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Little is known about how the quality of one’s relationships might relate 
to how important a person thinks music is. By combining three 
established psychological phenomena - the need to belong, transference 
of attachment and aesthetic emotions - a novel research field addressing 
this was deducted and explored. A web-survey with self-report scales 
on attachment styles, belongingness and valuation of music was 
distributed both publicly via Facebook and targeted to psychology 
students at Stockholm University per e-mail. 141 surveys were 
returned. Good to excellent internal consistencies were obtained for all 
scales. Ambivalent and disorganized attachment styles correlated 
positively up to medium strength with measures related to valuation of 
music. A following ANOVA between attachment style groups 
supported the results of the correlation analysis. The results provide 
some tentative support for the deducted explanation. 

 
 
Listening to music and being social are two important parts of many people’s lives. Little 
is known about how the quality of one’s relationships might relate to how important a 
person thinks music is. To some people, music can be very important. For instance, it has 
been observed that people form relationships to music (Lee, Andrade, & Palmer, 2013). 
Music listening strategies have also been linked to skills usually associated with 
developmental psychology such as agency, self-esteem, and competence (Laukka, 2007). 
This suggests that for some people, listening to music can be of pivotal supportive 
importance. To other people, music is not that important. This varying meaning can be 
seen in findings on what specific strategic reasons people have for listening to music - 
from shallow entertainment purposes to deep emotional processing (Saarikallio, 2008). 
 
The present study sets out to shed light on the question of why. Why do some people form 
deep relational bonds to music while others merely use it casually, for entertainment? By 
combining three established psychological phenomena - the need to belong, transference 
of attachment and aesthetic emotions – a novel research field addressing this problem is 
deducted and explored. 
 
Theoretical premises 
The first premise of this deduction is the existence of the psychological need to belong. 
The importance of belongingness for psychological well-being has been a point of focus 
since the early days of psychology (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). To mention a few, in the 
1930’s Freud argued for the need of interpersonal contact (Freud, 1989); in the late 1960’s 
Maslow included love and belongingness in his motivational hierarchy (Maslow, 1999); 
and in the mid 1990’s Baumeister and Leary formulated the belongingness hypothesis, 
stating that individuals need a certain amount of social relatedness (Baumeister & Leary, 
1995). The need to belong builds on the wish to be socially accepted and is considered a 
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core motivation to why people seek to form relationships (Leary, Kelly, Cottrell, & 
Schreindorfer, 2013). 
 
The second premise is based in attachment theory. It has been argued that the fundamental 
relationship in life is that between the infant and its primary guardian. Pioneering research 
on this social context by John Bowlby (1907-1990) and Mary Ainsworth (1913-1999) led 
to the formulation of attachment theory. It holds true the existence of attachment styles 
as well as transference of attachment (Cassidy, 2008). 
 
The key point of attachment theory is the insight that this original relationship shapes a 
person’s psychological representations of intimate social relationships throughout life. 
The principle of general continuity states that these representations will not be changed 
if significant contradictory relational experiences does not occur (Broberg, Granqvist, 
Ivarsson, & Risholm Mothander, 2006). 
 
Four categories of such psychological representations, known as attachment styles, have 
been found: secure, avoidant, resistant and disorganized. The last three are collectively 
known as insecure attachment. In the child, secure attachment results in a sound balance 
of individual exploration and seeking security; the infant trusts the guardian but also itself. 
If insecure with the guardian, the infant might avoid closeness (avoidant), be clingy but 
angry (resistant) or appear disoriented (disorganized) (Weinfield, Sroufe, Egeland, & 
Carlson, 2008). Often, the term resistant is replaced with ambivalent (Broberg et al., 
2006). For the remainder of this thesis, the terms secure, avoidant, ambivalent and 
disorganized will be used. 
 
Transference of attachment is two-pronged. Basically, the meaning is practical: As the 
child becomes an adult, a romantic partner usually replaces the guardian as the main 
attachment person (Feeney, 2008). But it also has an abstract meaning. When people 
experience negative feelings from broken trust or love, they often turn to surrogates to re-
establish the sense of a social bond (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). It has been found that 
people can form attachment-like bonds to unseen figures (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 
2008), for example a deity or for the child an imaginary friend. This phenomenon, the 
transfer of attachment to vicarious mental gestalts of safety, is the key observation 
underpinning the proposed field of research. 
 
