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Emotional reliance is a motivational construct reflecting the 
willingness to seek interpersonal support (Ryan, La Guardia, 
Solky-Butzel, Chirkov, & Kim, 2005). Given the importance 
of interpersonal support during stressful events (Cohen, Sher-
rod, & Clark, 1986; Pierce, Sarason, & Sarason, 1991), the 
willingness to seek interpersonal support may be especially 
relevant to counselors and other helping professionals who 
are all too familiar with the motivational problems that can 
prevent clients from beginning or continuing in counseling. 
But what factors or processes are associated with the will-
ingness to seek support, and how might this information be 
useful to counselors?

Recently, there has been some debate on the relative contri-
butions of autonomy versus security in interpersonal processes 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Ryan, Brown, & Creswell, 2007). 
Two theories suggest that emotional reliance may be one of 
the processes influenced by security, autonomy, or both. At-
tachment theory (Ainsworth, 1973; Bowlby, 1973) suggests 
that those who provide security are more likely to elicit trust 
and support-seeking behavior. Self-determination theory 
(SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000b) holds that people prefer to turn 
to partners who provide support for their basic psychological 
needs, particularly the need for autonomy (Ryan et al., 2005). 
Although the two constructs are not mutually exclusive—in-
deed, both theories consider attachment and autonomy to be 
important—they are assigned a different priority depending 
on the theoretical orientation. The present research attempts 
to address a gap in the literature by exploring the respective 
contributions of autonomy and security provision to emotional 
reliance. For counselors, understanding the role played by 
security and autonomy in the willingness to seek support may 
suggest ways of working with their clients that can enhance 
client motivation. The larger theoretical issue to which this 
question points is how an understanding of security and au-
tonomy can be used to frame a positive theory of relationship 
processes (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Ryan et al., 2007). A 
secondary aim of the present study is to provide an example of 
how multilevel modeling (MLM) can be used by researchers in 
counseling and development (see also Lynch, 2012b). 
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Attachment, Autonomy, and Emotional 
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This article reports a test of a multilevel model investigating how attachment security and autonomy contribute to emo-
tional reliance, or the willingness to seek interpersonal support. Participants (N = 247) completed online measures of 
attachment, autonomy, emotional reliance, and vitality with respect to several everyday relationships. Multilevel model 
analyses identified a within-person process linking emotional reliance and vitality with both attachment and autonomy. 
Discussion focuses on the implications for both counseling and development.

Emotional Reliance: The Willingness to 
Seek Interpersonal Support

Support-seeking behavior and help-seeking behavior more 
generally have been fairly widely researched (Powell & 
Kotschessa, 1995; Rickwood & Braithwaite, 1994; Robbins 
& Greenley, 1983; Vogel & Wester, 2003). Emotional reliance 
as a motivational construct, however, received its first empiri-
cal support in a set of studies reported by Ryan et al. (2005), 
who defined emotional reliance as the willingness to rely on 
others for support during an emotionally salient event. Put 
differently, emotional reliance is the readiness to use one’s 
interpersonal resources as a means to regulate one’s emotions. 
In particular, the construct reflects the willingness to turn to 
specific partners when the emotions experienced are either 
unpleasant (e.g., anxious, depressed) or pleasant (e.g., proud, 
happy). In three studies, the researchers developed and vali-
dated a 10-item scale and an abbreviated four-item version to 
measure the construct. It is noteworthy that they found that the 
willingness to turn to others for needed emotional supports, 
or emotional reliance, was associated with greater well-being, 
measured in terms of depressive symptoms, anxiety, self-
actualization, self-esteem, and subjective vitality (a feeling 
of energy and aliveness; see Ryan & Frederick, 1997). The 
association between emotional reliance and well-being held 
across gender and across four cultural groups (Korean, Rus-
sian, Turkish, and American), suggesting it is a fairly robust 
construct. Initial links to attachment and autonomy found by 
these researchers are reported as follows.

Security and Support Seeking:  
An Attachment Theory Perspective

Attachment theory (Ainsworth, 1973; Belsky, 2006; Bowlby, 
1973; Hazan & Shaver, 1994) offers an important develop-
mental perspective on the possible antecedents of the will-
ingness to turn to others for support during an emotionally 
salient event. The theory argues that attachment systems are 
activated during times of stress or danger. A secure attach-
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ment provides the base to which the child can return during 
a stressful event and from which the child can safely explore 
when stress or threat are low. Attachments formed during 
childhood provide the internal working models through 
which subsequent relationship experiences are interpreted. 
On this basis, the theory postulates that, both during child-
hood and later in life, “attachment security works as . . . an 
internal guidance system, filtering and appraising experi-
ences in the world, especially social experiences, and thereby 
guiding behavior, especially behavior in close relationships,” 
with regulation of emotion being considered “central to 
current conceptions of attachment theory” (Belsky, 2002, p. 
166; for a similar argument, see also NICHD Early Childcare 
Research Network, 2006). 

Research has found that although securely attached 
preschool children were less dependent on their teach-
ers, they were more willing to call on them for assistance 
when they themselves were unable to manage a challenge 
(Sroufe, Fox, & Pancake, 1983). Furthermore, adult attach-
ment styles appear to be related to help-seeking intentions 
(Vogel & Wei, 2005) and behaviors (Florian, Mikulincer, 
& Bucholtz, 1995; Hazan & Shaver, 1987), perhaps by 
predisposing the individual to view others as reliable or 
unreliable and as caring or indifferent (Sarason, Pierce, 
& Sarason, 1990; Wallace & Vaux, 1993). Accordingly, 
it is reasonable to assume that attachment style may play 
a role in the willingness to turn to others for emotional 
support at a time of need. Specifically, although those who 
are securely attached may exhibit greater willingness to 
turn to others and may benefit from such willingness, those 
who are anxiously attached may very much desire others’ 
emotional support but may not achieve the same benefits 
from their readiness to seek it (Vogel & Wei, 2005). Those 
with an avoidant attachment style would be unlikely to 
exhibit high levels of emotional reliance. 

