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Abstract

Living single is becoming increasingly common world-

wide and understanding within-group predictors of

well-being among singles is becoming a stronger

research priority. Although Pepping, MacDonald, and

Davis suggested individual differences in attachment

security may be useful for predicting singles' well-being,

there are no published data on the issue. In this

research, single participants (N = 1930; 49% men;

Mage = 31 years; 75% White) completed measures of

attachment security as well as measures of life satisfac-

tion, satisfaction with singlehood, and desire for a

romantic partner. The data suggested that higher levels

of attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety were

both associated with lower levels of life satisfaction as

well as satisfaction with singlehood. However, when

controlling for life satisfaction, attachment avoidance

was not associated with satisfaction with singlehood.

We also found that higher levels of attachment avoid-

ance were associated with less desire for a romantic

partner whereas higher levels of attachment anxiety

were associated with stronger desire for a partner. Our
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findings suggest that individual differences in attach-

ment security may indeed be useful in predicting well-

being-related outcomes for singles.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Living single, without a romantic partner, is becoming increasingly common in multiple parts
of the world (OECD, 2019; Ortiz-Ospina, 2019). For example, over the last 40 years, the percent-
age of the US adult population that is unmarried (divorced, widowed, or never married) has
risen from 28% to almost 44% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). In a nationally representative survey
of American adults in 2019 (Brown, 2020), half of those who were not in a marital or committed
relationship reported not currently looking for a relationship or dates. As another way to look
at the increasing prevalence of singlehood, one-person households are becoming the most com-
mon living arrangement in countries such as Canada (Tang et al., 2019). Although living alone
does not necessarily mean being without a romantic partner, two-thirds of Canadian solo
dwellers reported not being in a committed relationship (Tang et al., 2019). Overall, these num-
bers suggesting a growing number of people living single (i.e., unpartnered) have motivated
researchers to increase their understanding of single individuals' lives.

In assessing the experience of living single, one psychological outcome that seems important
to examine is single individuals' subjective well-being, and one important indicator of well-
being is life satisfaction (Diener et al., 1999). Arguably, most research aimed at examining the
lives of single individuals has focused on comparing singles' life satisfaction to that of individ-
uals in romantic relationships and has supported the conclusion that individuals in romantic
relationships are, on average, higher in life satisfaction than those who are single
(e.g., Stahnke & Cooley, 2021). However, recent work has challenged the notion that individ-
uals cannot be simultaneously long-term single as well as healthy and happy and has pointed
researchers to the importance of within-group variability among singles (e.g., DePaulo, 2017).
Thus, attention to predictors of life satisfaction that may be particularly relevant to single indi-
viduals' lives appears important in this context.

As life satisfaction is associated with feeling satisfied in various life domains
(Cummins, 1996; Rojas, 2006), it seems reasonable that satisfaction in the domain of singlehood
may predict life satisfaction. Indeed, satisfaction with being single is associated with higher life
satisfaction (Lehmann et al., 2015). Further, Oh et al. (2021) demonstrated a bidirectional effect
such that feeling more satisfied with singlehood predicted higher life satisfaction and vice-versa.
As such, feeling satisfied with being single may be one useful indicator of singles' overall life
satisfaction and thus well-being. Another variable that appears to be related to well-being for
singles is the extent to which they desire a romantic partner. In general, the desire to have
something that one does not have is related to lower levels of well-being (e.g., Hardin &
Larsen, 2014; Larsen & McKibban, 2008; Park & MacDonald, in press). As Kislev (2021) has
shown that reductions in desire for a partner over time are associated with increases in singles'
life satisfaction, it would appear that assessments of singles' desire for a romantic partner may
also be a useful indicator of overall well-being.
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Pepping et al. (2018) argued that one theoretical framework that may be valuable for under-
standing well-being in singlehood is attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969). Attachment theory pos-
tulates that as a result of developmental histories of support seeking that vary in degree of the
attainment of support, individuals develop working models or social expectations that influence
how they perceive and react to close relationships (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002). Although the
degree of contribution of childhood experiences is perhaps not as strong as conveyed by the
original theory (Fraley & Roisman, 2019), what is clear is that adults demonstrate reliable indi-
vidual differences in attachment security along dimensions of attachment avoidance and anxi-
ety (Crowell et al., 2016). Individuals higher on the dimension of attachment avoidance value
self-reliance, deprioritize close relationships, and at least outwardly display relatively low levels
of emotionality. Individuals higher on the dimension of attachment anxiety experience rela-
tively high levels of negative emotion, tend to feel needy and dependent on close relationships,
but have feelings of lower self-worth that lead to hesitation in approaching closeness due to
fears of rejection (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002). Pepping et al. (2018) argued that singles high in
attachment avoidance may be relatively comfortable with singlehood because the intimacy
demands of a romantic relationship can be bypassed when single, whereas singles high in
attachment anxiety may be relatively uncomfortable with singlehood as a result of feeling like
they lack the intimacy of a romantic companion. Individuals high in attachment security
(i.e., low avoidance and low anxiety), Pepping et al. (2018) argue, may be relatively comfortable
with singlehood because of their better-developed emotion regulation skills and comfort in
meeting emotional needs through multiple relationship types.