The third, and final, premise is the existence of aesthetic emotions. Aesthetic emotions 
are founded in second-order awareness (Frijda & Sundararajan, 2007). They arise from 
cognitive self-reflection. This distinguishes aesthetic emotions from emotions as they are 
traditionally defined. Instead of automatically serving to mobilise and synchronise an 
imminent action response (Reeve, 2009), aesthetic emotions give stimuli a personal 
meaning far beyond their face values (Frijda & Sundararajan, 2007). This reflex-free 
emotional process has been described as savouring (Frijda & Sundararajan, 2007). One 
example of the power of aesthetic emotions is the ability of music to induce strong 
emotions in the listener (Juslin & Västfjäll, 2008). Essential for the present deduction is, 
that because the process is driven consciously, emotional values can be chosen by the 
listener. 
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The deduction 
It seems logical that a person with the comforts and agency that stems from a secure 
attachment style would have a small to non-existent void in the need to belong. On the 
other hand, someone with an insecure attachment style could arguably be expected to feel 
such a void; relational needs are not met. This person could therefore be expected to 
engage in regulatory behaviour aimed at feeling comforted. 
 
From a psychological standpoint, that regulatory behaviour usually takes two different 
shapes; distraction or re-appraisal (McRae et al., 2009). The relative strength of an 
emotion has been linked to either of these regulation strategies. If the emotion is weaker, 
then cognitive re-appraisal is usually adopted. If stronger, distraction is more likely 
(Shafir, Schwartz, Blechert, & Scheppes, 2015). 
 
The present thesis builds on the view that interpersonal emotions like broken trust or love 
are powerful experiences. Therefore, attachment insecurity is here supposed to be a strong 
emotion, calling for distraction as regulation. As focus is shifted away from re-evaluating 
the situation at hand, towards other stimuli with emotional capacity strong enough to 
compensate, the phenomenon of attachment transference is actualized. Besides imaginary 
friends and religion, it can be thought that a door opens for impressions and activities that 
drive comforting aesthetic emotions. Could music be a “safe haven” (Ainsworth, 1967)? 
 
Support for music 
Listening to music seems to target possible deficits in the need to belong. Some scholars 
have found that in times of social loss, music has the capacity to serve as a surrogate for 
social contact with a friend (Lee et al., 2013). It has been shown that music itself can 
constitute an understanding imaginary friend (Small, 1998; Van den Tol & Edwards, 
2011). Listening to music also seems to target many of the developmental aspects that 
might be deficient under insecure attachment; listening strategies have been associated 
with supporting one’s identity, sense of self, increased feelings of agency, control, 
competence, and self-esteem (Laukka, 2007). 
 
This deliberate act of listening to achieve a desired effect has been described as an act of 
self-determination (Saarikallio & Erkkilä, 2007). The outcome is not negligible; the 
process has been described as self-therapeutic (Sloboda & O'Neill, 2001) and concluded 
as serving to enhance one’s coping capabilities (Kenny & Faunce, 2004). Some scholars 
even point to findings that so called deep listeners can learn to modify arousal responses 
that are not normally under voluntary control (Becker, 2004). 
 
From an emotion regulation perspective, music also has a strong position. People have 
been found to deliberately use music to regulate their emotions (Garrido & Schubert, 
2013; Saarikallio, 2008). Seven listening strategies have been identified. Music is used 
for entertainment, for revival, to get strong sensations, for diversion of thought, to 
discharge emotions, to do mental work and to find solace (Saarikallio, 2008). 
 
Music works as a distraction due to its emotional value. Some scholars have confirmed 
music’s ability to evoke emotional reactions (Gabrielsson, 2001) while others, more 
specifically, have shown its capacity to change a bad mood (Thayer, Newman, & 
McClain, 1994). Listening to music has even been linked to general psychological well-
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being (Laukka, 2007); getting positive affective experiences is one key reason why people 
listen to music (Laiho, 2004). In fact, some scholars argue that when people listen to 
music they tend to forget themselves and everyday problems for a while (Zentner, 
Grandjean, & Scherer, 2008). 
 