Although attachment has traditionally been thought of as a 
relatively stable, trait-like individual difference, current think-
ing is that attachment may vary depending on the relationship 
target (Baldwin, Keelan, Fehr, Enns, & Koh-Rangarajoo, 
1996; Kobak, 1994; La Guardia, Ryan, Couchman, & Deci, 
2000; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Shaver, Belsky, & Brennan, 
2000). Accordingly, one’s willingness to turn to a particular 
partner for emotional support may in part depend on the rela-
tive security of one’s attachment in that specific relationship. 

As part of their validation of the emotional reliance 
construct, Ryan et al. (2005) found that it was negatively 
associated with problematic forms of dependence and 
with attachment avoidance and positively associated with 
attachment security, thus suggesting some dispositional 
correlates of the willingness to seek emotional support. 
These researchers did not, however, test whether emotional 
reliance varied with relationship-specific attachment or 
further explore the theoretical link between emotional 
reliance and attachment.

Autonomy and Autonomy Support:  
An SDT Perspective

Along with competence and relatedness, autonomy is con-
sidered to be a basic psychological need within the SDT 
tradition (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). SDT defines basic needs 
functionally as that which the human person requires in or-
der to grow and to thrive emotionally, psychologically, and 
interpersonally across the life span. This assumption has 
been tested empirically in numerous studies demonstrating 
that satisfaction of the basic needs is associated with internal 
motivation, well-being, and thriving (Ryan & Deci, 2000a), 
including cross-culturally (e.g., Lynch, La Guardia, & Ryan, 
2009). Because autonomy is thought to have particular rel-
evance for emotional reliance, it is important to clarify how 
it is understood within SDT.

In SDT, autonomy derives from the existential tradition. It 
implies the feeling of volition and choice rather than feeling 
pressured or coerced in one’s actions. In relationships, being 
supportive of another’s autonomy means being attentive to and 
interested in the other person’s perspective as well as foster-
ing choice rather than trying to control the other person or to 
impose one’s own agenda (Ryan, 1993). It is important to note 
that autonomy is not equated with independence in SDT: A 
person can autonomously choose to depend or rely on another 
person for resources and supports. Indeed, research suggests 
that even during adolescence, the period during which relying 
on oneself or independence has traditionally been thought to 
play an important developmental role, freely choosing to rely 
on others, including one’s parents, for emotional supports 
can have important benefits for well-being (Ryan & Lynch, 
1989). In their validation study, Ryan et al. (2005) found 
that people endorsed greater emotional reliance when they 
experienced satisfaction of their basic needs, including the 
need for autonomy, in their relationships. 

A limitation of existing research on autonomy support 
is that researchers do not always control for individual dif-
ferences in level of autonomy (Vansteenkiste, Niemiec, & 
Soenens, 2010). Some people may show higher levels of 
autonomy in their daily behavior, and indeed autonomy can 
be measured as a trait or disposition (Sheldon & Deci, 1996). 
In this regard, it is possible that support for autonomy matters 
more for those who are themselves highly autonomous and 
therefore may be more likely to value autonomy support in 
their relationships, in a kind of “match hypothesis” (Markus 
& Kitayama, 1991). SDT, however, suggests that, if autonomy 
is truly a basic need, its importance should not be moderated 
by one’s dispositional level of autonomy. This is because, in 
SDT, basic psychological needs are believed to be universal. 
The present study thus seeks to advance the counseling pro-
fession’s understanding of the role of autonomy support in 
emotional reliance by controlling for individual differences 
in autonomy and by allowing autonomy to compete with at-
tachment security. 
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The Present Study
The present study tested the relative contributions of two con-
structs, attachment security and autonomy, to emotional reli-
ance or the willingness to seek support. Both constructs were 
measured at two levels: at the between-persons level, reflect-
ing individual differences in levels of security and autonomy, 
and at the within-person level, reflecting relationship-specific 
variations in those constructs. In line with attachment theory, 
it was expected that emotional reliance would be associated 
with greater security (Hypothesis 1 [H1]); in line with SDT, 
the willingness to seek emotional support should be positively 
associated with autonomy (Hypothesis 2 [H2]). To replicate 
prior findings, I also tested the link between emotional reli-
ance and well-being, such that the willingness to turn to 
one’s partners for support should be associated with greater 
well-being (Hypothesis 3 [H3]). However, as predicted by 
attachment theory, although those who are anxiously attached 
may seek greater emotional supports from their partners, they 
may be less likely to benefit from their emotional reliance; 
that is, the link between emotional reliance and well-being 
should be moderated by anxiety (Hypothesis 4 [H4]).

Method
Participants

Participants (N = 247; 81.4% female; age: M = 22.9 years, 
SD = 5.49) were drawn from a pool of approximately 2,000 
undergraduate psychology majors at a large university in the 
southeastern United States. Self-reported ethnic background 
of study participants was 6.5% Asian/Pacific Islander, 12.5% 
Black/African American, 55% Caucasian/White, 19% 
Hispanic/Latin American, and 7% other, which was roughly 
representative of the larger student body at this university.

Procedure

Students registered to participate in the study through the 
ExperimenTrak system maintained by the department of 
psychology in which the author was a faculty member at the 
time. Participants completed an online survey in exchange for 
course credit. Participation was voluntary and anonymous, 
and students could withdraw from the study at any time 
without penalty, in keeping with requirements of the study’s 
institutional review board approval. 

Measures

This study makes use of a data analytic strategy known as 
MLM, described more fully as follows. Among other things, 
MLM allows researchers to move beyond the traditional 
focus on individual differences and between-persons factors 
to study within-person processes. Accordingly, in the pres-
ent study, data were collected at two levels of analysis, the 
between-persons level (referred to as Level 2 in the MLM 
tradition) and the within-person level (referred to as Level 1). 

Level 2 Measures

When MLM is used to test within-person processes, as in the 
present study, variables that are more trait-like or dispositional 
are called Level 2 explanatory variables. The study included 
several Level 2 variables: attachment, trait autonomy, and vitality. 

