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Abstract

The present theoretical inquiry investigates the function of art as an emotional regula-
tion mechanism in relation to attachment styles, integrating perspectives drawn from atta-
chment theory, the psychology of emotion regulation, and expressive psychotherapy. The
study highlights the ways in which artistic experiences can facilitate emotional processing,
symbolic containment, and affective integration, with particular relevance for individuals
characterized by insecure attachment styles. Furthermore, it analyzes both the clinical rele-
vance of artistic techniques in psychotherapeutic contexts and the potential of art to operate
as a symbolic attachment figure. The article also underscores the need to adapt expressive
interventions according to the specifics of attachment styles, highlighting the differentiated
emotional needs associated with secure, anxious, avoidant, and disorganized attachment
patterns.

The paper argues for the idea that artistic processes can contribute to emotional stabi-
lization, the deepening of self-awareness, and relational reorganization, while simultane-
ously opening novel perspectives for integrative psychotherapeutic practice and for future
interdisciplinary research.

Keywords: attachment, emotional regulation, psychotherapy, art, music, symbolic
processing.

Rezumat

Prezentul demers teoretic investigheazd functia artei ca mecanism de reglare emotiona-
la in corelatie cu stilurile de atasament, prin integrarea unor perspective preluate din teoria
atasamentului, psihologia reglarii emotionale §i psihoterapia expresiva. Studiul evidentiazd
modalitatile prin care experientele artistice pot facilita procesarea emotionald, continerea
simbolica si integrarea afectiva, cu relevanta sporita in cazul persoanelor caracterizate de
stiluri de atasament nesigur. In plus, sunt analizate atat relevanta clinica a tehnicilor ar-
tistice in context psihoterapeutic, cdt si potentialul artei de a opera ca figura simbolica de
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atasament. Articolul subliniaza, necesitatea adaptarii interventiilor expresive in functie de
specificul stilurilor de atasament, reliefdnd nevoile emotionale diferentiate asociate mode-
lelor de atasament securizant, anxios, evitant §i dezorganizat.

Lucrarea pledeaza pentru ideea conform careia procesele artistice pot contribui la sta-
bilizarea emotionala, la aprofundarea constiintei de sine §i la reorganizarea relationald,
deschizand, totodata, perspective inedite pentru practica psihoterapeutica de tip integrativ
si pentru cercetarile interdisciplinare viitoare.

Cuvinte-cheie: atasament, reglare emotionald, psihoterapie, arti. muzica, procesa-

re simbolica.

Introduction Emotion regulation rep-
resents one of the fundamental processes
of psychological functioning, playing an
essential role in the individual’s adapta-
tion to the social environment and in the
organization of internal experience. The
ability to identify, modulate, and integrate
affective experiences is closely linked to
mental health and the quality of interper-
sonal relationships, being considered a
central indicator of adaptive functioning
[4, p. 271].

In terms of development, this abili-
ty does not emerge spontaneously but is
gradually constructed within early attach-
ment relationships. Attachment theory,
formulated by Bowlby, highlights that re-
peated interactions between the child and
the caregiver contribute to the formation
of internal working models, which will
subsequently guide the way the individ-
ual perceives and regulates emotions [1,
p. 89]. Thus, emotion regulation initially
has an interpersonal character, depending
on the availability and sensitivity of the
attachment figure, only later being inter-
nalized as self-regulation.

