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We examined the extent to which anxious attachment and avoidant attachment predicted loneliness and

social self-efficacy among 863 college students. Further, we investigated whether social self-efficacy mediated
the relationships between the two insecure attachment styles and loneliness. Pearson correlations and
regression analysis showed that anxious and avoidant attachment styles were significant predictors of
loneliness and social self-efficacy. Mediation analysis revealed that social self-efficacy fully mediated the
relationship between avoidant attachment and loneliness and partially mediated the relationship between
anxious attachment and loneliness. Implications for college counseling are discussed, and we propose
recommendations for counselors to enhance social self-efficacy and attachment security to decrease loneliness.
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Existential philosophers, as well as counseling theorists, have alluded to loneliness as a common
human condition, one that can lead to mental health challenges like depression and anxiety (Sharf,
2012). Researchers began calling attention to the increase in loneliness across the life span (Cacioppo
et al., 2015; Diehl et al., 2018; Mushtaq et al., 2014) prior to the outbreak of the novel coronavirus
disease (COVID-19), and the subsequent declaration by the World Health Organization (WHO)
that the outbreak was a public health emergency of international concern (Pan American Health
Organization, 2020). In 2015, Vivek Murthy (2020), then surgeon general of the United States,
identified loneliness as a public health issue, endemic across all ages and socioeconomic groups. As of
2019, three out of every five people, or 61% of the U.S. population, reported feeling lonely, which was
a 7% increase from 2018 (Cigna, 2020). Isolation then surged during the COVID-19 pandemic, which
contributed to loneliness (Dahlberg, 2021; Holt-Lunstad, 2020).

The Cigna (2020) report noted that 49.9% of emerging adults 18-22 years old and 47.7% of adults
23-37 years old reported feeling lonely. Moreover, the American College Health Association (2017)
reported that 64% of college students experienced loneliness, which aligns with the Healthy Minds
Study results indicating that 66% of college students struggled with loneliness (Eisenberg et al., 2020).
Again, these figures predate the 2020 coronavirus pandemic, and rates of loneliness experienced
because of the lockdown and restrictions during that time are projected to increase (Dahlberg, 2021;
Holt-Lunstad, 2020).

As the preceding data demonstrate, loneliness is a special concern for the college-age population.
Moreover, loneliness is a human challenge that if left unattended can lead to and exacerbate mental
health issues. Like Bandura (1977), we believe that individuals who possess strong social self-efficacy
can motivate themselves to build connections and engage with others and reduce feelings of loneliness.
This study sought to examine the extent to which social self-efficacy serves as a mediator of the two
insecure attachment styles on loneliness.
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Literature Review

Loneliness

Loneliness is viewed as a complex multidimensional and subjective psychological construct that is
seen from an individual’s perspective. DiTommaso et al. (2015) described loneliness as a temporary
psychological response to changes in one’s social environment or a stable dissatisfaction with one’s
personal network, while Perlman and Peplau (1981) viewed it as a negative feeling that occurs when
individuals do not perceive the quality or quantity of their social relationships as satisfying.

Early researchers like Perlman and Peplau (1981) identified three types of loneliness: (a) chronic
loneliness, or a long-term experience of feelings of separation and isolation over several years;
(b) situation loneliness, or a disruption of one’s social relationship patterns; and (c) transient loneliness,
described as the occasional feelings of loneliness experienced at different times when one is making
changes throughout the life span. Yanguas et al. (2018) highlighted a dichotomous view of loneliness,
identifying social loneliness (lacking a sense of community and connection to social network) and
emotional loneliness (lacking attachment figures and companionship), and noting that an individual
can experience loneliness in both areas simultaneously.

Loneliness as a developmental issue can occur at different periods in people’s lives. For example,
for emerging adults (i.e., 18-25 years old) this period is marked by transitions that can predispose
them to experiencing loneliness (Moeller & Seehuus, 2019). Emerging adults overlap two critical
stages in Erikson’s (1980) psychosocial development theory. The first stage of identity versus role
confusion (12-19 age range) is marked by a sense of ego identity in which the individual seeks balance
and congruence between their self-perception and how others perceive them. The second stage is
intimacy versus isolation (20-25 age range), in which the goal is to establish committed relationships
with friends and develop intimate romantic relationships. Erikson posited that individuals who were
unsuccessful at the earlier stages, and were lacking a strong sense of identity, may struggle in building
healthy relationships. This in turn can result in emotional distress and isolations, as they will be unable
to establish the committed relationships that are needed to resolve this stage and experience loneliness.
There are normative transitions many emerging adults make that can precipitate feelings of loneliness,
like leaving home, beginning college, or starting a full-time job. Additionally, the maturation changes
from adolescence to emerging adulthood (Chickering & Reisser, 1993), along with the psychosocial
development crisis of intimacy versus isolation, can impact emerging adults’ self-perception of
loneliness (Qualter et al., 2015).

