COLLECTION
The Essentials of Applied Psychology

Anxious Attachment:
Understanding, Loving, and
Breaking Free

Gildas Garrec

Cognitive-behavioral therapy practitioner

psychologieetserenite.com



The Essentials of Applied Psychology

Anxious Attachment:
Understanding, Loving, and
Breaking Free

Gildas Garrec

Cognitive-behavioral therapy practitioner

psychologieetserenite.com



© 2026 Gildas Garrec — Psychologie et Sérénité
All rights reserved.

The Essentials of Applied Psychology
First edition — May 2026

Disclaimer: This book is a tool for information and personal development.
It is in no way a substitute for professional therapeutic care.



Sommaire

- Introduction -- Why this book, why now 6
- PART 1 -- UNDERSTANDING THE ANXIOUS n
- Chapter 1 -- The Third Message: portrait of the anxious 12
- Chapter 2 -- How attachment anxiety is built in childhood 22
- Chapter 3 -- The anxious man: when male vulnerability is unsettling 30

- Chapter 4 -- The anxious woman: between hypersensitivity and relational 37
clarity

- PART 2 -- LIVING WITH ATTACHMENT ANXIETY 43
- Chapter 5 -- The anxious-avoidant trap: the infernal dance, seen from the 44
other side

- Chapter 6 -- The 12 signs that you have anxious attachment 51

- Chapter 7 -- What the anxious person experiences (and never dares to say) 57
- Chapter 8 -- When the anxious person finds security (and how it goes) 62

- PART 3 -- BREAKING FREE AND HEALING 67
- Chapter 9 -- CBT protocol for the anxious: 8 weeks of restructuring 68
- Chapter 10 -- Survival guide for the anxious person's partner 75
- Chapter 11 -- Couples therapy in the face of attachment anxiety 81
- Chapter 12 -- Toward secure attachment: the path is possible 86
Bibliography 92






Introduction -- Why This Book, Why Now

There is a relational pattern that millions of people live through without
ever managing to name it. It shows up through a series of behaviors that,
seen from the outside, look excessive: rereading a message ten times
before sending it, watching for the two blue ticks, reading three hours of
silence as the first sign of a breakup, needing to hear "I love you" not once
but repeatedly in order to settle. Someone who loves intensely, who gives a
great deal, but who experiences the relationship as a string of alarms to
manage rather than as a refuge.

This pattern has a name in clinical psychology: anxious attachment.

Since John Bowlby's foundational work in the 1960s and Mary
Ainsworth's experimental taxonomy in the 1970s, attachment theory has
evolved considerably. It has moved beyond the strictly developmental field
to become one of the most robust theoretical frameworks for
understanding adult romantic relationships. Research by Cindy Hazan and
Phillip Shaver (1987) showed that the same attachment patterns observed
in infants -- secure, anxious, avoidant -- reproduce themselves in romantic
relationships, sometimes with striking fidelity.

Anxious attachment affects roughly 20% of the general population
according to the most cited epidemiological studies. One person in five.
Yet this attachment style remains widely misunderstood, often reduced to
unflattering labels -- "clingy", "possessive", "needy" -- that obscure a
perfectly identifiable, and above all changeable, psychological mechanism.

Why Now

The question of anxious attachment has become more pressing than ever,
for three reasons.



First, instant messaging has turned a partner's perceived availability into a
continuous stream of information to interpret. The time of last connection,
the two blue ticks, the delay before a reply: so many signals that, for an
anxious attachment system, become an uninterrupted source of data to
decode. What used to be a silent wait (a letter that took three days to
arrive) has become active, real-time surveillance -- particularly fertile
ground for relational hypervigilance.

Second, dating apps have introduced a regime of intermittent
reinforcement -- the unpredictable alternation between attention and
silence -- which behavioral research has long identified as the most
powerful pattern for maintaining a behavior, including an anxious pattern
of checking and pursuit (Skinner, 1953; applied to attachment by Levine &
Heller, 2010). The partner who is warm then cold, available then distant,
activates precisely the system this book describes.

Third, attachment psychology is enjoying considerable renewed interest in
popular culture. Books such as Attached by Levine and Heller have made
the theory accessible to a general audience, and social media is awash with
content about "attachment styles". This renewed interest is broadly
positive, but it comes with oversimplifications that deserve correcting by a
rigorous book -- in particular the tendency to present attachment anxiety
as mere "insecurity" to be fixed through willpower, or worse, as a character
flaw that makes the anxious person responsible for their relationship's
difficulties.

What This Book Is -- and What It Is Not

This book is not a self-help book in the worn-out sense of the term. It
contains no magic formulas and no promises of instant transformation. It
is grounded in the scientific literature on attachment psychology, cognitive
behavioral therapy, schema therapy, and affective neuroscience.