Attachment. The Relationship Questionnaire, adapted from 
Hazan and Shaver’s (1987) well-validated measure of attach-
ment styles designed for use with adults (see Bartholomew 
& Horowitz, 1991, for the validation study of the version 
used here), was used as an individual difference measure of 
attachment. Participants were presented with four, single-
item, self-report attachment style prototypes, reflecting se-
cure, dismissing, preoccupied, and fearful attachment styles. 
Participants rated how accurate a description each of the four 
prototypical statements was of them on a Likert-type scale 
of 1 (not at all accurate) to 7 (very accurate). Conceptu-
ally, the secure style, characterized by “valuing of intimate 
friendships, [and] the capacity to maintain close relationships 
without losing personal autonomy” (p. 228), is contrasted in 
Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) model with the fearful 
style, characterized by “an avoidance of close relationships 
because of fear of rejection,” whereas the dismissing style, 
characterized by “downplaying of the importance of close 
relationships . . . [and] emphasis on independence and self-
reliance,” is contrasted with the preoccupied style, charac-
terized by “overinvolvement in close relationships, [and] 
a dependence on other people’s acceptance for a sense of 
personal well-being” (p. 228). In their validation study, Bar-
tholomew and Horowitz found that contrasting styles were 
most strongly negatively correlated with each other (between 
secure and fearful, r = –.55, p < .01; between preoccupied and 
dismissing, r = –.50, p < .01; smaller or nonsignificant correla-
tions between noncontrasting styles). The same pattern was 
observed in the present sample (between secure and fearful, 
r = –.28, p < .01; between preoccupied and dismissing, r = 
–.25, p < .01; smaller or nonsignificant correlations between 
noncontrasting styles). 

Trait autonomy. The Self-Determination Scale was used 
as a measure of dispositional autonomy, or the tendency to 
experience oneself as autonomous. The scale was originally 
validated by Sheldon and Deci (1996) and has been used in 
numerous studies (e.g., Sheldon, Ryan, & Reis, 1996; Thrash 
& Elliot, 2002). The scale consists of 10 paired statements 
reflecting autonomy versus control. Participants indicate on a 
scale of 1 to 5 which of the two statements, labeled A and B, 
feels more true for them, where 1 = only A feels true and 5 = 
only B feels true. An example is “I always feel like I choose 
the things I do” versus “I sometimes feel that it’s not really 
me choosing the things I do.” As reported by Sheldon et al. 
(1996), internal consistency alphas have ranged from .85 to 
.93 across numerous samples, with adequate test–retest reli-
ability (.77 over a period of 8 weeks). Construct validity has 
been demonstrated by its strong associations with well-being 
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(Sheldon & Deci, 1996; Sheldon et al., 1996) and resistance 
to peer pressure (Grow, Sheldon, & Ryan, 1994), among 
others. Internal consistency reliability for the present sample 
was alpha = .83.

Vitality (global). Ryan and Frederick’s (1997) six-item 
Subjective Vitality Scale was administered twice, at Level 2 
as a measure of overall well-being and at Level 1 as a predic-
tor of vitality in relationships (see the following). It assesses 
the experience of aliveness, energy, and vigor. Participants 
rate items on a Likert-type scale of 1 (not at all) to 7 (very 
much) in terms of their experience over the past month. The 
scale has been used in many studies, including the emotional 
reliance validation studies mentioned previously (Ryan et 
al., 2005), and has shown excellent reliability and validity, 
with strong associations to measures of both emotional and 
physical well-being (see Bostic, Rubio, & Hood, 2000). In 
their initial validation studies, Ryan and Frederick (1997) 
obtained internal consistency alphas ranging from .83 to .86 
(in the present sample, α = .90).

Level 1 (Within-Person) Measures

Several variables were measured at the within-person level 
of analysis, referred to as Level 1 within MLM: attachment, 
autonomy support, emotional reliance, and vitality. All 
within-person measures were completed with respect to each 
of four target relationships (with mother, father, best friend, 
and romantic partner), chosen for their likely importance to 
college students.

Attachment. Reflecting the more recent emphasis on 
relationship-specific attachments (La Guardia et al., 2000; 
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007), the Experiences in Close Rela-
tionships Scale (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998) was used 
as a measure of attachment style specific to each relationship. 
The scale consists of 36 items and yields subscale scores for 
attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety. Attachment 
security is not measured directly but is reflected in low scores 
on both subscales. Participants rate each item on a Likert-type 
scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Examples 
are “I worry a lot about my relationship with my mother” 
(attachment anxiety) and “Just when my mother starts to get 
close to me I find myself pulling away” (attachment avoid-
ance). In their validation study, Brennan et al. (1998) found 
that the avoidance scale correlated highly with several exist-
ing scales that measured avoidance and discomfort in close 
relationships, whereas the anxiety scale correlated highly 
with scales that measured anxiety, jealousy, fear of rejection, 
and preoccupation with attachment. They reported internal 
consistencies of .94 for avoidance and .91 for anxiety. In the 
present sample, across relationships, alphas ranged from .92 
to .94 for avoidance and from .88 to .93 for anxiety.

Autonomy support. The Autonomy Supportive Relation-
ships Scale is a six-item scale based on the Health Care 
Climate Questionnaire (Williams & Deci, 2001), which has 
been adapted to assess autonomy support versus control 

from important others (Williams et al., 2006). Participants 
rate each item on a Likert-type scale of 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 7 (strongly agree). Williams et al. (2006) found strong as-
sociations between perceived partner autonomy support and 
outcomes such as perceived autonomy and perceived compe-
tence for target health behaviors, as well as health outcomes 
such as 6-month prolonged abstinence from tobacco among 
those trying to quit smoking; they reported internal consis-
tency alphas between .87 and .95 (.89 to .91 in the present 
sample). Sample items include “I believe my mother is very 
understanding of me” and “I feel controlled by my mother” 
(reverse scored).

