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COMMENTARIES

On Priming Security and Insecurity

Mark W. Baldwin
McGill University, Montreal, Quebec, Canada

On Priming Security and Insecurity

It is exciting to see the remarkable advances made in
our understanding of relationship cognition as the field
matures. Mikulincer and Shaver (2007) offer an artic-
ulate and persuasive overview of their recent work on
security-enhancing interventions, clearly documenting
many positive effects of “security priming.” I find lit-
tle to argue with in this well-crafted piece, so I will
focus my attention instead on some of the remaining
questions the authors identify for future research. In
particular, Mikulincer and Shaver point out that much
research remains to be done to identify the precise
mechanisms whereby security primes have their ef-
fects, and to work toward interventions that might be
long lasting. I agree that these are critical questions.

I believe that some answers to these questions, or at
least some helpful clues, might actually be found by re-
visiting some of the earlier literature regarding the acti-
vation of security (and insecurity). I will examine some
of these studies, shaping my comments around sev-
eral questions: What are some core elements of secu-
rity primes? Are the cognitive mechanisms of security
largely rooted in associations? Can security-providing
activation patterns be modified? When do security-
providing interventions work best and last longest?

What Are Some Core Elements
of Security Primes?

There remain plenty of questions about the precise
nature of the cognitive/emotional/motivational struc-
tures that underlie security. Presumably there is some
sort of self-with-other working model or relational
schema (Baldwin, 1992) that can be activated by a
security prime, to trigger feelings of warmth and safe-
ness, and set up a confident expectancy that others will
be warm, accepting, trustworthy, supportive, and so on.
There is still much to be done to go beyond this basic
notion, however, and it may be worthwhile to keep in
mind a range of theoretical perspectives that might in-

form our understanding of security and, for that matter,
insecurity.

The earliest research of which I am aware that
arguably involved priming security was the program
of work by Silverman and colleagues (Silverman,
Lachmann, & Milich, 1982). Silverman drew from
a psychoanalytic perspective that, essentially, insecu-
rity was rooted in a feeling of separation from the
“good mother” of childhood, and that emotional se-
curity could therefore be momentarily produced by
stimulating the wished-for fantasy of total union with
the mother. As their prime, these researchers briefly
presented participants with the phrase “Mommy and
I are one.” Presentations were done via tachistoscope,
with 4-millisecond exposures given four times in suc-
cession. Silverman reported that participants receiving
this prime (compared to control primes such as “Peo-
ple are walking”) showed various positive outcomes
including greater success in school and in smoking
cessation or weight-loss programs, and among some
schizophrenics the prime even led to a reduction in
symptoms.

Although I have always found Silverman’s work
(and subsequent research using this methodology, such
as Sohlberg & Birgegard, 2003, whom Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2007 also cite) important and fascinating, I
share at least some of the concerns raised by skeptics:
Some have questioned whether it is possible to sublim-
inally prime complex multi-word phrases (Greenwald,
1992), for example. Also, Silverman’s theoretical per-
spective feels at times unnecessarily removed from ev-
eryday experience: Granted, security certainly seems
to be rooted in a sense of social connection, but many
forms of social connection provide people with secu-
rity feelings and it seems premature to argue that all
of these are based in fantasies of merging self with
(m)other (although see Aron’s work on merging self
and other representations; Aron et al., 2005). Clearly,
additional meticulous research is still needed to clarify
the effects and boundary conditions of this particu-
lar prime before we can draw firm conclusions about
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COMMENTARIES

underlying mechanisms. The notion that the essence
of security may lie in a sense of merging with an-
other, while maintaining an individuated sense of self
(Silverman et al., 1982), remains a provocative idea,
however.

In the early 1980s, when John Holmes (who was my
graduate supervisor) and I first set about to prime secu-
rity we were more taken by the perspectives of theorists
such as Karen Horney (e.g., 1937), Carl Rogers (e.g.,
1959), and Harry Stack Sullivan (e.g., 1953), who all
wrote at length about security and insecurity broadly
defined. These theorists agreed that security is engen-
dered by warm and soothing connections with others,
and taken away by anxious, conflictual, and rejecting
interactions. They (particularly Rogers and Sullivan)
observed that a key component of security is the expe-
rience that reassuring social connection is, in a word,
secure. That is, the person trusts that acceptance by
a significant other is stable and predictable; it can be
counted on and will not be taken away. In particular, se-
curity derives from the feeling that social acceptance is
relatively unconditional, not contingent on being suc-
cessful (or attractive, or well-behaved), and is readily
available through both good times and bad.

