attachment anxiety increased,
the association between unemployment time and drug use
strengthened (Figure 1), (Table 3).

Discussion

The present study drew on attachment theory in an attempt
to identify unemployed job seekers who were more, or less,
vulnerable for external affect regulator use. Results of the
present study extend the present literature, suggesting that job
seekers with insecure attachment patterns are more likely, while
securely attached job seekers are less likely, to smoke and use
drugs as a means of coping. Additionally, findings underscored
adult attachment patterns as significant moderators between

times spent unemployed and drug use. Implications of these
findings are discussed below.

Attachment Representation across a Sample of Job
Seekers

Based on the RQ, the percentage of securely attached adults in
the present study was much smaller than is typically reported in
large, nationally representative samples. More specifically, only
18.95 per cent of the participants in the present sample reported
a secure attachment style in comparison to approximately 60
per cent commonly reported among adult samples [15,26,27].
Further, approximately 44 per cent of the participants in the
present study reported a dismissing (avoidant) attachment
style compared to 25 per cent typically reported in the large
studies cited above. [15] theorized that workers with avoidant
attachment patterns feel vulnerable when not working and seek
employment as a way of diverting attention from their unmet
attachment needs. Individuals with a dismissing attachment
style may therefore seek employment with urgency and
persistence, potentially accounting for the higher representation
of dismissing attachment in this job seeker sample. Further,
adults with dismissing attachment styles have been found
to change employers more frequently to avoid forming close
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working relationships [28]. Therefore, it follows that these
adults may seek new employment opportunities more readily
in comparison to securely attached adults, and consequently
be over-represented in samples accessing employment support
services. The small representation of securely attached job
seekers and over-representation of insecurely attached
job seekers may further indicate that: a) securely attached
individuals are less likely to be unemployed, b) securely attached
individuals are more likely to find work independently, without
requiring employment support services, and/or c) exposure to
stressful life circumstances such as unemployment, may magnify
insecure responses [29].

Unemployment Time and External Affect Regulator
Use

Unemployment time was significantly positively associated
with use of tobacco and alcohol for affect regulation, but not
with use of food or illicit drugs. Significant associations detected
between unemployment time and both smoking and alcohol
use in the present study are consistent with previous research
findings (see Henkel, 2011, for an in depth review of the literature
in this field). Further, while time spent unemployed was not
significantly associated with drug use, subsequent analyses
revealed significant relationships
between these variables (see ‘Moderating Effects of Adult
Attachment Patterns’ below).

attachment-moderated

Attachment and Use of External Affect Regulators

Results revealed that job seekers with secure attachment
patterns reported less smoking and drug use, while those with
both avoidant and anxious attachment patterns reported higher
levels of smoking and drug use. These results are in line with
previous research which has demonstrated that high attachment
security is associated with a low risk of substance use, while high
attachment insecurity is associated with increased vulnerability
[19,20,30,31]. The present study is the first to demonstrate
these trends among job seekers who are unemployed.

Contrary to expectation, however, adult attachment patterns
were not significantly associated with emotional eating or
alcohol use. Taken together, clear distinctions emerged between
securely and insecurely attached job seekers in relation to their
patterns of smoking and illicit drug use, but not in their use of
food and alcohol. Reasons for this unexpected result are not
clear, and add measurement; further research regarding these
relationships is recommended.

Moderating Effects of Adult Attachment Patterns

Results revealed that attachment security significantly
moderated the relationship between unemployment time
and drug use: increasing levels of attachment security
were associated with a diminished relationship between
unemployment time and drug use. In contrast, as attachment
avoidance or attachment anxiety levels increased, the association
between unemployment time and drug use strengthened. While

007

previous studies have indicated that unemployment time is
directly associated with increased drug use [2,32], findings of
the present study suggest that this association may be better
understood through consideration of job seekers’ attachment
characteristics. As indicated by the data, insecurely attached job
seekers are likely to be at high risk of drug use with increasing
unemployment time, while job seekers with high attachment
security may be at low risk of drug use.

Clinical Implications of Research Findings: Findings of
the present study indicate the potential value of considering
attachment-informed the
employment support strategies. Of note, findings suggest

approaches in provision of
that insecurely attached job seekers are most likely to require
input for reducing levels of tobacco and illicit drug use. It is
further proposed that identification of job seekers’ individual
attachment characteristics may support detection of those most
vulnerable and prompt early implementation of such supports.

Substance wuse prevention programs typically include
provision of information about the ‘stress-cycle’; risks associated
with substance abuse, and suggested alternate adaptive coping
strategies [33,34]. Assisting job seekers to understand their
individual attachment patterns may further empower them to
understand vulnerabilities associated with their attachment
orientation. By gaining these insights, job seekers may more
effectively develop adaptive strategies for managing stressors
related to unemployment and job seeking. Further, these insights
and strategies may serve to support employment longevity in
future employment.

Given that the majority of participants in the present study
reported an insecure attachment style, adopting an attachment
perspective may aid employment support counselors in selecting
appropriate interventions and tailoring supports to meet job
seekers’ individual attachment-related needs. For example,
identifying high levels of attachment avoidance may indicate
the importance of providing distant forms of support (e.g., via
email), and supporting needs for autonomy and independence
[35]. In contrast, noting high levels of attachment anxiety may
signify the importance of scheduling frequent appointments and
providing face-to-face support [35].

Considerations and Recommendations for Future
Research

The exploratory nature of this study introduces a number of
limitations. First, the cross-sectional nature of the study prevents
consideration of causal relationships. It is recommended that
future studies employ a longitudinal design to investigate
associations between adult attachment patterns and substance
use over time (i.e., from acute to long-term unemployment).
Second, all data were collected using self-report measures.
Future research might augment self-report information with
objective data such as that gathered from employment support
agencies e.g., records of unemployment time. Third, the results of
this study should not be generalized to other unemployed groups
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due to the relatively small sample size that was drawn from one
agency in one Australian capital city. Fourth, although the brevity
of the questionnaire used in the present study was beneficial in
that it reduced participant burden and contributed to a high
response rate, it may also have contributed to an increased Type
II error rate. Lastly, the response items of the external affect
regulator use questionnaire employed in the present study (i.e.,
never, seldom, often, or very often), were open to subjective
interpretation and resulted in limited ability to distinguish
between levels of use. Future investigations may consider use
of a standardized measure of external affect regulation, such as
the Alcohol, Smoking, and Substance Involvement Screening Test
[36]. Despite these limitations, findings were largely consistent
with theoretical expectations [37, 38].

Conclusion

This study was the first to investigate attachment
representations among unemployed job seekers and to explore
the ways in which job seekers’ attachment characteristics relate
to their tendency of using external affect regulators. On the
whole, findings suggest that attachment security is negatively
associated, and attachment insecurity positively associated,
with external affect regulator use among unemployed job
seekers, namely smoking and illicit drug use. These results
underline the value of undertaking further research in this field,
with a view to adopting an attachment perspective to enhance
present employment support and intervention strategies for
unemployed job seekers.
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