Emotional reliance. To reduce participant fatigue, I as-
sessed emotional reliance within each relationship using 
the abbreviated four-item version of the Emotional Reliance 
scale developed and validated by Ryan et al. (2005), as noted 
earlier. Items are rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = 
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Scores are calculated 
as the mean of items for each relationship. Items include “If 
I were feeling alone or depressed, I would be willing to go 
to (my mother),” “If I were feeling anxious or scared about 
something, I would be willing to go to (my mother),” “If I were 
feeling very bad about myself and needed a boost, I would be 
willing to go to (my mother),” and “If I were feeling happy 
or had good news, I would be willing to go to (my mother).” 
Ryan et al. (2005) reported internal consistency alphas from 
.91 to .97 (.94 to .96 in the present sample).

Vitality. The Subjective Vitality Scale (Ryan & Frederick, 
1997), described previously, was used to measure vitality 
within relationships, with participants rating each of the four 
relationships according to the vitality they experienced with 
each partner. Thus, vitality was measured both globally (Level 
2) and with respect to each relationship (Level 1). Controlling 
for global vitality should allow for a test of whether explana-
tory variables (e.g., emotional reliance, attachment security, 
autonomy) accounted for change in relationship-specific vital-
ity, relative to one’s baseline. Alphas for relationship-specific 
vitality ranged from .95 to .97.

Data Analytic Strategy

In the present study, MLM was conducted by means of the 
mixed models linear program in SPSS Version 19 (Fleeson, 
2007; Lynch, 2012b) to test the within-person process describ-
ing the relation between explanatory and outcome variables 
across four relationship targets (mother, father, best friend, 
and romantic partner). MLM is a relatively recent data ana-
lytic technique that provides a way to analyze data that are 
hierarchically structured. Data are structured hierarchically 
when one variable is nested within another variable. Two 
typical configurations of hierarchically structured data that 
may be of particular interest to researchers in counseling 
and human development are when people are nested within 
some wider ecological setting (such as students nested within 
classrooms, or classrooms nested within schools) and when 
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variables are nested within the person (e.g., experiences of 
need satisfaction and feelings of depression measured across 
multiple occasions or across multiple relationships). The latter 
configuration is especially useful in testing for the presence 
of within-person processes, as in the present study, in that 
both the explanatory variables (e.g., attachment, autonomy) 
and outcome variable (e.g., emotional reliance) are allowed 
to vary within each participant across occasions or particular 
relationships. Notably, one of the advantages of MLM over 
traditional regression approaches is that MLM allows for 
the possibility that the relationship between explanatory and 
outcome variables may be different for different people, that 
is, that it may be stronger, absent, or in the opposite direction 
for some people in the sample. Specifically, MLM provides a 
test of the possibility that between-persons differences in the 
relationship between variables are not due to chance, denoted 
by the standard deviation on the main effect. Accordingly, the 
output provided by SPSS includes two coefficients: a coef-
ficient similar to the beta in a traditional regression analysis, 
reflecting the strength of the association between variables 
for the typical individual in the sample, and the standard de-
viation on this coefficient. Tests of significance are provided 
for both. (Note that the standard deviation is provided only 
for Level 1 explanatory variables because Level 2 variables 
remain constant. If the standard deviation is significant, that 
suggests the process relating the explanatory variable to the 
outcome is different [stronger or weaker] across individuals 
in the sample. Interested readers are referred to Fleeson, 
2007, and Lynch, 2012b, for more detailed information on 
conceptual and practical issues involved in conducting and 
reporting MLM analyses.) 

In the first analysis, which tested the link between emo-
tional reliance and the attachment and autonomy dimensions 
(H1, H2), emotional reliance (assessed for each relationship) 
was entered in the model as the dependent variable. Autonomy 
support, attachment anxiety, and attachment avoidance (all 
measured with respect to each of four relationships) were 
entered as within-person Level 1 explanatory variables; 
trait autonomy and the secure, dismissing, preoccupied, and 
fearful attachment styles were entered as between-persons 

Level 2 variables. Two-way interactions were also tested. 
Figure 1 shows a model testing H1, in which relationship-
specific attachment and dispositional attachment style predict 
relationship-specific emotional reliance. In the actual analysis, 
H1 and H2 were tested simultaneously. 

In the second analysis, testing the link between emotional 
reliance and well-being (H3), relationship-specific vitality 
was entered in the model as the dependent variable. Emotional 
reliance was entered as a within-person Level 1 explanatory 
variable, as were autonomy support, attachment anxiety, and 
attachment avoidance. In the interest of parsimony, at Level 2 
only, global vitality, trait autonomy, and the secure attachment 
style were entered as between-persons explanatory variables. 
Including global vitality at Level 2 allowed the analysis to test 
the effect of the explanatory variables on relationship vital-
ity by controlling for participants’ baseline level of vitality. 
Two-way interaction terms were also included with a focus 
on testing H4, which predicted that the relation between 
emotional reliance and well-being would be moderated by 
attachment anxiety.

All continuous within-person Level 1 explanatory vari-
ables (e.g., autonomy support) were mean centered within 
each person in order to account for between-persons variance 
and ensure that results reflected the proposed within-person 
process (see Fleeson, 2007; Lynch, 2012b). Continuous Level 
2 variables were centered on the group mean. An initial analy-
sis entered sex as a factor, but although there was a significant 
main effect such that the effect of being male on emotional 
reliance was negative, there were no significant interactions 
by sex for any of the explanatory variables. Accordingly, 
reported results collapse across sex. 

Analysis of Power

Balkin and Sheperis (2011) advocated reporting results of 
statistical power analysis, or the likelihood of finding a statisti-
cally significant result, in all quantitative studies. Although 
some guidelines exist for determining power in MLM (Reise 
& Duan, 1999), Snijders (2005) stated that, for models in 
which there are two or more explanatory variables that are 
likely to be correlated (as in the present study), there are at 

Dispositional  
Attachment

A2

A4

A1
A3

ER2

ER4

ER1
ER3

Figure 1

Multilevel Model Showing Impact of Level 1 Attachment (A) Across Partners (A1–A4) and  
Level 2 Dispositional Attachment on Emotional Reliance (ER) Across Partners (ER1–ER4)
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present no clear formulas for determining power. To offset 
concerns about power to some degree, I used the more con-
servative significance level of alpha = .01, thus reducing the 
probability of making a Type I error (finding an association 
when one does not exist).