This book speaks to three distinct audiences:



Anxious individuals themselves. You may already have recognized this
pattern in yourself -- that feeling of never being quite reassured, that
seemingly insatiable need for validation, that fear of abandonment that
colors every silence. This book will give you a structured protocol, drawn
from CBT and schema therapy, to gradually transform your relationship to
attachment -- without ever asking you to stop needing connection, which
is a human need, not a weakness.

Partners of anxious individuals. You may feel responsible for a
reassurance you can never quite produce, or overwhelmed by requests for
reassurance that never seem to be enough. You need to understand what is
really happening in your partner's nervous system -- not to excuse every
behavior, but to distinguish what belongs to the attachment mechanism
from what points to a deeper relational imbalance.

Mental health professionals. Therapists, psychologists, coaches: this book
can serve as a complementary clinical resource. The cases presented, the
exercises, and the 8-week protocol are directly usable in session.

The Structure of the Book

The first part (chapters 1 to 4) lays the theoretical and -clinical
groundwork: what anxious attachment is, how it is built in childhood, and
how it shows up differently in men and women.

The second part (chapters 5 to 8) examines the anxious person in a
romantic relationship: the anxious-avoidant trap seen from the other side
of the mirror, the signs to recognize, the inner experience so often kept
silent, and what happens when the anxious person finally meets security.

The third part (chapters 9 to 12) is resolutely oriented toward change: CBT
protocol, guide for the partner, couples therapy, and the path toward
secure attachment.



How to Use This Book

This book can be read from start to finish or selectively, depending on

your situation:

« Ifyou are anxious and you know it: start with chapters 1 and 6 to
confirm your understanding, then go straight to chapter 9 (CBT
protocol) and chapter 12 (path toward security).

« Ifyou are the partner of an anxious person: chapters 5 (the anxious-
avoidant trap), 7 (what the anxious person experiences) and 10
(survival guide) are your priorities.

« Ifyou are not sure of your attachment style: start with the quick test

in chapter 1.

« Ifyou are a therapist: chapters 9 (CBT protocol) and 11 (couples
therapy) contain tools directly usable in session.

Whatever path you take through the book, keep a notebook within reach.

The exercises are not decorative -- they are the heart of the change work.

Quick reference: the three main styles

To orient your reading, here is a summary comparison table of the three

main attachment styles, developed in detail in the chapters that follow.

Dimension
Relationship to
closeness

Reaction to a partner's
silence

Expressing needs

Reaction to conflict

Estimated prevalence

Secure

Comfortable, neither
sought nor avoided

Assumes a neutral
explanation
Direct and clear

Seeks resolution

50-60%

Anxious

Actively sought,
sometimes urgently

Often reads it as a
threat signal

Amplified, sometimes
indirect (testing)

Fears rupture, may
overreact

15-20%

Avoidant

A source of
discomfort, actively
regulated at a distance

May not notice it, or
may welcome it

Minimized or
unspoken

Withdraws, avoids
confrontation

20-25%

This table necessarily simplifies a more nuanced reality (as chapter 1

reminds us: attachment is a continuum, not a category), but it offers a

useful reference point for placing your own functioning and your partner's.



A note on ethics

The clinical cases presented in this book are entirely fictitious. They are
built from recurring patterns observed in consultation, but none
corresponds to a real person seen in therapy. Names, circumstances,
professions, and biographical details have been invented or altered to
make identification impossible.

This book passes no moral judgement on anxious individuals. Attachment
anxiety is not a conscious choice, nor an "excessive" character trait. It is an
adaptive strategy developed in response to an unpredictable early
relational environment, where the intense expression of emotional needs
was sometimes the only way to get a response. Understanding this origin
does not excuse the intrusive behaviors it can produce in adulthood, but it
puts them back in a context that makes change possible.

"non

A word on terminology. I use the terms "anxious", "avoidant", "secure" as
descriptive shorthand for behavioral tendencies, not as fixed identities.
Saying "Léa is anxious" is shorthand for "Léa shows anxious attachment
tendencies that manifest in certain relational contexts". No one is
reducible to their attachment style.

A word, too, on the couples presented in this book: the mechanisms
described -- hyperactivation, fear of abandonment, the pursue-withdraw
cycle -- are independent of the sexual orientation of the people involved.
They are observed in the same way in heterosexual, homosexual, or
bisexual couples, and the clinical cases in this book deliberately reflect that
diversity.

One last word: this book may be uncomfortable to read. If you are anxious,
some passages will name thoughts or behaviors you would rather keep
secret -- that is the part of you afraid of being "too much" pulling back.
Resist the urge to close the book. If you are the partner of an anxious
person, some passages will finally let you understand rather than simply
endure. Welcome that relief; it is legitimate.

Happy reading.

Gildas Garrec
CBT Practitioner
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