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Abstract
Attachment research has investigated the ways in which individual differences in attachment influence relationship outcomes.
Research on individual differences in attachment and mating preferences is lacking in non-Western cultures. The current study
examined the relationships between attachment dimensions and long-term mate preferences in Iran. A sample of adults (N = 255;
54% women) completed measures of attachment and long-term mate preferences. Anxious attachment was positively correlated
with women’s preferences for Education/Intelligence and Religiosity/Chastity, and positively associated with men’s preferences
for Kindness/Dependability, Status/Resources, and Religiosity/Chastity in choosing a long-term mate. Avoidant attachment style
was not related to long-term mate preferences in either sexes. Findings are discussed in the light of evolutionary perspectives on
attachment and human mate preferences. Limitations and future directions are discussed.
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In humans’ evolutionary past, young children’s survival was
strongly contingent upon protection by a stronger or smarter
figure. Selection pressures produced an innate system in order
to ensure sufficient protection from predators or environmental
incidents. This behavioral system is called attachment system
and motivates vulnerable individuals (e.g., infants and young
children) to seek emotional or physical proximity to their stron-
ger and/or smarter caregivers, particularly when they experience
some sort of distress (Bowlby 1969, 1973, 1980). Attachment
behavioral system substantially increased the chances of surviv-
ing to reproductive age, which allowed the genes that coded for
the attachment behavioral system to be passed on to offspring
from one generation to the next (Simpson and Rholes 2015).

The main purpose of the mentioned behavioral system is to
maximize the chances of surviving distressful situations, es-
pecially those in childhood. The attachment behavioral system
was produced by natural selection forces to activate when an
individual experiences distress (Bowlby 1969). This mecha-
nism is crucial for promoting survival bymaintaining physical

or emotional proximity between stronger and/or smarter care-
giving figures and the individual in distress (e.g., fear, anxiety,
or physical injuries). This proximity reduces the distress,
allowing the individual to engage in other important tasks.
As long as the distress is present, the attachment system re-
mains “activated” to provide security; however, it is “turned
off” when security is assured or the distress is significantly
reduced (Simpson and Rholes 2017).

Bowlby (1969) was primarily focused on the nature of
infant-caregiver relationship; however, he believed that at-
tachment characterizes human experiences from “cradle to
the grave.” In pursuing these ideas in adulthood, Hazan and
Shaver (1987) noted the similarities between infant-caregiver
bonds and sexual pair bonds and suggested similar ways that
adults attach to their romantic partners, indicating that indi-
vidual differences in security show inner working models, or
expectations based on attachment-related experiences and re-
lational beliefs (Hazan and Shaver 1987). Humans gradually
gain a mental record of their previous experiences at obtaining
adequate proximity and comfort from their attachment figures,
usually beginning with their parents and continuing with
friends and romantic partners. Such mental records have two
components. The first component is a model of significant
others such as parents, friends, and romantic partners. The
second component encompasses a model of the self, including
self-worth, one’s ability to successfully gain proximity, and
one’s worth as a romantic relationship partner (Collins
1996). These models can change over time in response to
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significant experiences or some events that strongly contradict
those mental representations (Bowlby 1973).

Besides secure attachment (i.e., maintaining a positive self-
regard or worthiness/lovability that does not require external
validation), two broad dimensions underlie adult attachment
in romantic relationship contexts (Fraley et al. 2000; Griffin
and Bartholomew 1994; Hazan and Shaver 1987). The first
dimension, avoidance, is defined as the degree to which indi-
viduals feel comfort with closeness and emotional intimacy in
romantic relationships. Individuals who are highly avoidant
have negative representations regarding romantic partners
and romantic relationships, more generally. Highly avoidant
people seek control, independence, and autonomy in romantic
relationships as they constantly believe that gaining proximity
to a romantic partner is either impossible or unpleasant
(Mikulincer 1998). The second dimension, anxiety, is defined
as the degree to which individuals worry about being aban-
doned or neglected by a romantic partner. Individuals who are
highly anxious have negative views about themselves and do
everything to maintain their romantic relationships, as a
security-seeking behavior (Barbaro et al. 2016; Barbaro
et al. 2019; Collins 1996). Since anxiously attached individ-
uals are not sure if their partner remains fully committed, their
mental representations amplify distress, making them even
less secure. Expectedly, secure attachment is usually negative-
ly associated with avoidance and anxiety. In other words,
those who score low on anxious and avoidant attachment are
considered to be securely attached.