Results
The Process Relating Emotional Reliance to 
Attachment and Autonomy (H1, H2)

As shown in Table 1, unstandardized betas indicate that all 
three of the within-person Level 1 variables were significantly 
associated with emotional reliance: For the typical individual, 
there was a within-person process linking emotional reliance 
positively with both autonomy support and attachment anxi-
ety but negatively with attachment avoidance, as predicted. 
Participants indicated greater willingness to turn to those 
partners with whom they experienced greater autonomy 
support or attachment anxiety and were less likely during an 
emotionally salient event to turn to those with whom they 
experienced an avoidant attachment. As previously noted, 
MLM provides a test of the possibility that the within-person 
process differed significantly across individuals. The results 
of this test, denoted by the standard deviations in Table 1, 
indicate that for each of the three within-person variables, 
the process did differ across individuals: For some people 
the association was stronger than for others. I compared the 
magnitude of the standard deviation to that of the coefficient 
it modifies (Fleeson, 2007; Lynch, 2012b) and found that, for 
each of the explanatory variables, the within-person process 
was in the same direction for each individual.  

In terms of the between-persons variables, there were sig-
nificant positive associations between emotional reliance and 
both trait autonomy and attachment security, but dismissing, 
preoccupied, and fearful attachment styles were unrelated 
to emotional reliance. People who were themselves more 
autonomous or more securely attached (in terms of their 
general attachment style) were more likely to endorse being 
willing to turn to their partners during emotionally salient 
events. (Note that there is no standard deviation reported for 
Level 2 variables, because those variables do not differ across 
relationship partners.) Thus, results at both the within-person 
and between-persons levels supported the predictions made 
on the basis of attachment theory and SDT. Comparing betas 
at both levels, however, indicates that emotional reliance was 
more strongly associated with the autonomy than the attach-
ment dimension, supporting the prediction of SDT rather than 
that of attachment theory. 

Regarding interactions, only one attained significance us-
ing the more conservative cutoff of alpha = .01. For those who 
experienced an avoidant attachment with a partner, the impact 
on emotional reliance was more positive (they were more 
likely to endorse emotional reliance) if they also experienced 
autonomy support from the partner. It is noteworthy that the 

interaction between autonomy support and trait autonomy 
was not significant; as predicted by SDT, people were more 
likely to turn to partners from whom they experienced au-
tonomy support, regardless of whether they themselves were 
dispositionally more autonomous, thus failing to support the 
match hypothesis. 

The Process Relating Well-Being to Emotional 
Reliance (H3, H4)

Table 2 shows that, for the typical individual, there was a 
within-person process linking vitality in relationships to 
emotional reliance, autonomy support, attachment anxiety, 

Table 1

The Within-Person Process Relating Perceived 
Autonomy Support, Attachment Anxiety,  
and Attachment Avoidance to Emotional  

Reliance, With Trait Autonomy and Attachment 
Dimensions and Their Interactions

Level and Explanatory Variable

Level 1 
Autonomy support 
Attachment anxiety 
Attachment avoidance

Level 2 
Trait autonomy 
Secure attachment 
Dismissing attachment 
Preoccupied attachment 
Fearful attachment

Interactions 
Autonomy Support × Anxiety 
Autonomy Support × Avoidance 
Autonomy Support × Trait Autonomy 
Autonomy Support × Secure 
Autonomy Support × Dismissing 
Autonomy Support × Preoccupied 
Autonomy Support × Fearful 
Anxiety × Avoidance 
Anxiety × Trait Autonomy 
Anxiety × Secure 
Anxiety ×  Dismissing 
Anxiety × Preoccupied 
Anxiety × Fearful 
Avoidance × Trait Autonomy 
Avoidance × Secure 
Avoidance × Dismissing 
Avoidance × Preoccupied 
Avoidance × Fearful 
Trait Autonomy × Secure 
Trait Autonomy × Dismissing 
Trait Autonomy × Preoccupied 
Trait Autonomy × Fearful 
Secure × Dismissing 
Secure × Preoccupied 
Secure × Fearful 
Dismissing × Preoccupied 
Dismissing × Fearful 
Preoccupied × Fearful

Note. The dash indicates data are not reported. TI = typical individual.. 
a Unstandardized coefficients. bAcross individuals.
*p < .01.

SD b

	 .49*
	 .02*
	 –.04*

	 .54*
	 .12*
	 –.06
	 .03
	 .04

	 .00
	 .01*
	 –.05
	 .04
	 .04
	 .05
	 .02
	 .00
	 .00
	 .00
	 .00
	 .00
	 .00
	 .00
	 .00
	 .00
	 .00
	 .00
	 –.02
	 .07
	 .02
	 .02
	 .02
	 –.01
	 –.04
	 –.01
	 .04
	 .00

	 .05*
	 .00*
	 .00*

—
—
—
—
—

—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
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and attachment avoidance. People experienced greater vitality 
in relationships with partners to whom they were willing to 
turn for emotional support, and with whom they experienced 
greater autonomy support or attachment anxiety, but less at-
tachment avoidance. Attachment anxiety’s positive relation 
to vitality was not expected. The standard deviations on these 
coefficients reached the threshold for significance for emo-
tional reliance and the two attachment constructs, suggesting 
that the strength (or even the presence, for emotional reliance) 
of the within-person process differed for different individuals.

In terms of the between-persons or individual difference 
factors, vitality in one’s relationships was positively associ-
ated with both global vitality and trait autonomy. People 
who were dispositionally more autonomous reported greater 
vitality in their relationships, controlling for baseline levels 
of vitality. Only one interaction reached significance: For 
those who were high in trait autonomy, having an avoidant 

attachment in one’s relationships was even more negatively 
associated with relationship vitality. Notably, the interaction 
between emotional reliance and attachment anxiety was not 
significant, failing to support the prediction that those who 
were anxiously attached might have difficulty experiencing 
the well-being benefits of emotional reliance on their partners. 
Again, the impact of autonomy support was not moderated 
by trait autonomy, failing to support the match hypothesis 
with respect to vitality.