The choice of specific music leaves plenty of room for individuality. What is pleasing to 
one person is not necessarily pleasing to another (Juslin & Isaksson, 2014). Even slightly 
counter-intuitive findings exist, for instance that sad music can reduce feelings of 
loneliness (Laukka, 2007) and help process negative emotions (Saarikallio, 2011). 
Certain musical styles cannot be assigned to specific valences. Important is instead the 
mechanism per se; emotion is induced in the listener based on the perceived aesthetic 
value of the music. As individuals listen to music, these subjective interpretations give 
the music meaning (Juslin & Isaksson, 2014). 
 
Aim 
It is easy to imagine, that an insecurely attached individual would put high value on a 
controllable experience filled with emotional comfort, meaning, and the potential 
psychological benefits mentioned above. The present research sets out to test this 
argument empirically. Is there a relationship between the need to belong, attachment 
styles, and valuing of music? 
 
 

Method 
 
Participants 
In total, 141 people (94 women) participated. Fifty-two (41 women) of the respondents 
were psychology students at Stockholm University. People in the ages 18-63 (M = 35.6 
years, SD = 10.5) were represented.  
 
Materials 
The web-survey consisted of four off-the-shelf self-report scales and one custom single-
item question. Obtained internal consistencies (Cronbach’s α) for all scales are presented 
in Table 1 in the results section. 
 

Assessing attachment styles  
The Experiences in Close Relationships Questionnaire – Revised (ECR-R; Fraley, 
Waller, & Brennan, 2000) was used to assess attachment styles. The scale appeared a 
good choice due to its statistically well grounded items, reasonable volume of items and 
its information properties - specifically its precision in measuring insecure styles (Fraley 
et al., 2000). Some examples of items are “I’m afraid that I will lose my partners love”, 
“I rarely worry about my partner leaving me” and “I prefer not to show a partner how I 
feel deep down”. Agreement with the 36 items was rated on 7-point Likert scales ranging 
from strongly disagree to strongly agree. 
 

Assessing the need to belong 
The Need to Belong Scale (NTBS; Leary et al., 2013) was used to assess the need to 
belong. The scale was chosen due to its properties of targeting the construct of 
belongingness specifically, while being clearly distinct from related concepts like 
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sociability or extraversion (Leary et al., 2013). Some examples of items are “If other 
people don’t seem to accept me, I don’t let it bother me”, “I do not like being alone” and 
“My feelings are easily hurt when I feel that others do not accept me”. Agreement with 
the ten items was rated on 5-point Likert scales ranging from strongly disagree to strongly 
agree. 
 

Assessing the valuation of music 
Scales that explicitly assess the valuation of music do not exist. To develop such a scale 
was not feasible within the means of this thesis. Neither was converting a neighbouring 
scale, as for instance the Like Sad Music Scale (LSMS; Garrido & Schubert, 2013). 
Therefore, two other existing scales were used as proxies and a custom single-item 
question was added. 
 
The first proxy scale was the Brief Music in Mood Regulation (B-MMR; Saarikallio, 
2012). The original purpose of the B-MMR is to assess individual music listening 
strategies in emotion regulation. In 2007, Saarikallio and Erkkilä identified seven such 
strategies; entertainment, revival, strong sensation, diversion, discharge, mental work, 
and solace (Saarikallio & Erkkilä, 2007). The B-MMR is based on these findings and 
consists of correspondingly named subscales (Saarikallio, 2012). Several of the subscales 
can be linked to emotion regulation by distraction. For instance, listening for diversion 
aims at forgetting about a current sad mood and listening for solace aims at feeling 
understood and comforted when being sad (Saarikallio & Erkkilä, 2007). As what is 
needed is valued, a correlation between attachment styles and listening strategies such as 
these could be a plausible indication of valuation. Some examples of items are “I usually 
put background music on to make the atmosphere more pleasant”, “I listen to music to 
perk up after a rough day” and “For me, music is a way to forget about my worries”. 
Agreement with the 21 items was rated on 5-point Likert scales ranging from strongly 
disagree to strongly agree. 
 