Subsequent research has demonstrated
that attachment styles are associated with
distinct patterns of emotional and relation-
al functioning. Securely attached individ-
uals exhibit an increased capacity to toler-
ate negative affects and to integrate emo-
tional experience, whereas insecure styles
are associated with difficulties in emotion
regulation, either through hyperactiva-
tion or affective inhibition [8, p. 156].
In parallel, in recent decades, the literature
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has paid increasing attention to the role
of artistic experience in emotional pro-
cessing. Art, by its symbolic and expres-
sive nature, offers an alternative space for
accessing affective contents that cannot
always be formulated verbally. Artistic
activities allow the externalization of in-
ternal experiences and their reorganization
into a coherent form, thus facilitating the
process of emotional integration [7, p. 32].
Music, in particular, stands out for its
ability to rapidly and profoundly influence
affective states, activating neurobiological
structures involved in emotion processing.
Studies in neuroscience indicate that musi-
cal experience engages the limbic system
and reward circuits, contributing to mood
regulation and stress reduction [5, p. 172].
In this context, exploring the relation-
ship between attachment styles and the use
of art as an emotion regulation mechanism
becomes relevant. If emotion regulation is
initially mediated by relationship, and art
offers a symbolic space of containment,
it can be assumed that artistic experience
may, to some extent, take on functions
similar to those of an attachment figure.
The aim of this article is to analyze
the role of art as an emotion regulation
mechanism according to attachment styles
and to highlight the clinical implications
of this relationship. The central thesis of
the article is that “art can function as a
symbolic substitute for an attachment fig-
ure, particularly in insecure styles.”
The objectives of this theoretical
synthesis are: to describe the relationship
between attachment styles and patterns of
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emotion regulation; to analyze the mech-
anisms through which art (especially mu-
sic and visual expression) facilitates the
symbolic processing of affects; to identify
differentiated associations between each
attachment style and the mode of using
art; to propose expressive therapeutic in-
terventions adapted to the attachment pro-
file; and to discuss the potential of art to
become a symbolic attachment figure.

Furthermore, the paper aims to outline
an integrative perspective that articulates
the contributions of attachment theory,
emotion psychology, and expressive psy-
chotherapy.

Attachment and the Development

of Emotion Regulation

Attachment represents a fundamental,
biologically based motivational system
oriented toward maintaining proximity to
the caregiver in situations of stress or dan-
ger. From this perspective, the attachment
relationship serves not only a physical
protection function but also an emotion
regulation function, providing the child
with a framework for containing and or-
ganizing affective experiences [1, p. 101].

In the early stages of development,
the child does not possess the capacity for
self-regulation, being dependent on the
co-regulation process carried out in inter-
action with the caregiver. The caregiver’s
sensitivity—the ability to recognize and
respond appropriately to the child’s emo-
tional signals—contributes to the develop-
ment of internal regulation mechanisms.
Through the repetition of these experienc-
es, the child internalizes regulatory func-
tions, gradually developing the capacity
for self-regulation [9, p. 210].

Ainsworth and her colleagues high-
lighted the existence of distinct attach-
ment patterns, which reflect the quality of
the relationship with the caregiver. Secure
attachment is characterized by trust in the
other’s availability and by the ability to
use the relationship as a secure base for
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exploration. From an emotional perspec-
tive, this style is associated with good af-
fective integration and flexibility in emo-
tion regulation [2, p. 135].

In contrast, insecure attachment styles
involve different strategies for adapting to
an environment perceived as unpredict-
able or insufficiently containing. Anxious
attachment is characterized by hyperacti-
vation of the attachment system, manifest-
ed through heightened emotional intensity,
sensitivity to rejection, and difficulties in
calming down. Individuals with this style
tend to experience emotions in an ampli-
fied manner and to depend on external val-
idation for their regulation [8, p. 189].

Avoidant attachment, on the other
hand, involves the inhibition of emotional
expression and the avoidance of intimacy
as a strategy for protection against rejec-
tion. These individuals display an appar-
ent emotional autonomy, which conceals
difficulties in accessing and integrating
affective experiences [ibidem, p. 203].

Disorganized attachment reflects an
incoherence in regulation strategies, be-
ing frequently associated with traumatic
experiences or with relationships charac-
terized by ambivalence and inconsistency.
In this case, emotions may be experienced
as overwhelming and difficult to organize,
which profoundly affects the capacity for
self-regulation [3, p. 87].

From a developmental perspective,
these patterns represent not only relation-
al styles but also distinct ways of relating
to one’s own emotional experience. Thus,
attachment can be understood as a fun-
damental matrix of emotion regulation,
influencing how the individual manages
stress, relationships, and their own inter-
nal experiences.

Emotion Regulation:

Mechanisms and Dimensions

Emotion regulation represents a com-
plex set of processes through which the
individual influences the nature, intensity,



PSIHOLOGIE REVISTA STIINTIFICO-PRACTICA
volumul 48, nr. 1, 2026, ISSN E 2537-6276, ISSN P 1857-2502, http://key.upsc.md v

and duration of their emotions, as well as
the manner in which these are expressed
and integrated into conscious experience.
From the perspective of the process mod-
el proposed by Gross, emotion regulation
can intervene at different stages of the
emotional process, including situation se-
lection, context modification, attentional
deployment, cognitive reappraisal, and re-
sponse modulation [4, p. 275].