Discussion
The present study used MLM to disentangle the contributions 
of autonomy and attachment to emotional reliance, or the will-
ingness to seek interpersonal support during an emotionally 
salient event. Results identified a within-person process such 
that people were more willing to turn to partners with whom 
they experienced autonomy support or attachment anxiety but 
were less willing to turn to partners with whom they experi-
enced attachment avoidance, supporting predictions made by 
SDT and attachment theory (H1, H2). Individual differences 
in trait autonomy and attachment were also significant, such 
that those who were dispositionally more autonomous or more 
secure in their attachment style were more likely to endorse 
the willingness to turn to their partners. It is important to note 
that, at both the within-person and between-persons levels of 
analysis, emotional reliance was more strongly linked with 
autonomy than security, as predicted by SDT. The study also 
found a within-person process linking emotional reliance with 
greater well-being (H3), operationalized as vitality in one’s 
relationships, confirming earlier findings (Ryan et al., 2005). 
The prediction that the relation between emotional reliance 
and well-being would be moderated by attachment anxiety 
(H4) was not supported.

By allowing attachment and autonomy to compete for 
variance in emotional reliance, the present study addressed 
an issue that may have importance for both counselors and 
those in human development. For those in the field of hu-
man development, the present research provided additional 
confirmation of the importance of attachment security in 
relationship processes. It is important that the study both 
confirmed the role of attachment security as a dispositional 
style, which in classic attachment theory derives from the 
early caregiver relationship, and highlighted the relevance of 
relationship-specific attachments, as more recent researchers 
have emphasized. In particular, attachment security was posi-
tively related to emotional reliance, indicating the potential 
importance of security in emotion regulation (Belsky, 2002). 
Autonomy also proved to be important; indeed, its contribu-
tions to emotional reliance (see Table 1) and to vitality (see 
Table 2) were substantially greater than those of attachment. 
Although further research is needed, the present study sup-
ports the idea put forward by Ryan et al. (2007) that autonomy 
may be even more fundamental in relationship processes than 

Table 2

The Within-Person Process Relating Emotional 
Reliance, Perceived Autonomy Support,  

Attachment Anxiety, and Attachment Avoidance 
to Vitality in Relationships, With Global Vitality,  
Trait Autonomy, and Attachment Security and 

Their Interactions

Level and Explanatory Variable

Level 1 
Emotional reliance 
Autonomy support 
Attachment anxiety 
Attachment avoidance

Level 2 
Global vitality 
Trait autonomy 
Secure attachment

Interactions 
Emotional Reliance × Autonomy Support 
Emotional Reliance × Anxiety 
Emotional Reliance × Avoidance 
Emotional Reliance × Global Vitality 
Emotional Reliance × Trait Autonomy 
Emotional Reliance × Secure 
Autonomy Support × Anxiety 
Autonomy Support × Avoidance 
Autonomy Support × Global Vitality 
Autonomy Support × Trait Autonomy 
Autonomy Support × Secure 
Anxiety × Avoidance 
Anxiety × Global Vitality 
Anxiety × Trait Autonomy 
Anxiety × Secure 
Avoidance × Global Vitality 
Avoidance × Trait Autonomy 
Avoidance × Secure 
Global Vitality × Trait Autonomy 
Global Vitality × Secure 
Trait Autonomy × Secure

Note. The dash indicates data are not reported. TI = typical individual. 
aUnstandardized coefficients. bAcross individuals.
*p < .01.

SD b

	 .32*
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security and may provide an important positive, organismic 
framework for understanding developmental and interper-
sonal processes. Indeed, even within attachment theory, au-
tonomy is considered to be a key characteristic of the kind of 
caregiving relationship that fosters security (Ainsworth, 1973; 
Belsky, 2006; Bretherton, 1987), suggesting its logical if not 
developmental priority over security. These issues, however, 
require further research, ideally longitudinal in nature.

Another finding with relevance to the study of human 
development concerns the association between autonomy 
and emotional reliance. Notably, in this sample of young 
adults, being highly autonomous was associated with being 
more willing rather than less willing to turn to one’s partners 
(including one’s parents) for emotional support. This is im-
portant because some have argued that emotional autonomy, 
construed as relying less and less on parental supports, is 
a normative aspect of adolescent development (Steinberg 
& Silverberg, 1986). In their research, however, Ryan and 
Lynch (1989) distinguished autonomy from detachment or 
independence and argued that “growth in . . . autonomy does 
not necessarily require severing emotional ties with parents 
or nonutilization of the emotional support parents can af-
ford” (p. 355). The present findings lend further support to 
this argument.

Promoting Security and Autonomy in the Client–
Counselor Relationship

For counselors, it may be possible to derive an interesting 
analogy from the present research. Just as attachment theory 
suggests that a secure relationship with the caregiver provides 
the base from which the child can explore the environment, 
returning to base during times of danger or stress, so counsel-
ors have long understood the importance of providing security, 
or safety, to their clients. Indeed, safety is a key element in 
fostering rapport, considered essential in helping clients to 
explore issues and areas of themselves in which they feel 
vulnerable (Cormier & Hackney, 2012; Karasu, 1992; Ryan, 
Lynch, Vansteenkiste, & Deci, 2011; Schafer, 1983; Yalom, 
2002). Attending to issues of safety in the counseling relation-
ship is especially important when working with clients whose 
trust has been broken at some point in the past, as in cases of 
abuse or other forms of trauma (Lynch, 2012a), or with clients 
who “do not have privileges and power from the mainstream 
culture and who have a history of discrimination and oppres-
sion” (Cormier & Hackney, 2012, p. 39). For counselors, the 
key skills they need to promote client safety are those needed 
to create the “necessary and sufficient conditions” for estab-
lishing a therapeutic relationship, identified many years ago 
by Rogers (1961) as empathy, genuineness, and unconditional 
positive regard. Developing and honing these skills is part and 
parcel of the training of virtually every counselor.