At the beginning of college, students may not have relationships with peers at their institutions
and will need to establish connections in this new social context (Thurber & Walton, 2012). This new
context may be bigger or smaller than home, or it may be less diverse or more diverse from their home
communities, thereby decreasing students’ feelings of connection. Colleges often give much attention
to transition issues experienced at the beginning of college (Bruffaerts et al., 2018); however, these
experiences can persist throughout the college years. Moeller and Seehuus (2019) noted that students
are challenged to build and sustain relationships in this social context while also navigating and
balancing a more demanding academic workload, new expectations around academic productivity
and engagement, and developmental changes as they transition from adolescence to adulthood.

This period of transition and competing priorities can be challenging for students as they attempt
new things, try to integrate, and adjust to the changes to their personal and academic lives and make
decisions about what is important to them. For some, this can be overwhelming, and their inability
to cope with these challenges and form meaningful relationships in this social context can precipitate
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students” mental health struggles and loneliness (Thomas et al., 2020). Students’ struggles during this
period are linked to attrition, college withdrawal, and dropout rates (Diehl et al., 2018; Fink, 2014).

Social Self-Efficacy

Bandura (1977) defined social self-efficacy as an individual’s beliefs about their skills for success
in interpersonal interactions and social situations. He noted that individuals with high social self-
efficacy had greater cognitive resourcefulness and flexibility to effectively manage their environment
and motivate themselves to achieve a desired goal, which is the opposite for individuals with insecure
attachment. Social self-efficacy, then, is about the individual’s perceived confidence in their ability to
engage in social interactions and to take the initiative to maintain these interpersonal relationships.
Consequently, higher social self-efficacy is important for building and maintaining interpersonal
relationships and for engaging in social gatherings (Kim et al., 2020). These engagements can then help
in staving off loneliness. People who are lonely are assumed to possess less interpersonal competence
than individuals who are not lonely, and research often points to a positive correlation between poor
social skills and loneliness (Moeller & Seehuus, 2019).

Attachment Theory

Attachment theory is an established framework that describes the impact of early bonding with
caregivers as a foundation for subsequent close relationships across the life span (Ainsworth, 1985;
Bowlby, 1973). These theorists posited two major attachment types: secure and insecure attachment.
Available, sensitive, and supportive bonding experiences with caregivers contribute to a sense of
connectedness and security resulting in the development of secure attachment and a healthy internal
model of self and others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2014). That is, these experiences create a positive view
of self and others.

On the other hand, individuals who experienced unsupportive, frustrated, and fractured
caregiving emerge with insecure attachment styles, which lead to difficulties with relationships in
later life. Insecure attachment is characterized in two dimensions—avoidant and anxious attachment
styles. Individuals with high anxious attachment style tend to be fearful of being rejected or
abandoned by others and have a negative working model of self; that is, they may hold a negative
perception of their worthiness. Those with avoidant attachment fear intimacy and being dependent
on others and hold a negative working model of others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2014; Zhu et al., 2016).

Individuals with insecure attachment styles may lack prosocial skills and engage in negative
coping strategies (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2014, 2019). For example, individuals with high anxious
attachment may “rely on hyperactivating strategies . . . to achieve support and love,” and when the
support and love are not provided, individuals may then experience anger and despair (Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2014, p. 36). Conversely, those with high avoidant attachment may use detachment and
deactivated strategies to protect themselves; they tend to push others away, “avoiding closeness and
interdependence in relationship” (p. 36). These maladaptive behaviors may result in greater feelings
of loneliness, as these individuals may experience lower satisfaction in their relationships.

Loneliness, Attachment, and Social Self-Efficacy

The relationship between attachment styles established in early childhood and feelings of
loneliness in early adulthood is well documented (Akdogan, 2017; Benoit & DiTommaso, 2020;
Klausli & Caudill, 2021). Higher levels of attachment security correlated with lower levels of
loneliness in undergraduate students (Benoit & DiTommaso, 2020). As young adults transition to
college life, their social network shifts from the family domain to peers. An individual’s ability to
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cope with this transition and form meaningful relationships may depend on the adaptiveness of their
attachment style. Individuals with a secure attachment style report a stronger sense of self and social
competence (Akdogan, 2017; Klausli & Caudill, 2021), which may counteract feelings of loneliness.

