






Organizational Attachment 

.ittachment theory as a foundation for understanding authority relationships. Kahn and 

Kram (1994: 21) assert that "people are drawn to create or enact authority relations partly 

on the basis of compelling, deep-seated personality attributes of which they may be only 

partly aware." 

An organizational attachment perspective broadens the theoretical foundations of the 

commitment literature by recognizing that employees may be unconsciously reproducing 

patterns of behavior when their employment security is threatened. Thus, actions that 

appear to be incomprehensible from a rational decision framework can be explained by an 

attachment framework. For example, attachment theory helps to make sense of why 

some employees respond to news of a layoff by becoming less productive, others become 

more productive, and some become angry and destructive (Astrachan, 1990: 1). Much of 

the commitment literature has focused on the employment relationship from the 

perspective of the organization: how do we get people to contribute more. An 

attachment perspective makes the point that an individual's relationship with the 

organization is not the result of a simple, rational process. Although an 

oversimplification, the existing commitment literature can be thought of as focusing on 

getting something in the organization "right" (e.g., "get the incentives right," "get the 

values right," "get the norms right") to obtain employee commitment and related 

behaviors that benefit the organization. These types of commitment processes assume, 

however, that everyone is working from similar perceptions and expectations. By taking 

an interactive view that reflects both individual differences as well as situational factors, 

attachment theory provides a more nuanced understanding of why an individual's 

behavior may not meet the organization's expectations even when the organization thinks 

it has gotten all the situational factors "right." 
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An organizational attachment perspective also provides insights into the 

organizational identification process, complementing existing work that focuses on 

situational cues for fostering identification and deep structure identification processes 

(Rousseau, 1998). Of particular interest is the way in which organizational attachment 

styles may help us to understand why different employees interpret the same action in 

different ways. For example, to an employee with a Secure organizational attachment 

style a Christmas bonus may be interpreted as "a tribute to the employment relationship 

itself' while for the Avoidant employee it may simply be seen as "mere pay" (see 

Rousseau, 1998: 222). Thus, organizational attachment style may be an important 

antecedent that can help predict and explain the extent to which individuals identify with 

their employing organizations. 

Implications for Practice 

Underlying the attachment perspective discussed in this paper is an assumption that 

employees and organizations will both be better off if employees are comfortable with 

their psychological attachment to their employing organization. Employees benefit by 

having their needs for belongingness and security satisfied. Organizations benefit by 

having more committed employees who are willing to engage in extra-role behaviors that 

serve the organization. Thus, with respect to practice, the next step is to use the insights 

of the attachment perspective for designing employment relationships that provide a sense 

of belongingness and security and still provide for the level of organizational flexibility 

needed to respond to rapid changes in the business environment. Designing such 

relationships will naturally require some trial and error, but having a more thorough 

understanding of the psychodynamics of the employment relationship should greatly 

facilitate this process. 
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TABLE 1: Characteristics of Attachment Styles Under Conditions of Threat 
Secure 

Experience with attachment figure: Positive, attachment figure responded to requests in a supportive and consistent manner 

Mental model of relationship: Attachment figure is available, reliable, and responsive: a "secure base" to be trusted 

Internalized behavioral response: Engage in standard attachment behaviors with expectation that they will.be responded to 
appropriately (e.g., doing extra tasks, spending more time at the office) 

Avoidant 

Experience with attachment figure: Negative, requests were not responded to by attachment figure 

Mental model of relationship: Attachment figure is unavailable and unreliable: requests will not be responded to 

Internalized behavioral response: Engage in resistant/distancing behaviors to minimize disappointment over lack of 
responsiveness (e.g., avoiding work, staying out of the office) 

Ambivalent 

Experience with attachment figure: Inconsistent, attachment figure sometimes responded to requests but not always 

Mental model of relationship: Attachment figure is unpredictable: responsiveness to requests is uncertain and irregular 

Internalized behavioral response: Engage in both attachment behaviors and resistant behaviors because it is unclear whether 
requests will be responded to (e.g., spending more time at the office but avoiding work) 
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i-
In developmental psychology, these latter categories are labeled "Anxious-

Avoidant" and "Anxious-Ambivalent." Brennan, Shaver, & Tobey (1991) note 

that a more recently discovered fourth pattern, "Disoriented/disorganized" (Main 

& Solomon, 1990) appears to be consistent with the Avoidant style, but is 

dismissing of intimacy, rather than anxious or fearful of intimacy. 
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