Perhaps a more novel contribution of the present study for 
counselors is the attention it calls to the role of autonomy and 
autonomy support in interpersonal relationships. Indeed, as 

previously noted, the study found that the contribution of the 
autonomy dimension to emotional reliance on others and to 
vitality in relationships was even more substantial than that 
of security. That in itself may be sufficient reason for counsel-
ors to consider the value of attending to issues of autonomy 
when working with their clients. In fact, recent developments 
in theory and research have highlighted the importance of 
autonomy as a motivational construct in counseling (Lynch, 
Vansteenkiste, Deci, & Ryan, 2011; Ryan et al., 2011). In the 
following sections, I expand on the findings of the present 
study, drawing on existing empirical and theoretical work that 
applies SDT to therapy (Britton, Williams, & Conner, 2008; 
Lynch et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2011; Zuroff et al., 2007); 
interested readers may find similar principles in work that 
applies SDT to other fields, such as education (Vansteen-
kiste, Simons, Lens, Sheldon, & Deci, 2004) and health care 
(Ryan, Patrick, Deci, & Williams, 2008). On the basis of these 
sources, I suggest that the construct of autonomy and its con-
nection to emotional reliance may provide an important way 
for counselors to think about the nature of client motivation 
for counseling. In addition, from the theoretical and empirical 
literature on autonomy, recommendations can be drawn for 
case conceptualization, intervention, and assessment.

Autonomy and client motivation for counseling. The 
present study found that people were more willing to turn to 
partners for emotional support, and experienced more vital-
ity in their relationships, when they themselves felt more 
autonomous and when they experienced their partners as 
supporting their autonomy. This last point, pertaining to the 
within-person process linking emotional reliance and vitality 
with interpersonal support for autonomy, is perhaps the most 
relevant one for counselors to consider in their work because 
it suggests that their way of interacting with their clients can 
affect the quality of clients’ motivation for counseling. The 
present research tested the link between autonomy support 
and emotional reliance in the context of everyday relation-
ships; that link remains to be tested specifically within the 
client–counselor relationship. It seems reasonable, however, 
to expect that the client–counselor relationship is a mirror of 
the kind of processes that describe relationships in general 
(Rogers, 1961; Yalom, 2002). In this light, clients may be 
more willing to turn to their counselor for needed supports 
when their motivation for counseling is more autonomous and 
when they experience their counselor as autonomy supportive. 

Prior research has, in fact, identified important benefits for 
clients when their motivation for counseling is autonomous: 
They tend to stay in therapy longer, to derive more benefit 
from therapy, and to maintain therapy-related change longer 
than clients whose motivation for therapy is pressured or con-
trolled (Lynch et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2011). Furthermore, 
the research suggests that counselors’ way of being with the 
client can have a direct impact on the quality of the client’s 
motivation for counseling. Specifically, when clients experi-
ence their therapist as being autonomy supportive (rather than 
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controlling), their motivation for participating in their own 
therapy tends to become more internal and self-regulated, 
that is, more autonomous. Within the SDT framework, mo-
tivation is dynamic and responsive to cues and affordances 
in the interpersonal environment. Thus, when counselors 
are autonomy supportive with their clients, there may be at 
least two important results: (a) They may help their clients to 
become more autonomous in their motivation for counseling, 
which, as noted, in itself has benefits for the client, and (b) 
on the basis of findings of the present study, they may help 
their clients to demonstrate greater willingness to turn to the 
counselor in a time of need (i.e., to show greater emotional 
reliance). The possibility that counselor autonomy support 
can help clients to find more internal, personally valued 
reasons for participating in counseling may be especially 
important when clients come to counseling for reasons that 
are initially more external or even involuntary, such as clients 
mandated for treatment by the courts or children brought to 
the counselor’s office by a parent or guardian. Thus, there 
may indeed be numerous reasons for counselors to attend 
to the quality of their clients’ motivation for counseling. To 
frame this issue within a wider context, in a recent review 
article on motivation in counseling and psychotherapy, Ryan 
et al. (2011) maintained that virtually all approaches, includ-
ing psychodynamic, cognitive behavioral, and humanistic, 
either implicitly or explicitly acknowledge the benefits and 
desirability of autonomous motivation for clients. If this is 
indeed the case, how can counselors become more autonomy 
supportive in their work with clients?

In practice, autonomy can be promoted in a number of ways 
in the context of the counseling relationship (Lynch & Levers, 
2007; Lynch et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2011). First, the practice 
of empathic listening skills (Patterson & Joseph, 2007; Rog-
ers, 1961) provides the crucial foundation for an autonomy 
supportive stance on the part of the counselor. As noted earlier, 
interest in the other’s perspective is an essential component of 
autonomy support. Closely linked to this is refraining from 
using language that might be perceived by the client to be 
judgmental or controlling, attitudes that undermine the expe-
rience of autonomy. In addition, because autonomy support 
presupposes provision of choice, counselors can attend to 
the ways in which they are able to encourage their clients to 
make choices for themselves in the context of the counseling 
relationship, perhaps in terms of setting the goals of treatment 
or simply as deciding where to begin this week’s session. On 
the perhaps rare occasions when the counselor must be more 
directive, such as in a situation where there is a potential for 
self-harm or when the client has limited ego strength, provid-
ing a rationale for counselor-initiated directives can help the 
client to experience those directives as providing structure and 
safety while minimizing the autonomy-undermining sense of 
external pressure or control that directives typically convey. 
Understanding why a particular course of action might be 
of value to the individual, which is the purpose of providing 

a rationale, helps to foster a sense of choice and therefore 
autonomy in enacting the directive (Lynch & Levers, 2007).

Because motivation for any activity can change over 
time and from situation to situation, it seems important that 
counselors attend to the quality of their clients’ motivation for 
being in counseling not only at the beginning of their work 
together but in an ongoing way: Does the client’s motivation 
seem to be more autonomous, reflecting awareness of choice 
and valuing of the personal importance of counseling for the 
client, or does the client’s motivation seem to be controlled, 
coerced, pressured, or introjected? What might be going on in 
the client’s life, or in the relationship between the client and 
counselor, that might be shaping the client’s motivation in one 
direction or another? By maintaining an autonomy supportive 
attitude, counselors can hope to facilitate motivation that is 
more internal and autonomous among their clients.