Among individuals in romantic relationships, considerable research has examined the rela-
tions of attachment avoidance and anxiety to both life and relationship satisfaction (there does
not appear to be a relationship equivalent of desire for a partner). This research suggests that
both attachment avoidance and anxiety are negatively correlated with life satisfaction (e.g., Li
et al., 2020; Molero et al., 2017). Further, a meta-analytic study suggests that both attachment
avoidance and anxiety are negatively associated with relationship satisfaction (Candel &
Turliuc, 2019). Where data are lacking, however, is on the relation between attachment (in)
security and singles' well-being, particularly satisfaction with singlehood. Data on satisfaction
with singlehood are especially important because, despite the seeming well-being advantage for
individuals in relationships, research has suggested that a better predictor of well-being than
the state of either being in a relationship or being single is subjective satisfaction with one's
relationship status (Adamczyk, 2019; Lehmann et al., 2015).

The goal of the present research was to provide data linking individual differences in attach-
ment security to satisfaction with singlehood and well-being more generally. We combined
three existing datasets that were collected for other purposes to examine the relations between
satisfaction with singlehood, desire for a romantic partner, as well as overall life satisfaction
with attachment avoidance and anxiety. Of note, these analyses were not preregistered and
were entirely exploratory.

2 | METHOD

2.1 | Participants and procedures

All participants were recruited for research on singlehood via Prolific and were required to be
older than 18 (20 in one sample) and not involved in a romantic relationship to be eligible to
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participate. Data collection took place between December 2020 and June 2021 during the
COVID 19 pandemic and associated lockdowns. Unfortunately, we did not collect country of
origin data, but Prolific largely recruits participants from North American and European coun-
tries. The final sample consisted of 1930 individuals (952 men, 971 women, 7 other) who were
30.76 years old on average (SD = 11.94). This sample size provides sufficient power (>99%) to
detect a small effect size (f2 = .02) for our multiple regression analysis (G*Power; Faul
et al., 2007). The majority of participants (n = 1441) identified as White (at least partly; multiple
responses were allowed). There were 171 participants identifying as Latino/Hispanic, 89 as Afri-
can, 81 as Middle Eastern, 63 as Eastern Asian, 46 as South Asian, 16 as Caribbean, and 98 as
other. Most participants (n = 1328) reported having been involved in a romantic relationship
before. Among those who had been in a relationship previously (and provided information;
n = 1323), the average time since their last relationship was 3 years and 5 months
(SD = 7 years and 10 months). Please see Table 1 for information on each sample. Participants
completed a battery of questionnaires that included the following measures. This research was
approved by the University of Toronto Research Ethics Board.