The second proxy scale was the Goldsmith Musical Sophistication Index (Gold-MSI; 
Müllensiefen, Gingras, Musil, & Stewart, 2014). It consists of five subscales; active 
engagement, perceptual abilities, musical training, singing abilities and emotions. The 
active engagement subscale was singled out and kept; it targets manifest music-directed 
behaviour. As activities engaged in by free will are usually valued, a correlation between 
attachment styles and music-directed behaviour could be a plausible indication of 
valuation. The four other subscales were discarded. Three of them so with reference to 
the third premise of the present thesis; taste or talent is not a prerequisite for being able 
to rely on music for emotion regulation. The fourth so as the emotional perspective was 
covered by the B-MMR. Two examples of active engagement items are “I don’t spend 
much of my disposable income on music” and “Music is kind of an addiction for me – I 
couldn’t live without it”. Agreement with seven such items was rated on 7-point Likert 
scales ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. In addition, respondents 
answered the item “I have attended the following number of live music events as an 
audience member in the past twelve months” by typing a number in a text box. One item 
regarding time spent attentively listening to music per day was excluded from the analysis 
due to a coding error. 
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Finally, a separate custom single-item question was included. Evaluation of “How 
important is music to you?” was reported on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from not at all 
important to extremely important. 
 
Procedure 
A public invitation to the web-survey was distributed via Facebook. A reminder followed 
one week later. A targeted invitation was sent to psychology students at Stockholm 
University per e-mail. Students in need of credits for partaking in studies were offered 
and rewarded with such credits. No other incentives were issued. 
 
Ethical information and options such as the freedom to partake and abort at any time, 
anonymity, the usage of data, and overall confidentiality was written on the landing page 
of the survey. Students in need of the mentioned credits had to be identified. Necessary 
identification information was requested for these respondents. A check was made that 
these individuals completed the survey to a reasonable extent. After this completion rate 
check, the identifying information was separated from the answers. 
 
For building and hosting the web-survey the services of SurveyMonkey.com were 
utilized. The layout was adapted to fit and run smoothly on computers as well as smaller 
handheld devices. No default answers were set. Each item was formulated exactly as in 
the original scales. The number and phrasing of the Likert scale options also followed the 
original scales respectively. As the survey was published in English, no translation issues 
arose.  
 
The items and scales were displayed in the same order for all respondents. First, valuation 
of music was assessed. The B-MMR was followed by the Gold-MSI Active Engagement 
subscale and the custom single-item. Then, attachment styles were assessed. The ECR-R 
was followed by the NTBS. No page breaks were put within each scale, but between 
them, keeping the instruments intact. No time limit was imposed for completion. It was 
possible to go back and adjust answers up to the point of submitting the answers. 
 
 

Results 
 
Descriptive statistics for all scales are presented in Table 1. Internal consistency 
(Cronbach’s α) for the ECR-R scales stand out as excellent (Kline, 2009). Median values 
are reported for the ECR-R scales only. These serve as limit values in the attachment style 
classification conducted below. 
 
The data was analysed for correlation by use of the Pearson Product-Moment Correlation 
Coefficient (r) using SPSS. Table 2 shows how the attachment and need-to-belong scales 
were associated with the music valuation scales. For the ECR-R scales the result of an 
additional partial correlation analysis, where the need to belong was controlled for, is also 
presented.  
 
The ECR-R Anxiety correlated positively with five of the seven subscales of the B-MMR, 
with the Gold-MSI Active engagement and with the NTBS. The ECR-R Avoidance 
correlated positively with three of the seven subscales of the B-MMR. The partial 
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correlation analysis showed that the NTBS was not a confounding variable; controlling 
for it left all correlations virtually unaffected.  
 

 
Neither of the ECR-R subscales correlated significantly with the B-MMR Entertainment. 
The obtained correlations are less than weak; for the ECR-R Avoidance close to zero. 
Further, neither of the ECR-R subscales correlated significantly to the B-MMR Strong 
sensation or the custom single-item question. 
 