We decided to apply the priming techniques of the
day to examine the impact of conditional and uncon-
ditional acceptance on security after an ego-threat. In
our noncontingent acceptance condition we had male
undergraduate participants visualize the following
scenario:

Imagine that you have come into a cafeteria some-
where on campus to eat lunch. You see a good friend
there, someone who you like being with and who likes
being with you. This is a person, either male or female,
who you feel would stick by you and support you
through good times and bad. Your friend notices you
and waves to come over, so you go over and sit down.
You start chatting about things in general. It is pleasant
to be with this person. Try to feel yourself being there.
Experience the warm feeling you get with this per-
son. You talk about school, and also things that go on
outside of school. You might be laughing or talking.
You feel quite comfortable. Picture this person sitting
across from you. Try to get a good image or experi-
ence of them there. Try to feel the warmth and accep-
tance with this person. After awhile you both have to
leave to go to different classes. You both leave, saying,
“See you around” (Baldwin & Holmes, 1987).

We found that this prime helped people cope, when
a state of heightened self-focused attention was later
induced after a failure on a very difficult memory task.
The effect of the prime, combined with self-focused
attention, appeared to make people less likely to blame
themselves for a poor performance, and more likely to
assume that peers would also perform at roughly the
same level. We interpreted this self-accepting pattern as

an expression of the non-evaluative orientation of the
primed relationship, and the emotional security pro-
vided by the sense that acceptance and support are un-
conditionally available “through good times and bad.”

One core element of security, then, as Rogers and
Sullivan (and later Bowlby) observed, seems to be the
expectation that acceptance is reliable, unconditional,
and unlikely to be disrupted. The “unconditional” or
“noncontingent” nature of social connection is key.
My students and I have continued to be particularly
interested in the degree to which security is often un-
dermined by evaluation and criticism, due to an im-
plicit anticipation that disapproval may lead to rejec-
tion. For example, in two studies aimed at clarifying
the dynamics of insecurity we subliminally presented
images of scowling evaluators: either presenting Pro-
fessor Robert Zajonc to the graduate students in his de-
partment, or presenting Pope John Paul II to Catholic
women who had just read a sexually permissive pas-
sage. In both cases these disapproving images under-
mined self-evaluations. In two other studies (Baldwin,
1994) we experimented with simply presenting signif-
icant others’ names to see if the interpersonal styles
associated with those significant others might later
shape the person’s sense of security. Participants were
asked to provide the name of one significant other who
tended to be critical and rejecting, and another who
tended to be warm and accepting; who “simply ac-
cepts you for who you are.” One of these names was
later presented, either subliminally or supraliminally
during a bogus lexical decision task, and the primes
were found to influence participants’ self-evaluations
after failure on a difficult test. In the absence of a no-
prime control condition it was not possible to draw
firm conclusions about the relative contribution of the
accepting versus the critical prime, but several results
indicated that both likely played a role in the effects.
Whether priming with faces or names, then, it is clear
that cues for critical rejection versus unconditional ac-
ceptance can have dramatic effects on security in self-
evaluations.

What, then, are the active ingredients in security
primes? I think the jury is still out on this, even af-
ter two decades of research. The attachment theory
notions of secure base and safe haven are persuasive,
certainly. And Mikulincer and Shaver’s (2007) empha-
sis on establishing proximity to the caregiver, as a core
element of connection, makes sense and is well rooted
in the evolutionary theory from which attachment the-
ory grew. Some attachment theorists identify other ele-
ments, such as the reflective function that allows a per-
son to think about mental states (own and others’), that
may be key to attachment security (e.g., Fonagy, Steele,
Moran, Steele, & Higgitt, 1991) and may also be rele-
vant to the mindfulness issues discussed by Mikulincer
and Shaver (2007). Other theoretical perspectives, such
as psychoanalytic models of fantasies about union with
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COMMENTARIES

another, may offer additional insights. Also (and com-
plementing Bowlby’s emphasis on the reliable avail-
ability of attachment figures), I suggest that a key issue
in security is the degree to which social connection is
experienced as unconditional; versus conditional on,
for example, possessing socially desirable characteris-
tics. This latter idea is generally underappreciated in
attachment research. More generally, as the field moves
forward we will need to work out a consensus regard-
ing the use of the term “security,” in order to clarify
the role of factors such as proximity, merger, reflec-
tive function, unconditional acceptance, and so on, in
creating the sense of security.