Evolutionary theories on attachment posit that healthy and
responsive parent-child relationships are conducive to intima-
cy in romantic relationships for reproductive fitness reasons as
mentioned, but do not regard attachment insecurity (i.e.,
avoidance and anxiety) as maladaptive. Different attachment
patterns lead individuals to different mating contexts and
reproductive strategies. Belsky et al. (1991) maintained that
early experiences with parents serve to translate information
about environmental factors such as availability and predict-
ability of resources. As people with different types of attach-
ment styles harbor different mental models, they should get
involved in different kinds of romantic relationships (Bowlby
1973, 1980). People who exhibit a secure style should gravi-
tate toward and develop stable, supportive relationships in
which relatively high levels of trust, interdependence, com-
mitment, and satisfaction are evident, whereas those who dis-
play an avoidant style should develop emotionally distant re-
lationships defined by lower levels of trust, interdependence,
commitment, and satisfaction (Simpson 1990). People who
manifest an anxious style ought to exhibit considerable am-
bivalence toward their romantic partners and employ a wide
range of strategies to keep their partner in the relationship
(Barbaro et al. 2019). Secure individuals are generally less
likely to get divorced or separated from their romantic partners
(Kirkpatrick and Hazan 1994), have greater levels of

satisfaction (Afshari et al. 2015; Hadden et al. 2014;
Mohammadi et al. 2016), and are less likely to engage short-
term mating (Brennan & Shaver 2016; Schmitt 2005). With
regard to mate retention behaviors—tactics that an individual
performs to reduce the risk of infidelity and relationship dis-
solution (Buss 1988)—anxiously attached individuals per-
formmore mate retention behaviors (e.g., love and care) while
avoidantly attached individuals perform less frequent mate
retention behaviors (Barbaro et al. 2019).

Logically, different types of attachment can lead to differ-
ent patterns of long-term mate selection preferences.
Consistent with the “attachment security hypothesis,” some
studies have found that securely attached individuals are pre-
ferred across all attachment styles, followed by anxious and
avoidant mates (Latty-Mann and Davis 1996). However, other
studies have shown that individuals prefer similarly attached
partners (Frazier et al. 1996), presumably because such part-
ners fit their mental models of close relationships. In addition,
this finding is also consistent with the self-verification theory,
suggesting that people prefer partners who verify their self-
beliefs (Swann Jr et al. 1992). It is, however, less clear what
the relationship between attachment styles and preferred traits
in long-termmates are. For example, secure individuals, based
on their internal sense of self-worth, might seek individuals
who are independent, kind, hard-working, and sociable. On
the other hand, anxiously attached individuals might prefer
sexual partners who are less likely to leave them, or to commit
any extra-pair tie (typically conscientious and empathetic part-
ners). Avoidantly attached individuals might also be particu-
larly attracted to potential partners who are less affectionate,
talkative, or sociable. Although adult attachment has been
associated with long-term (vs. short-term) mating orientation
(e.g., Schmitt 2005), it has not been linked to multidimension-
al models of long-term mate preferences, especially in non-
Western and/or Muslim-majority nations where short-term
mating has social costs such as being identified as promiscu-
ous or immoral (Atari et al. in press; Chaudhary et al. 2018).