Research on loneliness has frequently pointed to a lack of prosocial skills and social competency to
initiate and maintain friendships when addressing the connection between insecure attachment and
loneliness (Akdogan, 2017). Individuals with secure attachment demonstrate strong social skills and
social competency and can be said to possess social self-efficacy. “Adult attachment research revealed
that attachment insecurities tended to negatively bias cognitions, emotions, and behavior during
interpersonal interactions” (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2014, p. 37); therefore, it could be concluded that
individuals with attachment insecurities are likely to exhibit low social self-efficacy.

Earlier researchers found conflicting effects of social self-efficacy on loneliness (Mallinckrodt & Wei,
2005; Wei et al., 2005). The results of a longitudinal study of 308 freshmen examining social self-efficacy
and self-disclosure as mediators for insecure attachment, loneliness, and depression revealed that a
lack of social self-efficacy mediated the relationship between anxious attachment and loneliness after
controlling for depression (Wei et al., 2005). However, social self-efficacy was not found to mediate
avoidant attachment. In another study with 430 students investigating social self-efficacy as a mediator
for insecure attachment, social support, and psychological distress, researchers found that high levels
of avoidant attachment were correlated with lower levels of social self-efficacy and perceived social
support (Mallinckrodt & Wei, 2005). These competing findings influenced us to further explore the
extent to which social self-efficacy would affect loneliness.

The Current Study

For this study, we focused on social and emotional loneliness (Yanguas et al., 2018), holding the
view that loneliness is a temporary psychological state due to circumstances (DiTommaso et al.,
2015). These two dimensions are considered more salient for college students given their psychosocial
developmental levels and societal expectations. Researchers (Akdogan, 2017; Benoit & DiTommaso,
2020; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2014, 2019) have indicated that primary attachment style impacts social
competency, sense of self, and one’s ability to form a supportive network. All of these can affect
whether college students experience loneliness and to what degree they experience it.

To date, few researchers have examined how the detrimental effects of loneliness in people with
avoidant and anxious attachment styles can be mediated by social self-efficacy. In this study, we
examined the triadic relationship between the dimensions of insecure attachment (i.e., anxious
attachment and avoidant attachment), loneliness, and social self-efficacy. Three research questions
and hypotheses guided this study:

1. What is the relationship between social self-efficacy, loneliness, and the types of insecure
attachment?

2. Do anxious attachment and avoidant attachment predict the levels of social self-efficacy?

3. How does social self-efficacy mediate the relationship between loneliness and anxious
attachment and avoidant attachment styles?

We hypothesized that a) social self-efficacy, loneliness, and anxiety are correlated; b) anxious attachment

and avoidant attachment will predict the levels of social self-efficacy; and c) social self-efficacy will
mediate the relationship between loneliness and anxious attachment and avoidant attachment styles.
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Methods

Procedure

Upon receiving IRB approval, we collected data during the last 2 months of the fall 2020 semester.
At this mid-size comprehensive college in the Northeast, students were on campus until the week
before Thanksgiving. After the Thanksgiving break, students were not permitted to return, and all
classes transitioned to virtual platforms because of the uptick in the number of cases and deaths as a
result of COVID-19. Data collection spanned both class formats. All students 18 years and older who
were enrolled in classes for the fall 2020 semester were eligible to participate in this study. Data were
collected through the Qualtrics online survey platform. The university enrollment management office
distributed the recruitment email inviting students to volunteer to participate in the research. The
students who volunteered completed the informed consent with the screening statement, “I am 18
years or older, currently enrolled in classes for the fall 2020 semester.”

Participants

Participants were drawn from 5,838 full-time students attending a medium-sized public college
in the northeastern United States. After eliminating participants with more than 10% of missing
values throughout the questionnaire (n = 28; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) the final sample was N = 863
students. The participants’ ages ranged between 18 and over 40 years, with the majority (n =79.9%)
being between 18 and 25 years old. Of these 863 participants, 153 (17.7%) participants were first-year
students, 105 (12.2%) participants were second-year students, 205 (23.8%) were in their third year,
182 (21.1%) were fourth-year students, 43 (4.9%) were fifth-year students (those who added one more
year to complete the degree), 163 (18.9%) were graduate students, and 12 (1.4%) were non—degree-
seeking students.