2.2 | Measures

2.2.1 | Attachment style

The Experiences in Close Relationships—Relationship Structures Questionnaire (Fraley
et al., 2011) was used to assess relationship-general attachment styles. This scale consists of
three items assessing attachment anxiety (e.g., “I often worry that other people do not really
care for me”; αs > .86) and six items assessing attachment avoidance (e.g., “I prefer not to show
others how I feel deep down.”; αs > .80). All items were assessed using 7-point scales ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

TABLE 1 Study and participant characteristics by sample

Sample 1 (n = 942) Sample 2 (n = 500) Sample 3 (n = 489)

Data collection December 2020 January 2021 June 2021

Gender 463 M, 473 W, 6 O 246 M, 254 W 243 M, 245 W, 1 O

Age 37.76 (11.65) 24.78 (8.72) 23.40 (6.24)

Age range 20–75 18–74 18–71

Sexual orientation 81% heterosexual 79% heterosexual 77% heterosexual

Ethnicity 80% White 75% White 63% White

Dating history 75% experienced 62% experienced 63% experienced

Marital history 97% never married — 75% never married

Time since last relationship (TLR) 4 y 2 m (5 y 6 m) 2 y 4 m (2y 9 m) 2 y (2y 3 m)

TLR range 1 m–42 y 1 m–25 y 2 wk–20 y

Note: Means are presented for age and time since last relationship with standard deviations in parentheses. Multiple responses
were allowed for the ethnicity question. Dating history refers to participants' response to a question if they have ever been in a
romantic relationship.

Abbreviations: M, men; m, months; O, other; W, women; wk, weeks; y, years.
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2.2.2 | Satisfaction with singlehood

Satisfaction with singlehood was assessed using Lehmann et al.'s (2015) scale consisting of five
items such as “In general, how satisfied are you with your current status?” (αs > .89). Partici-
pants are instructed to think about their current relationship status (i.e., being single) when
responding to the items of this scale. All items were assessed using 4-point scales ranging from
1 (not at all) to 4 (to a great extent).

2.2.3 | Life satisfaction

Life satisfaction was assessed using the Satisfaction with Life Scale consisting of five items such
as “I am satisfied with my life” (Diener et al., 1985; αs > .87). All items were rated on 7-point
scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

2.2.4 | Desire for a partner

Desire for a partner was assessed using five items such as “I want to have a romantic partner”
(αs > .92). This scale was developed in a previous study in the first author's lab and its validity
has been supported in follow-up studies in which moderate to high associations were found
with variables such as fear of being single (i.e., greater desire for a partner is associated with
greater fear of being single; Spielmann et al., 2013) and commitment readiness (i.e., greater
desire for a partner is associated with greater commitment readiness; Hadden et al., 2018). All
items were rated on 7-point scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

2.3 | Analytic plan

We followed the Integrative Data Analysis (IDA) approach (Curran & Hussong, 2009) and
pooled raw data from three samples. Prior to conducting analyses using this unified dataset, we
created commensurate scores for each scale. Specifically, we conducted moderated nonlinear
factor analysis (MNLFA; Curran et al., 2014) to generate factor score estimates that account for
potential sample and gender differences in measurement properties. MNLFA combines tradi-
tional factor analysis and item response theory and allows the covariates (sample and gender)
to influence the mean and variance of the latent factors as well as factor loadings and intercepts
of the items. After simultaneously testing the impact and differential item functioning effects,
the final model only retains the significant effects. Our final models for each construct indeed
showed significant differences across sample membership and gender. For example, in terms of
differences in factor means, compared to Sample 1, Samples 2 and 3 scored higher on attach-
ment anxiety and higher on life satisfaction as well as satisfaction with singlehood; Sample
2 also scored higher than Sample 1 on desire for a partner. Women (vs. men) scored higher on
attachment anxiety, lower on attachment avoidance, higher on satisfaction with singlehood,
and lower on desire for a partner. We used factor score estimates obtained from the final
models for the subsequent analyses.