According to Atari (2017) mating preferences have been an
important cornerstone of evolutionary psychological research.
Research suggests that even though there are significant costs
to having a long-term mate for both males and females, this
kind of committed relationship has its benefits for both sexes
and is the main mode of human mating across cultures
(Conroy-Beam et al. 2015). There is evidence that securely
attached individuals prefer long-term romantic relationships
over short mateships such as one-night stands (Brennan &
Shaver 2016); however, long-term mate preferences are di-
mensional in nature (Atari and Jamali 2016a; Shackelford
et al. 2005). Atari 2017; Atari and Jamali 2016a) proposed a
five-factor model for assessment of mate preferences in Iran.
According to this model, Iranian mate preferences were cate-
gorized under five superordinate dimensions: Kindness/
Dependability, Attractiveness/Sexuality, Status/Resources,
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Education/Intelligence, and Religiosity/Chastity (KASER).
These aspects of mate preferences have been linked to a wide
range of individual differences such as basic personality di-
mensions (Atari et al. in press), socially aversive personality
traits (Atari and Chegeni 2017), and socio-economic status
(Atari and Jamali 2016b).

This model of mate preferences has performed substantial-
ly better than its Western counterparts, particularly in non-
Western, Muslim-majority countries such as Iran, Pakistan,
and Turkey (Atari et al. in press). This multidimensional mod-
el has also reproduced the well-established sex differences in
long-term mate preferences, such as preference for attractive-
ness (men higher) and status (women higher) (Buss 1989).
Here, we examine the associations between attachment di-
mensions (i.e., avoidance and anxiety) and KASER dimen-
sions of mate preferences in Iran. Following the evolutionary
psychological research on attachment and human mating, we
expected that attachment styles would be related to particular
dimensions of long-term mate preferences; however, we did
not have any directional hypotheses. Considering sex differ-
ences identified in the KASER model (Atari 2017; also see
Buss 1989) and adult attachment (Del Giudice 2011, 2016),
we examined the moderating role of biological sex in the
relationship between adult attachment and long-term mate
preferences on an exploratory basis.

Methods

Participants

The present sample consisted of 255 individuals recruited
from university settings in Tehran, Iran. A convenience sam-
pling method was followed. Overall, 138 participants (54%)
were female. The mean age of women and men were 24.3 (SD
= 5.1) and 25.3 (SD = 7.8) years, respectively. All participants
identified themselves as Iranian and Muslim.

Procedure

Potential participants were approached by a researcher in uni-
versity settings Tehran, Iran. Inclusion criteria consisted of
being at least 18 years of age. Consenting participants were
given a paper-and-pencil version of the measures on attach-
ment, mate preferences, demographic details, and other mea-
sures unrelated to this study. Participants were not
compensated.

Measures

Adult Attachment The Adult Attachment Inventory (AAI;
Besharat 2011) was used in this study. The AAI is a 15-item
self-report inventory with three 5-item subscales: secure,

avoidant, and anxious, however, typically only avoidance
and anxiety subscales are used in research (Besharat 2013).
All items are rated along a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 (very little) to 5 (very much). This short measure has
been previously used in Iran with adequate reliability and
validity (e.g., Besharat and Shahidi 2014). In the present
study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were .63 and .67, for
avoidant and anxious attachment styles, respectively.

Mate Preferences We used Atari’s (2017) 20-item measure
which has five dimensions: Kindness/Dependability,
Attractiveness/Sexuality, Status/Resources, Education/
Intelligence, and Religiosity/Chastity (KASER). All items
are characteristics in choosing potential mates and are rated
along a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1
(unimportant) and 4 (very important). This measure has been
used in Iranian context in previous work (e.g., Atari et al.
2016). In the present sample, internal consistency coefficients
(Cronbach’s α) were .79, .77, .78, .70, and .71, for Kindness/
Dependability, Attractiveness/Sexuality, Status/Resources,
Education/Intelligence, and Religiosity/Chastity, respectively.