Regarding their cultural background, most participants (n = 689; 79.8%) were White European,
whereas 51 (5.9%) were African American, 44 (5.1%) were Hispanic/Latinx, 20 (2.3%) were Asian,
17 (2.0%) were Caribbean/West Indian, 11 (1.3%) were Native American or Alaska Native, and two
(0.2%) were Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. Regarding gender, 647 (75%) identified as women,
197 (22.8%) as men, 6 (0.7%) as transgender, and 13 (1.5%) as other gender. Most of the participants
identified as heterosexual (n = 611, 70.8%), whereas 117 (13.6%) identified as bisexual, 37 (4.3%)
identified as asexual, 29 (3.4%) identified as lesbian, 12 (1.4%) identified as queer, and 11 (1.3%)
identified as homosexual. The relationship status of the participants varied. Most of the participants
were single (n = 375, 43.5%), whereas 361 (41.9%) were dating, 80 (9.3%) were married,
37 (4.3%) were engaged, and seven (0.8%) were divorced.

In terms of living arrangements, many participants (1 = 204, 23.7%) lived on campus with suitemates,
201 (23.3%) lived with their parents/guardians, 190 (22.0%) lived with their partners or spouses, 102
(11.8%) lived alone, and 36 (4.2%) lived with a non-student roommate. Regarding religious affiliation,
336 (39.3%) of the participants identified as Christian, 250 (29.2%) identified as spiritual/not religious, 129
(15.1%) identified as agnostic, 103 (11.9%) identified as atheist, 11 (1.3%) identified as Buddhist, 11 (1.3%)
identified as Jewish, 8 (0.9%) identified as Muslim, and 1 (0.1%) identified as Mormon.

Instruments
Demographic Questionnaire
The demographic questionnaire consisted of 13 questions. These questions addressed age,
gender, sexual orientation, class standing, enrollment status, race/ethnicity, and living arrangements.
Additional questions asked about marital status, income, religion/spiritual practice, and employment.
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UCLA Loneliness Scale

The UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3) is a 20-item scale measure of subjective feelings of
loneliness and feelings of social isolation (Russell, 1996). Participants are asked to rate how often each
of the positively and negatively worded statements describes them on a 4-point Likert scale from 1
(never) to 4 (often). Sample items included, “How often do you feel that there are people that you can
talk to?” and “How often do you feel that people are around you but not with you?” Scoring is done
by reversing the positively worded items and then summing the scores on each item for a composite
score ranging from 20 to 80, with higher scores (> 40) indicating greater degrees of loneliness. Version
3 has been widely used and validated with the college population as well as other adults in the
United States and has yielded high reliability with alpha coefficient values ranging from .89 to .94
and test-retest reliability of .73 (Russell, 1996). In the current study, we followed Kalkbrenner’s (2023)
recommendation and computed both Cronbach’s alpha value and coefficient omega, as the latter is a
robust measure to alpha’s statistical assumptions. For the UCLA Loneliness Scale, both were the same
value of .94, indicating strong reliability.

Social Self-Efficacy Scale

The Social Self-Efficacy Scale (SSES) is a 6-item measure subscale from the Self-Efficacy Scale (Sherer
et al., 1982) that assesses students’ beliefs in their social competence. Items ask participants to respond
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) to statements like “It is
difficult for me to make new friends” and “I do not handle myself well in social gatherings.” Reverse
scoring is done for the negatively worded items followed by summing the scores of all the items. A
higher score indicates higher social self-efficacy. Researchers have indicated coefficient alpha values of
.76 and .71 (Sherer et al., 1982; Wei et al., 2005). Construct validity for this measure has demonstrated
correlations with measures of ego strength, interpersonal competency, and self-esteem (Sherer et al.,
1982). In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha value for the SSES was .60, while the coefficient omega
value was .57. Because we used a subscale of the Self-Efficacy Scale, the poor internal consistency
reliability estimates of the SSES might, in part, be due to the low number of questions (Tavakoli &
Dennick, 2011). Nonetheless, this instrument was chosen because it is a widely used instrument for
assessing social self-efficacy and has reported construct validity (Sherer et al., 1982).

The Experiences in Close Relationships — Relationship Structures Questionnaire

The Experiences in Close Relationships—Relationship Structures Questionnaire (ECR-RS; Fraley et
al., 2011) is a 9-item measure used to assess attachment patterns with a variety of familiar relationships.
For the current study, participants were asked to respond on the basis of close relationships in general
as opposed to thinking about a specific person/relationship. The ECR-RS has two fundamental
dimensions of underlying attachment patterns: anxious attachment and avoidant attachment. Sample
items include “I usually discuss my concerns and problems with this person,” “I find it easy to depend
on this person,” and “I worry this person may abandon me.” Participants rate the extent to which they
believe each of the nine statements describes their feelings about their close relationships on a 7-point
Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Items 1, 2, 3, and 4 are reverse scored. Items 1
to 6 make up the Avoidance Attachment scale, and items 7 to 9 comprise the Anxiety Attachment scale
(Fraley et al., 2011). Scores for each scale are derived from finding the average of the items.