To examine how attachment styles are associated with each of the outcomes of interest, we
fit a series of regression models, including attachment anxiety and avoidance as predictors.
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Gender and age as well as dummy variables for sample membership (Curran & Hussong, 2009)
were included as control variables. In this fixed-effects IDA approach, we assume that includ-
ing the set of study membership variables removes potential between-sample sources of vari-
ability from the model. However, we can also test for sample differences in the effects of
interest by including interactions between sample membership and each of the effects. As we
noted in Tables 2 and 3, all our reported results are from models that included both the
dummy variables for study membership and their interactions with attachment insecurity.
Note that the main effects of attachment anxiety and avoidance do not change whether inter-
action terms are included or not. There was some evidence that some of the effects varied
across sample, but we did not focus on these differences as there were differences in magni-
tude rather than significance (which are hard to interpret as samples differed on multiple fac-
tors; see Table 1).1

Following a model predicting satisfaction with singlehood, we also ran the same model con-
trolling for life satisfaction to examine how attachment styles are associated with satisfaction
with singlehood above and beyond their links with global life satisfaction. All continuous vari-
ables were centered prior to analyses. We also conducted two exploratory analyses for each out-
come, testing (a) whether there is an interaction between attachment anxiety and avoidance,
and (b) whether there is an interaction between attachment styles and gender. All analyses
were conducted in R (R Core Team, 2019) and Mplus version 8 (Muthén &
Muthén, 1998-2017). We used the aMNLFA package (Gottfredson et al., 2019) to generate syn-
tax for the MNLFA.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Correlational analyses

As presented in Table 2, across the samples, attachment anxiety was significantly associated
with lower levels of satisfaction with singlehood and life satisfaction as well as greater desire for
a partner (but not significantly in one sample). Attachment avoidance was also significantly
associated with lower levels of satisfaction with singlehood and life satisfaction as well as being
linked with lower desire for a partner (not significantly in one sample). Satisfaction with
singlehood was moderately associated with higher life satisfaction and lower desire for a part-
ner. Life satisfaction and desire for a partner showed no significant association in two of the
datasets.

3.2 | Regression analyses

3.2.1 | Life satisfaction

As shown in the first column in Table 3, both attachment anxiety and avoidance showed a
unique negative association with global life satisfaction even when simultaneously included in
a regression model. That is, individuals higher in either form of attachment insecurity were less
satisfied with their life overall. Neither an interaction between attachment anxiety and avoid-
ance nor interactions between attachment styles and gender emerged as significant.
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3.2.2 | Satisfaction with singlehood

With satisfaction with being single as an outcome (see the second column of Table 3), we found
a similar pattern of results as in the life satisfaction model such that individuals higher in either
form of attachment insecurity were less satisfied with the status of being single. However, in a
model additionally controlling for life satisfaction (see the third column of Table 3), we found
that the (relatively weak) effect of attachment avoidance dropped to nonsignificance. This sug-
gests that to the extent that avoidantly attached individuals reported lower levels of satisfaction
with being single, this was reflecting their dissatisfaction with life, in general, rather than feel-
ings specific to singlehood. In contrast, the effect of attachment anxiety remained significant in
this model, suggesting anxiously attached individuals felt less satisfied about being single even
when their dissatisfaction with life was accounted for. Neither of the two moderation analyses
showed a significant interaction effect.

3.2.3 | Desire for a partner

With desire for a partner as an outcome (see Table 4), we found a somewhat different pattern
than with the other dependent measures: Attachment anxiety was associated with greater desire
for a partner whereas attachment avoidance was associated with less desire for a partner.
Although the interaction between attachment anxiety and avoidance was not significant, the
additive effects of the main effects of attachment anxiety and avoidance suggest that individuals
low in anxiety and high in avoidance (i.e., dismissives; see Gillath et al., 2016) would have the
least desire for a partner. Conversely, individuals high in anxiety and low in avoidance
(i.e., preoccupied) should have the highest desire for a partner.

