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The purpose of this study was to use attachment theory as a framework for examining social support processes between friends.  To date, most research on adult attachment has focused on romantic partners because they are seen to most closely resemble child-caregiver relationships.  Extending the effects of the attachment system into interactions between friends would broaden the scope of attachment functioning in adulthood.  Because limited research has investigated factors related to successful support interactions between college friends, attachment theory was expected to be useful in determining factors that play a role in effective support seeking and provision.  To examine support processes in the context of friendship, spontaneous interactions between two female friends (N = 127 dyads) were unobtrusively videotaped while one of the friends waited to participate in a stressful activity (giving a speech).  Results suggest that the attachment system can be activated in interactions between friends and that differences in working models predicted individual differences in support seeking, support giving, and perceptions of support receipt.  The positivity of model of others predicted greater comfort with seeking support.  Both models of self and others were related to the friends’ supportiveness, and this relationship was moderated by the support providers’ perceptions of their friend’s need for support.  More avoidant friends provided more support verbally when they perceived their friend’s need for support to be high, whereas anxious friends provided less support when they perceived that their friend needed support the most.  Conversely, avoidant caregivers were physically less supportive regardless of their perceptions of their friend’s need for support, suggesting that their physical behavior was more unconscious and automatic.  Both friends’ perceptions of the interaction were colored by their working models of attachment, with more negative models being associated with less favorable evaluations.  Findings suggest the importance of specifying which working models are being activated in a given situation, as working models assessed at different levels of specificity (e.g., in relation to friends versus in relation to others in general) were differentially related to behavior and perceptions.  Results also demonstrate the value of attachment theory in explaining variability in support processes between friends.