Researchers noted Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities ranging between .83 and .87 for the Anxiety
Attachment scale and .81 to .92 for the Avoidance Attachment scale across multiple domains (Fraley
et al., 2011; Klausli & Caudill, 2021). Our study yielded a Cronbach’s alpha score of .88 and a
coefficient omega score of .87 on the Avoidance Attachment scale and alpha .76 and omega .82 for the
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Anxiety Attachment scale. The ECR-RS has been normed on the college-age population, and Varghese
and Pistole (2017) demonstrated the usefulness of this instrument with college students.

Data Analyses

SPSS (Version 27) was used to analyze the data. We first examined the data for missing values that
are common in survey research and utilized D. A. Bennett’s (2001) recommendation for deleting cases
that had 10% of the data missing. For data that were missing at random, these data were replaced
using group means for any item that had 15% or less of the cases missing as a way of maintaining
the sample size without threatening the validity of the results (George & Mallery, 2010). Descriptive
statistics and reliability estimates for all the scales of the sample were calculated to check for errors,
statistical assumptions, and violations, and to describe the data distribution. We utilized the guide
that a distribution could be approximated to normal if the skewness value was less than or equal to
plus or minus two [< +2] (Garson, 2012).

The skewness and kurtosis values for all but the UCLA Loneliness Scale were less than plus or
minus two (< £2), indicating approximately normal distribution (George & Mallery, 2010). It should
be noted that the mean, median, and mode for the loneliness measure were similar (47.46), suggesting
a fairly normal distribution. Scores were, however, negatively skewed. The data revealed that
15.8% of students scored in the high range for loneliness levels (40-60) and 53.8% were in the very
high range (= 61). Collinearity statistics were in the acceptable range and met the assumptions for
multicollinearity. The means and standard deviation, as well as correlations for the main variables
from the SSES, UCLA Loneliness Scale, and Anxiety Attachment and Avoidance Attachment
subscales, are presented in Table 1. We used Pearson’s correlation to answer the first research
question and regression analyses were used for the other research questions and hypothesis.

Table 1

Pearson Correlations of Study Variables With Means and Standard Deviation

Variables 1 2 3 4 M SD
1. Loneliness --- 465** 581** —.440** 47.46 11.86
2. Avoid Attach --- 554** -.168** 2.30 1.08
3. Anx Attach - —.212%* 3.40 1.62
4. SSE - 19.03 3.55

Note. Avoid Attach = Avoidant Attachment, Anx Attach = Anxious Attachment, SSE = Social Self-Efficacy.
X3k
p <.01.

Results
Correlational Analysis

Pearson correlations were computed to answer the first research question: What is the relationship
between social self-efficacy, loneliness, and the types of insecure attachment? The results of the Pearson
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correlation showed a statistically significant positive correlation between loneliness and avoidant
attachment (r = .47, p <.001) and loneliness and anxious attachment (r = .58, p <.001), indicating that
participants who had higher levels of avoidant attachment and anxious attachment experienced
higher levels of loneliness. The results of Pearson correlation analysis showed a statistically
significant negative correlation between loneliness and social self-efficacy (r = -.44, p <.001). The
findings indicated that participants who experienced higher levels of social self-efficacy experienced
lower levels of loneliness. Additionally, the results of Pearson correlation analysis showed a
statistically significant, albeit weak, negative correlation between social self-efficacy and anxious
attachment (r =-.21, p <.001), as well as avoidant attachment (r =-.17, p <.001).

Both anxious attachment and avoidant attachment explained 34% and 22% of the variances in
loneliness, respectively. Additionally, we found that anxious attachment accounted for 4% of the
variance, and avoidant attachment explained 3% of the variance in social self-efficacy. When we
analyzed the relationship between loneliness, social self-efficacy, avoidant attachment, and anxious
attachment, we found that avoidant attachment was significantly negatively associated with
loneliness, while all the other variables showed a significant positive (p <.001) association.

Multiple Regression Analysis

Multiple regression was used to answer the second research question: Do anxious attachment and
avoidant attachment predict the levels of social self-efficacy? The results indicated that anxious attachment
was a statistically significant predictor of social self-efficacy (F = 40.68, p <.001) with a § of .04 (p <.001),
accounting for 5% of the variance in social self-efficacy (see Table 2). These results indicate that among
students who participated in this study, higher levels of social self-efficacy were a result of lower levels
of both anxious attachment and avoidant attachment styles. Overall, the model explains 5% of the
variance of anxious attachment in social self-efficacy (r = .39).