4 | DISCUSSION

Our data support Pepping et al.'s (2018) proposition that individual differences in attachment
security may be useful in understanding singlehood. As with those in romantic relationships
(Molero et al., 2017), singles who were higher in attachment avoidance were lower in life satis-
faction. However, despite reporting less overall satisfaction with their lives, more avoidant indi-
viduals did not appear particularly dissatisfied with singlehood itself. When accounting for the
negative association between avoidance and life satisfaction, there was not a significant
remaining relation between avoidance and satisfaction with singlehood. Further, higher levels

TABLE 4 Attachment styles predicting desire for partner

b Β t p

Gender �0.46 �.23 �10.30 <.001

Age �0.01 �.08 �2.88 .004

Attachment anxiety 0.30 .30 8.94 <.001

Attachment avoidance �0.15 �.15 �4.96 <.001

Note: N = 1930. Gender was coded as 1 = men and 2 = women. Dummy variables denoting sample membership

(reference = Sample 1) and their interactions with attachment variables are included in all models (Curran & Hussong, 2009).
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of avoidance were associated negatively with desire for a romantic partner. That is, more
avoidant singles appeared less interested than their less avoidant counterparts in changing their
relationship status. Additive main effects suggest that it may be particularly those who are in
categorical terms would be deemed dismissive (i.e., high avoidance, low anxiety;
Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) who are most disinterested in romantic partnership. On the
other hand, higher levels of attachment anxiety were associated with lower life satisfaction, less
satisfaction with singlehood, and more desire for a romantic partner. We comment below on
these patterns, but because the data analysis was completely exploratory, our conclusions
(despite being theoretically informed) are completely post-hoc.

The data for attachment avoidance suggest that although singles higher in avoidance are
less happy overall than those lower in avoidance, they are not unhappy with singlehood per se
and (especially for those low in attachment anxiety) are not particularly motivated to stop being
single. Thus, despite cultural narratives suggesting the importance of romantic relationships for
healthy adult functioning (e.g., Day et al., 2011), more avoidant individuals do not appear
strongly motivated to partner romantically. Indeed, higher levels of attachment avoidance are
associated with lower expectations for intimacy in romantic relationships (Spielmann
et al., 2013), higher expectations for relationship failure (Birnie et al., 2009), and less satisfaction
in romantic relationships (Candel & Turliuc, 2019) so it is perhaps not surprising that more
avoidant singles may not see romantic relationships as a strongly enticing proposition. As such,
value placed on singlehood by those higher in attachment avoidance may result not so much
from enjoyment of singlehood itself but from singlehood's potential to relieve avoidant individ-
uals of the difficulties they may believe a relationship would bring (e.g., Girme et al., 2016).

However, some research has suggested that avoidants can benefit from intimate experiences
in romantic relationships such as touch, social support, and self-disclosure particularly when
partners are sensitive to avoidants' autonomy needs and provide messages of caring that com-
plement avoidants' interpersonal style (Debrot et al., 2020; Girme et al., 2016; Overall et al.,
2013; Schrage et al., 2020; Stanton et al., 2017). In this way, avoiding romantic relationships for
those high in attachment avoidance may be like avoiding exercise for many people; the short-
term desire to bypass discomfort may lead to missing experiences that build well-being over the
longer term. Future longitudinal research beginning in singlehood would be particularly useful
for examining whether avoidant singles are justified in any doubts that entering a romantic
relationship is a means for improving well-being, or as attachment theory suggests, whether
such doubts are defenses against pursuing healing, but uncomfortable, intimate experiences
(Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002). Further, although the benefits described here can in many ways
be attained in nonromantic relational contexts, future research could focus on the challenges
attachment theory suggests avoidants may face in building social networks outside of a roman-
tic context that may help in understanding lower well-being for avoidant singles (e.g., Gillath
et al., 2017).