It seems important to point out that, as a way of concep-
tualizing client motivation for counseling, the construct of 
autonomy has relevance across theoretical orientations, mo-
dalities, contexts, populations, and problems, as Ryan et al. 
(2011) observed. Indeed, as some have argued, it may prove 
to be a new nonspecific factor in counseling (Scheel, 2011; 
Zuroff et al., 2007). Providing support for autonomy may have 
another benefit of value to counselors, in addition to those 
noted earlier. To return to the analogy with which this section 
of the Discussion began, borrowed from the attachment theory 
tradition, I suspect it likely that, because autonomy support is 
one of the parenting qualities that attachment theorists believe 
is essential in promoting a secure attachment, so autonomy 
supportive counseling may ultimately foster the kind of cli-
ent–counselor relationship that will, in turn, engender trust, 
security, and safety in the client. Again, autonomy and security 
go hand in hand.

Autonomy and case conceptualization, intervention, and 
assessment. The literature suggests the construct of autonomy 
may also be useful in helping counselors with case conceptu-
alization, intervention, and assessment. Because this direction 
moves further away from the core of the current study, these 
applications will be treated only briefly here. 

As noted, within SDT, autonomy is considered to be a basic 
psychological need. The notion of autonomy as a basic need 
may provide a useful framework for counselors in conceptual-
izing the nature of the problems that clients experience as well 
as in designing relevant interventions. I find Basch’s (1995) 
developmental model of psychotherapy to provide a useful 
example of how one might incorporate the construct of needs 
in therapy; interestingly, his model includes both autonomy 
and attachment as sectors of development, in a way that is 
analogous to SDT’s concept of needs. To focus on autonomy, 
in the course of their conversations with clients, counselors 
can listen for clues as to how the need for autonomy was satis-
fied in their early caregiver relationship, as well as in their ro-
mantic and nonromantic friendships, in their career and work 
experiences, and so on, both historically and in the present. If, 
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as SDT argues, autonomy is a basic psychological need, then 
chronic experiences of need deprivation can be expected to 
have important implications for client well-being and func-
tioning; the more prolonged or profound the deprivation, the 
more serious the consequences for development. Research 
on the developmental consequences of need deprivation is 
just beginning to take place, but initial results suggest that 
need deprivation may indeed have a profound impact on the 
emergence of certain problematic or even pathological forms 
of behavior, self-regulation, and identity formation (Ryan, 
Deci, Grolnick, & La Guardia, 2006). Although uncovering 
blockages (both intrapsychic and interpersonal) to the exer-
cise of choice is part and parcel of case conceptualization 
and the therapeutic process in general, counselors can use 
the construct of autonomy as a basic need to shape relevant 
interventions. For example, counselors can help their clients 
to identify ways in which they can make meaningful choices 
in their daily lives, bringing their experiences of success or 
failure back to counseling as grist for the mill. In other words, 
to the extent that problems in satisfying the need for autonomy 
are relevant to the client’s presentation, counselors can design 
strategies to help clients recognize and exercise opportunities 
for autonomy in their daily lives, with the expectation that 
satisfaction of this basic need will yield benefits to the client 
on multiple levels, developmentally, interpersonally, and in 
terms of well-being. 

Regarding assessment, Pelletier, Tuson, and Haddad (1997) 
developed a scale to measure client motivation for therapy in 
terms of relative autonomy. Counselors might use this scale at 
various points in their work with clients, or they might choose 
to assess client motivation less formally and more qualitatively, 
by becoming more familiar with the concept of autonomy as it 
continues to be refined in the counseling literature. It is of criti-
cal importance, however, when working with clients to bear in 
mind the important distinction between autonomy and either in-
dependence or detachment (Ryan & Lynch, 1989). Autonomy is 
about the experience of choice, endorsing one’s actions at a deep 
level of reflection, and congruence between one’s actions and 
one’s personal values and beliefs. However counselors choose 
to assess client motivation, the research suggests that quality of 
motivation, that is, the degree to which it is autonomous versus 
pressured or controlled, has implications for persistence in 
counseling, for the benefits one receives from counseling, and 
for the maintenance of positive change over time. The quality 
of clients’ motivation for counseling should be of considerable 
interest to their counselors. 

Limitations and Future Directions

There are some important limitations in the present study. 
Among them is the fact that the data are self-report and cor-
relational. For that reason, it is not possible to make claims 
about causality. In addition, given the nature of the sample 
(undergraduate students, with gender and ethnic composition 
that may not reflect that of the wider population), the results 

may not be generalizable to other groups. In addition, the 
relatively small proportion of male participants in the sample 
(approximately 19%) may have made it difficult to detect 
potential interactions by gender. To confirm and extend the 
present findings researchers will need to conduct further 
studies, ideally longitudinal in nature and involving multiple 
reporters, with other samples that are both more diverse and 
more representative with respect to age, gender, and ethnicity. 
Because the present research focused on everyday interper-
sonal relationships, an important line for future inquiry would 
be to explore the role of emotional reliance specifically within 
the client–counselor relationship. I expect that the kind of 
interpersonal process identified in the present study, linking 
emotional reliance with autonomy and security, will also be 
found in the client–counselor relationship, in line with the 
premise that the client–therapist relationship mirrors more 
everyday relationship processes (Rogers, 1961; Yalom, 2002), 
but it will be important to test that prediction.

Summary
The present study confirmed the presence of a within-person 
process linking emotional reliance, or the willingness to turn 
to one’s partners during an emotionally salient event, to both 
attachment security and autonomy. In addition, the study 
confirmed previous results showing that willingness to turn 
to one’s partners was positively associated with well-being, 
here measured as vitality within relationships. Counselors are 
encouraged to consider how they might promote both security 
and autonomy in their work with clients.
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