This model highlights that emotion
regulation is not a unitary process but a
multidimensional one, involving both
conscious and unconscious mechanisms.
Regulation strategies can be adaptive or
maladaptive, depending on the flexibil-
ity of their use and the context in which
they are activated. From a developmental
perspective, the capacity for emotion reg-
ulation is closely linked to early relational
experiences. In the absence of a secure at-
tachment relationship, the individual may
develop rigid or inefficient strategies, such
as emotional avoidance, suppression, or
affective hyperactivation. Although these
strategies may have an adaptive function
in childhood, they become dysfunction-
al in adulthood, limiting the capacity for
emotional integration [3, p. 112].

Fonagy and colleagues emphasize
the role of mentalization in emotion reg-
ulation, highlighting that the capacity to
reflect upon one’s own internal states and
those of others contributes to the organi-
zation of affective experience. The lack of
this capacity is associated with difficulties
in identifying and differentiating emo-
tions, as well as with a tendency to react
impulsively or to avoid emotional expe-
rience [ibidem, p. 145]. In this context,
emotion regulation cannot be reduced to
a set of techniques but must be under-
stood as an integrative process involving
the relationship between body, affect, and
cognition. Thus, the development of al-
ternative regulation modalities becomes
essential, especially for individuals who

71

have not benefited from secure relational
experiences.

Art as a Symbolic Space

for Emotional Processing

Art occupies a distinct place in the
process of emotion regulation, through its
ability to facilitate access to affective ex-
periences that cannot always be expressed
verbally. Unlike conceptual language,
artistic expression allows an indirect ap-
proach to emotions, offering a symbolic
framework in which they can be explored
and transformed. From a psychodynamic
perspective, art functions as a medium for
symbolization, facilitating the transition
from raw emotional experience to its rep-
resentation in an organized form. Kramer
emphasizes that artistic activity allows for
the elaboration of unconscious contents,
reducing internal tension and facilitating
the integration of affective experience
[7, p. 58]. At the same time, Winnicott
conceptualizes the artistic space as a tran-
sitional space, situated between internal
and external reality. In this space, the indi-
vidual can experience intense emotions in
a safe setting without being overwhelmed
by them. This symbolic containment func-
tion is essential for the process of emotion
regulation [10, p. 73].

From a neuropsychological perspec-
tive, artistic experience involves the ac-
tivation of the limbic system and reward
circuits, contributing to the modulation of
affective state [5, p. 174]. Music, in partic-
ular, has the ability to rapidly induce and
modify emotions, being frequently used as
an instrument of emotion regulation. Stud-
ies show that listening to music can reduce
stress levels and facilitate emotional pro-
cessing. Levitin highlights that music acts
upon the brain in a complex manner, inte-
grating cognitive, emotional, and sensory
components [6, p. 92]. It can facilitate ac-
cess to affective memories and contribute
to the reorganization of emotional experi-
ence (Table 1).
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Table 1.
Attachment styles and the use of art as an emotion regulation mechanism
=
£ o | Relational & Function Use of Music t&eiﬁ?::_ Recom- Art as Sym-
sz Emotional & Visual . mended bolic Attach-
=) . of Art . vention . .
£ Characteristics Expression G Techniques | ment Figure
b~ oals
Trust in the oth- | Exploratory |Flexible and | Supporting | Free and Symbolic
er’s availability; | and authen- |integrative authentic | creative in- |secure base
& | good affective |tic expres- |use; access- | expression |terventions; | that reflects
% integration; flex- | sion; natural |ing emotions |and con- |combined |and extends
8 ibility in emo- | extension of |without being |solidating |expressive | the internal
©» | tion regulation. |self-regula- |overwhelmed. | internal journaling; | capacity for
tion. resources. |thematic safety and
drawing. exploration.
Hyperactivation | Compensa- |Music fre- Devel- Slow-tem- | Permanently
of the attach- tory; mech- |quently used |oping po music; |available
ment system; anism for to maintain | internal expressive | attachment
Z | heightened emotional  |symbolic con- | regulation |writing figure offer-
© |emotional inten- | stabiliza- nectionand  |resourc- |exercises; |ing symbolic
E sity; sensitivity | tion and for calming. |es and emotional |validation and
< |to rejection. reduction reducing | collage. proximity to
of affective emotional soothe anx-
intensity. hyperacti- iety.
vation.
Inhibition of Space of Controlled Gradual | Abstract Secure frame-
emotional control; and distanced |accessto |drawing; work allowing
; expression; cognitive use; avoiding | emotional |work with | distal interac-
% |avoidance of approach to |direct contact |experience | symbols; tion, offering
2 |intimacy; appar- |avoid deep | with affect. and re- guided im- | control over
g ent emotional | emotional duction of |agery with | emotional
< |autonomy. involve- resistance/ | musical intimacy.
ment. defensive- | support.
ness.
Incoherence in | Psychic Reflects Organiz- | Interven- Source of
strategies; over- |reorga- emotional ing inter- | tions within | predictability
A |whelming emo- |nization; chaos while [nal expe- |a stable and continuity
& |tions; internal | framework |also offering |rience and |framework; |that contains
Z | fragmentation; | for inte- a potential integrating | emotional | chaos without
5 major self-reg- | grating and | structuring contradic- |collage for |being threat-
& |ulation difficul- |restructuring |framework. |tory emo- |organizing |ening.
S |ties. fragmented tions into | experiences;
2 experiences. a coherent | guided lis-
form. tening.