Table 2. Pearson correlations and partial correlations controlling for NTBS  
 ECR-R Anxiety ECR-R Avoidance NTBS 

 r r.NTBS r r.NTBS r 
B-MMR      

Entertainment .05 .07 -.01 -.01 -.10 
Revival .21* .22** .22* .22* -.06 
Strong sensation .14 .13 -.08 -.09 -.05 
Diversion .24** .25** .20* .20* -.04 
Discharge .31** .32** .12 .12 -.05 
Mental work .30** .30** .15 .15 .03 
Solace .30** .30** .19* .18* -.02 

Gold-MSI      
Active engagement .20* .20* .08 .08 -.07 

The custom single-item .16 .12 .07 .05 .05 
NTBS .22**  .04   
** p < 0.01 (2-tailed), * p < 0.05 (2-tailed). 

 
It is not recommended to make categorical attachment style classifications based on data 
from the ECR-R. The reasons are both statistical and conceptual; precision and statistical 
power will decrease, and the complexities of the attachment dimensions are better 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for all scales. 
Scale M SD MD Cronbach’s α 
B-MMR     

Entertainment 4.02 1.10  .89 
Revival 3.21 1.21  .86 
Strong sensation 4.18 .85  .82 
Diversion 3.33 1.11  .81 
Discharge 2.76 1.23  .81 
Mental work 3.35 1.09  .83 
Solace 3.39 1.14  .85 

Gold-MSI     
Active engagement 3.43 1.38  .83 

The custom single-item 3.84 1.03   
ECR-R     

Anxiety 3.00 1.19 2.83 .94 
Avoidance 2.83 1.11 2.72 .94 

NTBS 3.28 .53  .75 
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captured as continuous variables. However, under certain circumstances a categorization 
can possess some explanatory value (Fraley, 2012). 
 
For the exploratory purposes of the present research such a volatile division was, 
nevertheless, made. Categorization was made according to the guidelines (Fraley, 2012); 
the median was calculated for both ECR-R subscales (see Table 1). Respondents were 
then assigned to an attachment style quadrant based on their scores relative to the 
medians. The principles of classification and resulting descriptive statistics are presented 
visually in Figure 1. 
 
Individuals with scores lower than the median on both scales were assigned to the secure 
group (n = 47). Individuals with scores lower than the median on the ECR-R Anxiety and 
a score equal to or higher than the median on the ECR-R Avoidance were assigned to the 
avoidant group (n = 22). Individuals with a score equal to or higher than the median on 
the ECR-R Anxiety and lower than the median on the ECR-R Avoidance were assigned 
to the ambivalent group (n = 21). Individuals with a score equal to or higher than the 
median on both scales were assigned to the disorganized group (n = 51). 
 

 
Figure 1. Scatterplot of attachment styles in the sample. 

 
To identify possible differences between attachment style groups, separate one-way 
ANOVAs were conducted for each music valuation scale. If significant differences were 
indicated, a post hoc pairwise comparison using Tukey’s HSD was conducted for that 
scale. Significant differences were obtained for the B-MMR Solace (F3,137 = 3.13, p < .05, 
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η2 = .06) and the NTBS (F3,135 = 3.42, p < .05, η2 = .07). For the B-MMR Solace, the 
group for disorganized attachment style had a mean value significantly higher (M = 3.67, 
SD = .94) than the group for secure attachment style (M = 3.01, SD = 1.29). Regarding 
the NTBS, the group for ambivalent attachment style had a mean value significantly 
higher (M = 3.58, SD = .52) than the group for secure attachment style (M = 3.15, SD = 
.55) had. 
 
 

Discussion 
 

The present study set out with the following observation: some people form deep 
relational bonds to music while others merely use it casually, for entertainment. To 
elucidate why, a novel field of research was deduced. The first premise was the 
psychological existence of the need to belong. The second was transference of attachment 
to unseen mental gestalts. The third was the phenomenon of aesthetic emotions grounded 
in cognitive self-reflection. It was argued, that for someone with a void in the need to 
belong, music could be thought to constitute a substitute attachment figure. The aim was 
to test that argument empirically by exploring the relationship between attachment styles 
and valuation of music. This was done by charting correlations between selected scales 
related to these concepts. 
 