Table 2

Multiple Regression Analysis Predictor of Social Self-Efficacy

Factor R R* B t p F p
Anxious attachment 21 .05 .04 -6.38 <.001 40.68 <.001

*Adjusted R? = .04

Finally, we examined the third research question and the corresponding hypothesis: How does
social self-efficacy mediate the relationship between loneliness and anxious attachment and avoidant attachment
styles? In support of our hypothesis that social self-efficacy would mediate the relationship between
avoidant attachment and anxious attachment and loneliness, we conducted two regression analyses
using Baron and Kenny’s model (1986) for each. In the first model (Figure 1a), in Step 1 the predictor
avoidant attachment was regressed on the outcome loneliness. This path provided the coefficient for
path ¢ =5.13 as identified in Figure 1a and was statistically significant {f (861) =15.42, p =<.001}. In
Step 2, the mediator social self-efficacy was regressed against the outcome and provided the path
coefficient, denoted a = -.55, with t (862) =-.55, p = <.001. In Step 3, social self-efficacy was regressed
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on loneliness and the mediator. The significance of the mediation was determined using the Sobel test
and was found to be statistically significant at z =-13.54, p = <.001.

Figure 1a

Mediation Path Model for Social Self-Efficacy on Avoidant Attachment on Loneliness

Social

/ Self-Efficacy

a= —0.55*7 ; : b=-1.47"

S
Avoidant | c=-1.24 .
- Loneliness

Attachment | ¢ = 513

Note. Mediation model testing social self-efficacy as mediator for avoidant attachment and loneliness.
#p <001

The second path model (Figure 1b) was conducted to ascertain the extent to which social self-
efficacy mediated the relationship between anxious attachment and loneliness. Step 1 of the
mediation provided the coefficient for path c = 4.25. This was statistically significant {t (861) =20.945,
p =.001}. The mediation path was also statistically significant, signaling partial mediation: ¢’ = 3.73
{t (860) =19.59, p < .001} with R?= .442 and adjusted R? = .441.

Figure 1b

Mediation Path Model for Social Self-Efficacy on Anxious Attachment on Loneliness

Social
Self-Efficacy

a=-046" | '. b=-1.11*

‘ Anxious ‘

Attachment ¢ =373

) ¢ =4.25%

Loneliness ‘

Note. Mediation model testing social self-efficacy as mediator for anxious attachment and loneliness.

*p <001
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Discussion

In the current study, we found statistically significant relationships among anxious attachment,
avoidant attachment, social self-efficacy, and loneliness. Higher levels of anxious attachment and
avoidant attachment were correlated to higher levels of loneliness, which is consistent with prior studies
(Benoit & DiTommaso, 2020; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2014). Individuals with insecure attachment styles are
predisposed to feeling lonely and may not be motivated to seek out others and engage in social activities.
Conversely, those with secure attachment styles are more likely to engage with others because of their
healthy view of themselves and their interpersonal ability to build and maintain relationships (Akdogan,
2017; DiTommaso et al., 2015; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2019). Additionally, the results indicate that social
self-efficacy was negatively associated with both anxious attachment and avoidant attachment, as well as
loneliness. Students with higher levels of social self-efficacy did not score as having anxious or avoidant
attachment styles. Although the weak correlations mean that the findings should be considered with
caution, the negative relationship between insecure attachment styles and social self-efficacy reflects
the expectations outlined by attachment theory. Specifically, individuals who demonstrate anxious and
avoidant attachments will theoretically experience more social interaction challenges, as they may likely
possess less social efficacy.

In college, many young adults struggle to adjust to their new social networks and make meaningful
relationships. This can be especially challenging for students with an insecure attachment style and
can result in them experiencing both emotional and social loneliness as described by DiTommaso et
al. (2015) and Yanguas et al. (2018). The current study findings of a negative association between social
self-efficacy and insecure attachment support the notion that students with insecure attachment styles
may have deficits in their prosocial skills and their ability to initiate and maintain interactions with
others, in part explaining their loneliness (Akdogan, 2017). Negative social self-efficacy stems from
internalized negative views about self-worth and competence, as well as a fear of rejection and distrust
of others, which can contribute to feelings of loneliness (Akdogan, 2017; DiTommaso et al., 2015).

In support of the mediation hypothesis, the relationship between avoidant attachment and loneliness
was mediated by social self-efficacy, with high social self-efficacy explaining decreased loneliness
in those with avoidant attachment. Interestingly, the relationship between anxious attachment and
loneliness was only partially mediated by social self-efficacy. Through the lens of attachment theory,
this partial mediation makes sense in that individuals with high anxious attachment tend to be fearful
of rejection and abandonment. They tend to be overly self-focused and critical; therefore, they may
be more likely to perceive themselves as lonely because these worries undermine the quality of their
interpersonal relationships (Akdogan, 2017; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2014). These individuals may hold
a negative working model of self and may be more likely to perceive themselves as low in social self-
efficacy, which could account for the partial mediation.