Are the Cognitive Mechanisms of Security
Largely Rooted in Associations?

In recent years there have been some ambitious
and stimulating efforts to spell out the social cognitive
mechanisms underlying security and insecurity, within
the context of attachment theory (e.g., Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2003; 2005) or relationship cognition more
generally (e.g., Murray, Holmes, & Collins, 2006). The
emphasis in these models is often on if . . . then proce-
dural rules for how to regulate interpersonal behavior
in response to judgments about the partner’s availabil-
ity and caring (which might be framed, for example, as
if threatened, then seek proximity and protection, or if
attachment figure is available, then relax; see Mikulin-
cer & Shaver, 2007). Although I certainly agree that
such strategic rules are central to relationship cogni-
tion and functioning, I think it is critically important
to figure out the nuts and bolts of how it is that peo-
ple make their judgments about interpersonal dynam-
ics: How does a person make the complex prediction
about whether a significant other can be expected to be
available, caring and responsive? My colleagues and
I have therefore been examining a slightly different
(although related) if . . . then contingency, which in-
volves the behavior-outcome expectancies that make
up interpersonal scripts. This kind of expectancy is
one instance of a cognitive association that can pro-
duce the activation of security-providing representa-
tions. We hypothesize that an outcome expectancy is
represented as an association between if and then, so
that the activation of the if (i.e., “If I behave in such
and such a way . . . ”) is thought to lead, via spreading
activation across an associative link, to activation of
the then (“. . . then my significant other will react in
such and such a way.”)

This idea can be tested fairly directly using sequen-
tial priming techniques to identify patterns of spreading
activation. In the early 1990s, my colleague Beverley
Fehr and I were struck by the burgeoning adult attach-
ment literature, and began to work with our students
to examine the nature of the working models that un-
derpin attachment orientations. We used a lexical deci-

sion task (in which participants quickly identify letter
strings as words or nonwords) to identify automatic
social expectations (Baldwin et al., 1993). We found
that on trials when chronically avoidant individuals
were primed with a sentence fragment about “trust,”
this made them quicker to identify the target string
“hurt”—thus revealing an automatic association be-
tween trusting significant others and being hurt. Chron-
ically secure individuals did not show this pattern of
association.

I later used the same measurement approach in self-
esteem research done with Lisa Sinclair (Baldwin &
Sinclair, 1996), but here we added primes for security
and insecurity to see how they would affect people’s as-
sociations. First we determined that people who tended
to be chronically insecure (as revealed by low scores
on the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale) showed an ac-
tivation pattern where ideas of “failure” primed ideas
of “rejection”—the cognitive signature of contingent
or conditional acceptance. In a subsequent study we
found that people primed with a critical other tended
to show this pattern very strongly, whereas others who
were primed with a security prime (“someone who sim-
ply accepts you for who you are”) did not. By using
measures of association, then, we were able to exam-
ine the cognitive structures activated by security (and
insecurity) primes.

As the field continues to progress in our detailed
analysis of relationship security and insecurity, it will
be important to keep in mind the differences between
if . . . then expectancies, if . . . then inference rules,
if . . . then strategies and if . . . then situation-behavior
patterns (see Baldwin & Dandeneau, 2005, for a dis-
cussion). Although all of these surely play a role in
security, my own hunch at this point is that the asso-
ciations that lead to the activation of security expecta-
tions (particularly, associations between behaviors and
outcomes) are at the core of security-providing (and
security-undermining) cognitive structures. This is be-
cause the network of associations determines whether
thinking about failure, or stress, or need, leads automat-
ically to thoughts about security-providing nurturance
or rather to thoughts of rejection and abandonment.
For example, I submit that the core of the secure base
script described by Mikulincer and Shaver (2007; also
Bretherton, 1990; Waters, Rodrigues, & Ridgeway,
1998) is the expectancy If I reach out for help, then my
significant other will help me: Other elements, such as
the strategy of reaching out or the anticipation of emo-
tional relief, are likely derivative of this expectancy. I
am open to the idea that expectancies, strategies, and
emotional associations may become somewhat inde-
pendent and functionally autonomous (and may even
be represented in different brain areas; Sakellaropoulo
& Baldwin, 2005), but still the expectancy is likely
the critical element—and may also be the easiest to
modify.
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Can Security-Providing Activation Patterns
Be Modified?