Arguably, the data for attachment anxiety are more straightforward. Consistent with the pic-
ture of attachment anxiety being associated with chronic negative affect and feelings of needy
dependence on others (Cantazaro & Wei, 2010), attachment anxiety was associated with lower
life satisfaction, lower satisfaction with singlehood, and stronger desire for a romantic partner.
That is, more anxiously attached individuals appeared less happy with their lives, less happy
with singlehood, and more eager to change their relationship status. Although data directly on
this issue are needed, it seems reasonable to suggest that individuals higher in attachment anxi-
ety may attribute at least some of their relatively low life satisfaction to singlehood and the lack
of a romantic partner (e.g., fear of being single; Spielmann et al., 2013). The lack of longitudinal
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data beginning in singlehood makes it unclear whether more highly anxious singles who get
into a romantic relationship actually do experience a sustainable boost to their life satisfaction
by partnering. Unfortunately, anxiously attached individuals who get into relationships tend to
continue to be relatively low in life satisfaction (Molero et al., 2017) and relationship satisfac-
tion (Candel & Turliuc, 2019) relative to those lower in attachment anxiety. Thus, it appears
that some degree of the negative affect that troubles anxiously attached individuals in
singlehood carries with them to their romantic relationships (although there is some evidence
of at least short term relief from anxiety following partnering; Fraley et al., 2020), and as such
more anxiously attached singles may be well served by focusing on strategies to manage chronic
negative emotion such as therapy (Roberts et al., 2017) in addition to/instead of finding a
romantic partner.

The present data are also consistent with Pepping et al.'s (2018) contention that one group
that may fare well as singles are those who are more securely attached. In our analyses, individ-
uals relatively low in anxiety and avoidance (i.e., secures; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991)
appeared to be relatively high in life satisfaction and satisfaction with singlehood and moder-
ately interested in transitioning to a romantic relationship. Pepping et al. (2018) suggested that
more secure individuals, with their ability to manage their negative emotion and comfort in
relating to others, may be relatively successful at meeting needs for connection and support
through means other than romantic relationships. Given that connection can come from many
different kinds of relationships, it is possible that secure singles are particularly effective in
meeting social and emotional needs through friends, families, and other social networks
(Gillath et al., 2017). The current correlational data are consistent with this supposition, but
data on the social and other pursuits of secure singles are needed.

Although we have fulfilled our goal of providing some information about links between
attachment (in)security and satisfaction with singlehood, the correlational nature of the data is
just one limitation. The dataset provides a reasonable degree of power, but of course would ben-
efit from replication. Further, because the data were collected during COVID lockdowns, which
may have been particularly challenging for individuals living alone (Sisson et al., in press), it
may be important to replicate these findings when lockdown conditions have passed. In addi-
tion, although we were able to control for general life satisfaction in examining relations with
satisfaction with singlehood, it is also well established that individual differences in attachment
security have nontrivial links with more general personality traits (e.g., Donnellan et al., 2008).
Thus, future research would do well to examine the extent to which the effects found in the cur-
rent research are accounted for by attachment security specifically as opposed to personality
traits such as agreeableness and neuroticism. In addition, although our study focuses on single
individuals in order to address the lack of descriptive, within-group data for singles, without a
comparison group of individuals in relationships we cannot and do not claim that our results
are unique to those who are single (see Park & MacDonald, in press, for an example of
singlehood dynamics that are mirrored by individuals in relationships). Thus, future research
examining data from both singles and individuals in relationships would be beneficial for being
able to make claims about the uniqueness or universality of our results. Finally, our research
participants were largely from Europe and North America, and thus our results cannot be gen-
eralized to other parts of the world which hold different norms for both singlehood and
relationships.

In sum, we believe our data affirm the value of the examination of within-group variability
among singles using individual differences in attachment security. Such analyses allow
researchers to move past the question of whether it is singles versus people in relationships
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who are the higher functioning group and to examine instead who among the increasing popu-
lation of singles is likely to be struggling and who is likely to be thriving.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
The data that support the findings of this study are available on request from the corresponding
author Geoff MacDonald: gmacdonald@psych.utoronto.ca.

ENDNOTE
1 One exception was an interaction between attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance predicting desire for
a partner, which was significant but dropped in significance when the interactions between attachment and
sample membership were included in the model. Full results can be found in Appendix S1.
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