Conversely, individuals with an avoidant attachment style typically have low expectations of
others and tend to push people away. However, the findings indicate that when individuals also have
strong social self-efficacy, this seems to mediate the desire for detachment and help them in building
relationships with others. Social self-efficacy strengthens one’s interpersonal competency and social
skills, thereby enhancing coping strategies and self-regulation during relationship challenges. Thus,
our findings support the existing literature that social self-efficacy mediates the relationship between
anxious attachment and avoidant attachment on loneliness.
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Although this study supports the established relationship of insecure attachment styles and high
levels of loneliness, as well as the mediation effect of social self-efficacy on insecure attachment and
loneliness, we recognize that existing research has examined the mediating effect after controlling for
some psychological distress like depression (Wei et al., 2005). As a result, we reviewed the mediating
effects of other constructs that are comparable to social self-efficacy. Our study provides support for
mediating effects of feelings of inferiority on insecure attachment and loneliness (Akdogan, 2017), as
well as for mediating effects of social support (Benoit & DiTommaso, 2020). We posit that feelings of
inferiority and lack of social support are very similar to lack of social self-efficacy and have significant
clinical implications.

Implications for Counseling

Our findings suggest that attachment style greatly influences loneliness and the propensity
for how one makes and maintains relationships (Akdogan, 2017; Helm et al., 2020). For emerging
adults who are at Erikson’s stage of intimacy versus isolation, loneliness can be understood as
a developmental struggle that some students may need help resolving, particularly if they have
avoidant or anxious attachment styles (Erikson, 1980). Counselors should therefore broach the
subject of loneliness and assess for loneliness and low self-efficacy with clients as well as examine
interpersonal difficulties on campus.

College counselors could utilize the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th ed.;
American Psychiatric Association, 2013) Level 1 and Level 2 cross-cutting symptom measures for adults
or the widely used Counseling Center Assessment of Psychological Symptoms (CCAPS; Locke et al.,
2011), as well as readily available assessments for depression and anxiety, to collect data on students’
levels of psychological stress. Psychological stress, depression, and anxiety are identified as contributors
to and symptoms of loneliness (Cacioppo et al., 2015; Fink, 2014; Moeller & Seehuus, 2019) and can
further provide information on social self-efficacy. Additionally, during the normal intake session and
risk assessments, counselors should assess for social support, thereby gathering qualitative data on
students’ social networks and the quality of their interpersonal relationships.

Because social self-efficacy mediated the relationship between attachment and loneliness, it could
prove helpful for counselors to help clients bolster their prosocial skills and interpersonal confidence.
This could be done through individual and group counseling interventions based on clients” assessed
needs related to psychological stress and interpersonal difficulties. Furthermore, because counseling
promotes a strength-based and wellness philosophy, counselors can work with all students to
enhance prosocial skills and interpersonal confidence and resiliency. Bandura (2000) noted that
high social self-efficacy requires greater cognitive resourcefulness and flexibility to not only manage
the environment but as motivation to achieve a desired goal. For college students, bolstering social
self-efficacy might help to build interpersonal confidence, enhance motivation, and give them
social capital (Thomas et al., 2020). Our hope is that through these processes, students” intra- and
interpersonal development regarding increased social self-efficacy will translate to academic success,
personal success, and a decrease in perceived loneliness.

Because of the interactive nature of group counseling, it may be useful as a therapeutic approach
to reducing loneliness in college students. Group counseling may also reveal how those with
loneliness approach developing relationships with others in the group. Group work is known to be
highly effective and superior to individual therapy, as it provides opportunities for social learning,
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developing social supports, and improving social networks (Yalom & Leszcz, 2020). For example,
personal growth groups (e.g., social support groups or interpersonal process groups) are focused on
both the personal and social development of members and can be used as interventions to address
insecure attachment and loneliness. Additionally, these groups help members to develop self-
awareness and insight while also learning new skills to enhance their interpersonal attractiveness. In
short, groups like these have the potential to address members” interpersonal challenges and disrupt
behaviors that impede the building and maintaining of healthy relationships while also enhancing
group members’ social self-efficacy. Ultimately, the focus is on relationship building and helping
members to feel more connected with each other (Reese, 2011).