Mikulincer and Shaver (2007) argue persuasively
for the potential value of security-enhancing inter-
ventions that might last longer than one-time primes.
Toward this end, in recent years my students and I
have been looking beyond priming paradigms toward
techniques for producing a modification of working
models and relationship cognition. I will mention these
studies only briefly here (for more detailed reviews
see Baldwin & Dandeneau, 2005; Baldwin et al., in
press). Mikulincer and Shaver (2007) describe two of
our paradigms: one in which the self-concept is re-
peatedly associated with smiling, accepting feedback
(Baccus, Baldwin, & Packer, 2004), and another in
which the person practices inhibiting attention to
rejecting feedback (Dandeneau & Baldwin, 2004;
Dandeneau, Baldwin, Baccus, Sakellaropoulo, &
Pruessner, 2007). In a third paradigm, based on sim-
ple Pavlovian conditioning, the participant repeatedly
hears a distinctive computer tone paired with im-
ages of accepting feedback, thereby experimentally
creating a conditioned cue that can be used later
to prime acceptance (e.g., Baldwin & Main, 2001;
Baldwin & Meunier, 1999). Using these interventions
to increase security we have found increases in im-
plicit and explicit self-esteem (Baccus et al., 2004;
Baldwin, Granzberg, Pippus, & Pritchard, 2003;
Dandeneau et al., under review), reductions in aggres-
sive feelings (Baccus et al. 2004), reductions in stress
among students during exams, and in stress-hormone
release among telemarketers at work (Dandeneau
et al., under review), improvements in performance
(Dandeneau et al., 2007) reductions in social anxi-
ety during a stressful interaction (Baldwin & Main,
2001), and changes in information-processing patterns
for rejection and acceptance information (Dandeneau
& Baldwin, 2004; Dandeneau et al., 2007; Baldwin
& Meunier, 1999; Baldwin & Kay, 2003; Baldwin &
Main, 2001).

One message I can offer on the basis of this re-
search is that manipulations such as these can in-
deed modify relationship cognition. It is clearly pos-
sible to create novel cues for acceptance, or to teach
people to inhibit attention to rejection, for example.
I believe that as we go forward in exploring the
possibilities for security-enhancing interventions, it
will be critical to continue to design the interven-
tions around the mechanisms we hypothesize to be
at work in day-to-day feelings of security. Because we
believe that activation patterns arising from associa-
tions (rather than, say, inference procedures for making
causal attributions) are at the core, we have designed
most of our interventions to address these aspects
of relationship cognition. And, the results have been
supportive.

I will note that to the extent this research involves the
conditioning of associations, it is different from prim-
ing. In the Baccus et al. (2004) study (which Mikulin-
cer and Shaver characterize as an example of priming),
experimental participants repeatedly saw their name
and other self-relevant information paired with smil-
ing faces, and other information paired with frowns
and neutral faces. This condition was compared to a
control condition in which the exact same faces were
shown, but were not paired systematically with self-
relevant information. My point here is that the active
ingredient in the experimental treatment was not the
simple priming or activation of smiling faces (since all
subjects saw the same images), but rather the strength-
ening of an association between self and acceptance
(which only happened in the experimental condition).
Simply put, conditioning is not the same as priming.
Conditioning creates, or modifies the strength of, an as-
sociation, which can then reshape the flow of spreading
activation in the working model. In principle, these ef-
fects should not automatically decay the way priming
does, but rather may persist unless experience modifies
the associations again.

When Do Security-Providing Interventions
Work Best and Last Longest?

As more and more researchers begin to experiment
with relationship priming it might be helpful to bear in
mind some lessons from previous experience, so I will
offer a few observations. One lesson we have learned
along the way is that subtlety often counts. In my earli-
est pilot studies for my dissertation research (Baldwin
& Holmes, 1987), I blithely set about trying to identify
security primes by essentially asking participants to
tell me the name of someone who loved them uncondi-
tionally. I quickly discovered that this often produced a
kind of boomerang effect, whereby some people found
it difficult to come up with such a perfectly devoted
loved one in their life, and this lack of fluency led to
a feeling of being relatively unloved rather than loved
(cf. Schwarz et al., 1991, for research on boomerang
effects in self-perception, and Baldwin et al., 1996,
for a discussion of the importance of fluency/ease of
accessibility experiences in attachment orientations).
From then on I have usually modified the instructions
to ask for the name of someone “who comes closest
to this description,” which is easier for most people
to answer (see also Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007, for a
review of other unobtrusive primes). Subtlety counts
also in the method of priming. As the general literature
on priming indicates (see e.g., Martin, 1986, for an
example in the context of impression formation), very
blatant primes can sometimes lead to contrast or over-
riding effects: Therefore it may be best to embed the
prime in another activity (e.g., a bogus lexical decision
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COMMENTARIES