For the ambivalent attachment dimension, three correlations with valuation of music were 
found (see Table 2). The ECR-R Anxiety correlated positively at medium strength with 
the B-MMR Discharge, and Mental work. It also correlated positively at weak to medium 
strength with the Gold-MSI Active engagement. This suggests an increasing bias towards 
using music for releasing tension, and for contemplation, as an ambivalent attachment 
style becomes more defined. It also indicates a slight general increase in musical interest, 
and music-directed behaviour, as an ambivalent attachment style emerges.  
 
For the disorganized attachment dimension, three other correlations with valuation of 
music were found (see Table 2). Here, both subscales of the ECR-R correlated positively 
at weak to medium strength with the B-MMR Revival, Diversion, and Solace. This 
suggests an increasing bias towards using music for self-pepping, for shifting focus away 
from something, and for inducing comfort or consolation, as a disorganized attachment 
style becomes more pronounced. One of these findings were further supported by the 
result of one ANOVA. For the B-MMR Solace, the post hoc test indicated a significant 
higher group mean for the disorganized attachment group vis-à-vis the secure attachment 
group. Even though the results from the ANOVAs must be used with caution, this 
indication harmonizes with the result of the correlation analysis. Listening to music for 
inducing comfort or consolation was therefore linked to the disorganized attachment 
dimension in two ways. 
 
For the avoidant attachment dimension, no correlations were found. Significant 
correlations with the ECR-R Avoidance occurred only in conjunction with significant 
correlations with the ECR-R Anxiety. Corresponding to these pairs is the disorganized 
attachment dimension, as interpreted in the previous paragraph.  
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In total, these findings support the overall suggested concept of this thesis - albeit only 
for the ambivalent and disorganized dimensions of attachment. The data on the need to 
belong is interesting to view in this context. The NTBS correlated positively at a weak to 
medium strength with the ECR-R Anxiety - but did not correlate with the ECR-R 
Avoidance. This outcome was supported by the result of one ANOVA. For the NTBS, 
the post hoc test indicated a significant higher group mean for the ambivalent attachment 
group compared to the secure attachment group. In the present data, the need to belong 
was therefore pronounced only in the ambivalent and disorganized attachment 
dimensions; the same dimensions where increased valuation of music was found. This 
pattern provides some further support for the suggested concept of this thesis. The need 
to belong, attachment styles and valuation of music are indicated to be interconnected.  
 
Three of the music valuation scales - the B-MMR Entertainment, Strong sensation, and 
the custom single-item – did not correlate with the ECR-R. No conclusions can be drawn 
from such missing correlations. However, the nature of these strategies is interesting in 
the context of the present thesis. A speculation can be made. It can be argued, that 
listening to music for entertainment excludes the element of emotion regulation by 
distraction. To qualify as entertainment, the enjoyment of music itself must be the aim. If 
listening comprises even the slightest function of diversion, then the corresponding 
listening strategy would no longer be entertainment. It would then be, for instance, 
diversion. Therefore, listening purely for entertainment can be thought of as not 
containing a coping component. The missing correlation between insecure attachment 
styles and listening for entertainment is therefore, here, favourable. Although only 
speculatively, it supports the idea that insecurely attached individuals listen to music for 
emotion regulation. To speculate even further, it raises the inverse question of whether 
only securely attached individuals can listen to music purely for entertainment - without 
immediately scanning for regulatory value. Future research should explore this question. 
 
A similar speculative reflection can be made regarding the other missing correlation; the 
one with B-MMR Strong sensation. Strong emotional sensations are arguably already 
present in the insecurely attached individual. They are what is to be regulated. Down-
regulating by adding therefore seems ill fit. The missing correlation between insecure 
attachment styles and listening for strong sensations is therefore, here, also favourable. 
Had the present study not been exploratory in nature could these two outcomes perhaps 
have been predicted and tested as such. However, the present data does not explicitly link 
listening for entertainment or strong sensations to the secure attachment dimension. All 
the above interpretations are summarised in Figure 2.  
 