Additional ways in which counselors could support students experiencing loneliness is through
collaboration with residence life, other social clubs, and groups to help students find connections
and learn how to foster and maintain healthy relationships. These approaches support the work of
Moeller and Seehuus (2019), reiterating the need to build and enhance college students’ social skills
(thereby enhancing social self-efficacy) and facilitating opportunities for greater engagement to
reduce loneliness and increase retention (Thomas et al., 2020).

It is noteworthy, but not surprising, that higher anxious and avoidant attachments correlated to
higher levels of loneliness in our study. Given this knowledge that students may have negative working
models of self and/or others, counselors may need to expand the ways in which they develop rapport
and provide supportive spaces for risk-taking where clients may be more willing to explore issues
surrounding their insecure attachment. Exploring the impact of the insecure attachment on their sense
of self and how it presents as a barrier to initiating and/or maintaining quality social connections could
be helpful, in addition to teaching strategies and skills to increase their sense of safety and self-efficacy.

Having conversations about initiating and maintaining meaningful relationships can also allow
the counselor to address the risk of rejection and vulnerability inherent in relationships and help the
clients develop coping skills to deal with these experiences rather than internalizing negative results.
The counseling relationship can serve as a model and as evidence to the students that they have the
ability to connect with others. Wei et al. (2005) noted that counselors could help students with high
avoidant attachment understand how their reluctance to self-disclose prevents them from developing
deeper or emotionally fulfilling relationships. Counselors can help clients with high anxious
attachment examine how self-doubts may contribute to their perceptions of loneliness and other
mental health challenges and learn strategies to increase self-confidence.

Moreover, the counseling relationship can serve as a model to evaluate the impact of self-doubt
and lack of self-disclosure on the relationship and help with insight and self-awareness. As counseling
progresses and students begin to address the self-doubt or begin to self-disclose, they will also be
able to see how these changes shift the dynamics of the relationship and can lead to a more satisfying
relationship. Counselors can incorporate strategies from different modalities, including using cognitive
behavioral therapy and narrative therapy to address maladaptive thinking, and can help students
explore unique outcomes congruent with their goals. E. D. Bennett et al. (2017) recommended some
creative strategies that could be employed (e.g., talk meter, the paper bag story, using music, or
modeling interventions using social media models). It is hoped that as students increase their self-
awareness and social self-efficacy, they will transfer and integrate these new behaviors in establishing
and maintaining relationships outside of the counseling room, thereby strengthening their social
networks and decreasing loneliness.
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Limitations and Future Research

Though a robust study in terms of the number of participants, this study has several limitations
that should be considered. Some of the data collection took place when the college pivoted to online
learning and students had to stay home as a result of COVID-19. This time of forced social isolation
could have impacted students’ responses. The cross-sectional design of this study is a limitation.
Social self-efficacy and perception of loneliness were assessed at one point in time. Social self-efficacy
and loneliness are complex constructs that can vary at different time points, so a longitudinal research
design is an important next step. Furthermore, a longitudinal design would allow researchers to
track changes over time and throughout students” college experiences, noting changes as a student
progresses developmentally.

The self-report nature of the measurements and response bias are limitations that weaken the
construct validity of the study. Self-report measures, though used extensively in research, are subject
to respondent biases and social desirability (Crowne & Marlowe, 1964), which can limit self-awareness,
self-knowledge, and self-report. The poor internal consistency reliability estimates of the SSES in this
study is another limitation that might indicate that the SSES failed to capture stability of test scores
within our sample. Future researchers may consider using other measures of social self-efficacy.

Although the mediation model provides explanatory effect of social self-efficacy on attachment
and loneliness, future studies should examine other related factors such as self-esteem, empathy, or
personality traits like Myers-Briggs or the Big Five personality traits. Additionally, the attachment
measure was retrospective in nature, and participants were instructed to consider their feelings
about close relationships in general rather than on a specific relationship on the Experiences in
Close Relationships —Relationship Structures Questionnaire. In retrospect, it might have been more
beneficial to have them consider specific relationships at college.

Conclusion

This study further expanded the research on the impact of insecure attachment as a contributor to
feelings of loneliness. Further, our study pointed to social self-efficacy as a possible mediator for this
relationship. Although attachment styles may be difficult to change, enhancing mediators like social
self-efficacy might help individuals with insecure attachment styles to reduce loneliness (Thomas
et al., 2020). Helping individuals with insecure attachment styles learn new skills to enhance their
interpersonal and intrapersonal skills might enhance their beliefs in others and possibly bolster their
self-confidence and competence. In the college setting, enhancing insecure attachment styles may
have long-term consequences on reducing feelings of loneliness and may contribute to a sense of
belonging and increase retention rates and academic success.
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