task) or to build some kind of cover story around it
(e.g., giving guided visualizations in the context of
a visual imagination study). Subliminal presentations
also get around this problem, of course, but sublim-
inal priming is actually quite difficult to do properly
so I would not recommend it for the faint of heart.
Subtlety can be assisted, in some sense, by distracting
the participant’s attention from the prime: For exam-
ple, security and insecurity primes sometimes seem to
have a greater impact, in particular on people’s self-
evaluations, if the person’s attention is directed away
from the prime and toward the self-concept instead,
via a standard self-awareness manipulation (Baldwin
& Holmes, 1987; Baldwin, 1994).

Beyond the issue of subtlety in presenting security-
enhancing interventions, the question is how to make
them last. We can probably assume that if security-
enhancing interventions are to have a lasting impact,
they will have to come to influence people’s actual
interactions. As Mikulincer and Shaver (2007) de-
scribe, such interventions might stimulate a broaden-
and-build cycle that can help the effect generalize, and
last beyond the short-term effects of momentary prim-
ing. Fortunately there is plenty of evidence that acti-
vated relationship structures can produce self-fulfilling
prophecies, which can feed back and strengthen the ac-
tivated orientations (e.g., Berk & Andersen, 2000).

The impact of primes on interpersonal orientations
may even be relatively immediate. In our work with at-
tachment primes (Baldwin et al., 1996), Beverley Fehr
and I wondered how momentarily primed attachment
working models might come to have an impact on real
relationships. It seemed to us that a critical moment
in the process of forming adult attachments, at least
among young single people with a range of options,
was at the point of deciding whether to initiate a re-
lationship with a given person. One question, then,
is whether a momentarily activated sense of security
might lead someone to make a healthier choice of dat-
ing partner. Our participants were undergraduate men
and women who were not currently in a dating rela-
tionship. Our prime was straightforward: In an initial
session we asked participants to nominate one rela-
tionship from their lives for each of three Hazan &
Shaver (1987) attachment orientations. That is, they
were to give the name of one person with whom they
felt relatively secure, one with whom they felt rela-
tively avoidant, and one with whom they felt relatively
anxious/ambivalent. Several days later they returned
for a second session, and we randomly selected one
of their significant others for them to visualize in a 2-
minguided visualization. They then were taken down
the hall, ostensibly to take part in a “second study,”
where we asked them to consider how much they would
like to date each of a number of potential dating part-
ners. The profiles of these potential partners had been
created (in earlier research by Frazier, Byer, Fischer,

Wright, & DeBord, 1996) to reflect secure, anxious,
or avoidant traits. Participants’ dating choices were, as
we had hypothesized, shaped by the earlier primes: In
particular, those given the secure prime tended to be
more attracted to secure partners, and less attracted to
avoidant partners (who, for example, had “never been
in love”), than were participants in the other groups.
Although we did not follow up these preferences by
arranging an actual meeting with the potential dating
partners (who were, after all, fictitious), it is not hard
to imagine how initial choices like this—influenced
by momentarily activated attachment orientations —
might have a lasting impact on security or insecurity
in relationships. In order to learn how to make inter-
ventions long lasting, then, we may need to clarify the
dynamic interplay between activated expectancies and
interpersonal choices.

Final Comments

As I said at the outset, I believe Mikulincer and
Shaver (2007) offer a splendid review of their recent
priming research, in which they have documented
many important outcomes from heightened security. I
agree with them that we need to continue to work to
determine the mechanisms of security (and insecurity),
through theoretical analyses, priming studies, social
cognitive analyses of activation patterns, and also
through attempts to manipulate the mechanisms of se-
curity in a lasting way. I think this project will be aided
by integrating insights from recent attachment-theory
work, from other theoretical perspectives on security
and insecurity, and from other priming research on
these topics.
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