One important part of the present thesis is the opening argument for music as a possible 
attachment figure. Previous findings were shown, pointing to various psychological 
aspects of music. When taken together, they framed music as a possible surrogate. It was, 
for example, cited that music can be an understanding friend. It was also presented that it 
can support the development of a sense of self, and that music can have therapeutic 
functions.  
 
The present data provides some tentative support for this argument. The listening 
strategies included in the B-MMR encompass many emotional manifestations that would 
facilitate a secure attachment, should they be allowed in the relationship with the primary 



 11 

caregiver. For instance, the listening strategies cover anger by discharge, comfort by 
solace, and psychological development by mental work. Some specific correlations in the 
present data are especially interesting. For example, people in the ambivalent attachment 
dimension show a unique bias towards listening to release tension. The ambivalent is 
characterized as torn between opposing forces; trust and distrust, approach and avoidance. 
If music can release the resulting psychological tension, then a strong bond to music 
might evolve. Music might offer a dependable comfort that the primary attachment 
relationship cannot. One pivotal observation is, that the bias towards this specific 
listening strategy matches and compensates for the presumed sort of emotional overload 
that would arise in a primary attachment relationship characterized by ambivalence. This 
specific correlation therefore supports the idea of music as a possible target for 
transference of attachment.  
 

 
Figure 2. Interpretation of significant positive correlations of listening strategies, 
musical engagement and need to belong per attachment style dimension and group. 
Significantly higher group means vis-à-vis secure attachment style indicated in italic. 
Non-explicit correlations mentioned in parenthesis. 

 
As another example, people in the disorganized attachment dimension show a unique bias 
towards listening to induce comfort. The disorganized is characterized as being perplexed 
with human socializing schemes. They find it hard to act at all, resulting in the above-
mentioned freezing, and withdrawal. If music can be a friend and offer consolation, then 
a strong bond to music might evolve. Here too, music might offer a dependable comfort 
that the primary attachment relationship cannot. As in the previous example, the choice 
of listening strategy, in the present data, matches and compensates for the emotional 
consequence of the quality of the primary attachment relationship. Therefore, this specific 
correlation provides some further supports for the idea that music can be a possible target 
for transference of attachment.  
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Attachment related avoidance 

Ambivalent attachment style 
 
Listen to release tension, and  
to contemplate. Show increased 
musical interest, and need to 
belong. 
 

Disorganized attachment style 
 
Listen to self-pep, to shift focus 
and to induce comfort. 
 
 

Secure attachment style 
 
(Uncorrelated: listening for 
entertainment, and for strong 
sensations.) 
 

Avoidant attachment style 
 
No correlations. 
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Limitations 
Besides the volatile assigning of respondents into attachment style classifications, the 
study suffers from two main weaknesses. First, measuring attachment styles by self-
reporting is not optimal. A more reliable assessment could likely have been obtained by 
use of the Adult Attachment Interview (Hesse, 2008). Second, valuation of music was not 
measured directly, as such a scale does not yet exist.  Here, future research might provide 
a solution. Furthermore, one item in the Gold-MSI subscale Active engagement had to be 
discarded due to coding errors. The overall size of the sample, and its clear bias towards 
psychology students, means that these findings are not possible to generalize. A bias 
towards respondents interested in music is not possible to rule out, as the theme of the 
study was explained in the invitations.  
 
Conclusion 
The present study provides some tentative support for the deducted model of music and 
attachment. The ECR-R Anxiety and Avoidance correlated positively up to medium 
strength with several measures related to valuation of music. Therefore, an association 
between the quality of one’s relationships and valuation of music seems to exist. 
However, one must remember that the baseline for engaging in musical activities is rather 
high in the general population; music is present in all human cultures (Müllensiefen et 
al., 2014). The results of the present research points to at least a partial explanation to 
why some individuals tie those extra strong emotional bonds with music.  
 
Future studies should focus on developing a scale for valuation of music. The herein 
indicated relationships between attachment styles and listening strategies should be tested 
explicitly. Furthermore, the present data suggests matching of listening strategies to  
specific emotional needs. Therefore, a possible phenomenon of cognitive morphing 
delineates: do people project needed emotions onto music, thereby creating their own 
custom supportive gestalts? Further research on aesthetic emotions might enlighten such 
a phenomenon. 
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