Results

Bivariate Analyses

We calculated bivariate correlations between attachment di-
mensions and dimensions of long-term mate preferences for
men and women, separately. All correlation coefficients are
presented in Table 1. Among women (n = 138), anxious at-
tachment was associated with the preference for Education/
Intelligence (r = .18, p = .04) and Religiosity/Chastity (r = .22,
p = .01). Among men (n = 117), anxious attachment was also
found to be significantly positively correlated with the prefer-
ence for Kindness/Dependability (r = .20, p = .03),

Table 1 Associations between attachment dimensions and mate
preferences in men and women

K A S E R Avoidance Anxiety

K 1 .01 .19* .24** .35** − .06 − .02

A .20* 1 .51** .26** .02 .04 .13

S .15 .22* 1 .23** .16 .05 .03

E .22* .23* .63** 1 .28** .00 .18*

R .40** .15 .42** .32** 1 .02 .22*

Avoidance − .03 .04 − .01 − .03 − .08 1 .31**

Anxiety .20* .10 .19* − .05 .21* .20* 1

*p < .05 **p < .01

K, Kindness/Dependability; A, Attractiveness/Sexuality; S, Status/
Resources; E, Education/Intelligence; R, Religiosity/Chastity.
Figures below the diagonal represent men and figures above the diagonal
represent women
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Attractiveness/Sexuality (r = .19, p = .04), Status/Resources (r
= .21, p = .02), and Religiosity/Chastity (r = .18, p < .05).
Higher scores on avoidant attachment were not significantly
correlated with any dimension of mate preferences.

Moderated Regression Analyses

We ran five distinct moderated regression models for KASER
dimensions with avoidant attachment, anxious attachment,
sex, and two-way interactions terms between attachment di-
mensions and sex as independent variables. The results of all
moderated regressions are summarized in Table 2. We found
that women placed more emphasis on Kindness, Status, and
Education in their preferences, while men preferred more at-
tractive mates than did women. Consistent with our zero-order
correlations, avoidant attachment was not predictive of any
dimension of mate preferences. Anxious attachment predicted
preference for Kindness (B = .08, t = 2.38, p = .02), Status (B
= .23, t = 2.65, p = .009), and Religiosity (B = .24, t = 2.60, p =
.01), while controlling for sex and avoidance. We found no
evidence that sex moderated the relationship between attach-
ment dimensions and mate preferences. These five models
respectively explained 4%, 6%, 24%, 4%, and 5% of the var-
iance in KASER dimensions of mate preferences.

Discussion

The current studywas designed to investigate the relationships
between adult attachment dimensions (avoidant and anxious)
and long-term mate preferences in Iran as an understudied
culture on an exploratory basis. This research aimed to expand
our understanding of how insecure attachment styles in adult-
hood are correlated with different preferences in choosing a
long-term partner among men and women. These data add to
the broad evolutionary literature on human mating in non-
Western cultures (see Atari et al. 2017; Pazhoohi and Burriss
2016; Pollet and Saxton 2019; Rad et al. 2018).

In women, anxious attachment was found to be positively
associated with women’s preference for Education/
Intelligence and Religiosity/Chastity in choosing a mate.
Those who are anxiously attached might be uncertain if others
can be trusted or relied on. People who score higher on anxiety
dimension tend to be hyper-vigilant to signs of distress or
separation from partners and perceive higher risk of infidelity
(Barbaro et al. 2019). In addition, high levels of anxious at-
tachment are related to stronger motivation to take revenge
against one’s partner in the case of extradyadic transgressions
(Beltrán-Morillas et al. 2019). Religious men, on the other
hand, spend more time with their family and spouse and are
less likely to redirect their resources to extra-pair mateships
(Karimi-Malekabadi and Esmaeilinasab 2019) because they
find cheating to be against their beliefs (Apostolou and
Panayiotou 2019). Educated and intelligent men are less likely
to cause distress in romantic relationships as they cope with
problems using more effective strategies (e.g., Zysberg et al.
2019). In men, anxious attachment was positively associated
with men’s preferences for Kindness/Dependability, Status/
Resources, and Religiosity/Chastity. Taken together, it might
be the case that anxiously attached individuals set higher stan-
dards in mate selection preferences, at least in Iranian culture.
This is in line with perfectionistic concerns of anxiously at-
tached individuals (Chen et al. 2015). Anxiously attachedmen
appear to prefer women with higher mate value (e.g., kind,
attractive, good financial prospect, chaste, and domestic) and
provide more benefits in long-term mateships (Barbaro et al.
2019). It may also be the case that, because of higher per-
ceived risk of infidelity, anxiously attached individuals seek
“nice”mates with higher family values and stronger long-term
mating orientation in order to reduce (both objectively and
subjectively) the risk of being cheated on (see Atari and
Chegeni 2017).

Avoidantly attached individuals tend to be more indepen-
dent and self-reliant in a romantic relationship (Birnbaum and
Reis 2019). Previous research suggests that individuals with
an avoidant attachment style distance themselves to cope with

Table 2 Results of moderated regression analyses

Variable K A S E R

β t β t β t β t β t

Sex .08 2.16* − .29 − 3.52** .77 8.47** .20 2.24* − .04 − 0.40

Avoidance − .03 − 0.78 .02 0.27 − .07 − 0.70 − .02 − 0.17 − .14 − 1.35

Anxiety .08 2.38* .08 0.99 .23 2.65** − .05 − 0.52 .24 2.60*

Avoidance × Sex .01 0.13 − .02 − 0.18 .10 0.76 − .04 − 0.30 .09 0.61

Anxiety × Sex − .08 − 1.66 .04 0.35 − .21 − 1.76 .22 1.87 − .01 − 0.06

*p < .05 **p < .01

K, Kindness/Dependability; A, Attractiveness/Sexuality; S, Status/Resources; E, Education/Intelligence; R, Religiosity/Chastity. Sex was coded as 0
(male) and 1 (female)
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certain types of threats (Edelstein and Shaver 2004).
According to Birnie et al. (2009), avoidantly attached individ-
uals expect failure in their relationships and avoid commit-
ment. The currents study indicates that avoidant attachment
does not predict any of the dimensions of mate preferences
operationalized by the KASER model (Atari 2017). One po-
tential interpretation could be that people with an avoidant
attachment style are less likely to be concerned about mating
preferences as they believe that their relationships are doomed
to fail no matter what characteristics their mate has.
Alternatively, they do not deem it necessary to place too much
effort on mating selection, as they will distance themselves in
the relationship either way.

Overall, the results of the present study highlight the role of
adult attachment—particularly attachment anxiety—in rating
the importance of each dimension of long-term mate prefer-
ence in men and women. Secure and anxious attachment di-
mensions showed to be more important attachment dimen-
sions in predicting preferences for long-term mates because
avoidant attachment did not predict mate preferences in bivar-
iate or regression analyses. In addition, this study adds to
broader evolutionary psychological literature on mating dy-
namics in Iran (Atari 2017; Karimi-Malekabadi et al. 2019;
Pazhoohi 2016). However, these findings should be treated
with caution since our design was exploratory in nature. We
encourage future research to replicate these exploratory find-
ings across cultures and using various research methods (see
Zwaan et al. 2018).

The present study has multiple limitations. First, the attach-
ment measure (Besharat 2011) in this research showed low
internal consistency coefficients in the present sample. It is
recommended for future research to replicate these findings
using measures with better psychometric properties (e.g.,
Fraley et al. 2000). Second, the sample size was rather small
in this study; however, a potential advantage of the sample
was its diversity as we collected the data from different set-
tings. Third, we did not control for personality traits that can
potentially influence both attachment styles and mate prefer-
ences (Apostolou et al. 2019).
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