Thus, art can be conceptualized as
an emotion regulation tool that functions
through the externalization of internal
experiences, the organization of affec-
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tive experience, the facilitation of reflec-
tion and awareness, as well as through
the creation of a space of psychological
safety.
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The Relationship Between

Attachment Styles and the

Use of Art

The manner in which an individual
uses art is profoundly influenced by their
attachment style, reflecting their emotion
regulation strategies and their ways of re-
lating to their own affective experience.
Securely attached individuals tend to use
art in a flexible and integrative manner.
For them, the artistic experience is not
merely a means of regulation but also a
space for exploration and authentic ex-
pression. Emotions are accessed and in-
tegrated without being overwhelming,
and art becomes a natural extension of the
self-regulation process [2, p. 142]. In the
case of anxious attachment, art acquires
a compensatory function. Difficulties in
emotion regulation and the tendency to-
ward affective hyperactivation lead to the
use of art as a means of emotional stabili-
zation. Music, in particular, is frequently
used to reduce the intensity of emotions
and to maintain a form of symbolic con-
nection in the absence of a secure relation-
ship [8, p. 201].

Avoidant attachment is characterized
by a more controlled and distanced use of
art. Individuals with this style may show
interest in artistic activities, but these are
often approached in a cognitive manner,
avoiding deep emotional involvement.
Art thus becomes a space of control rather
than a space of affective exploration [ibi-
dem, p. 215]. In the case of disorganized
attachment, the relationship with art is of-
ten ambivalent. On the one hand, it may
reflect emotional chaos and the difficulty
of organizing internal experience; on the
other hand, it may offer a framework for
integrating and restructuring fragment-
ed experiences. Artistic expression thus
becomes a potential tool for psychic re-
organization [3, p. 134]. In this sense, art
represents not only an emotion regulation
tool but also an indicator of how the indi-
vidual relates to their own emotions and to
interpersonal relationships.
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Clinical Implications and

Applications in Psychotherapy

The integration of art into the psy-
chotherapeutic process represents an in-
creasingly valued intervention direction
when working with emotion regulation
difficulties and attachment patterns. Be-
yond its expressive function, art offers an
experiential framework in which emotions
can be experienced, contained, and reor-
ganized in a less defensive manner than
in direct verbal exploration. An essential
point to emphasize is that one’s attitude
toward learning and development can di-
rectly influence the capacity to develop fu-
ture competencies. If a person approaches
a task from the perspective of “I don’t like
it” and does not make a minimal effort,
they will not succeed in acquiring a rel-
evant competence. Thus, active engage-
ment and motivation are fundamental in
this process [11, p. 40].

In this context, art functions as a me-
dium of psychological mediation, facili-
tating the transformation of raw emotional
experience into symbolic representation.
This process is essential for the develop-
ment of self-regulation, as it allows dis-
tancing from affective experience without
avoiding it and facilitates its integration
into the structure of the self [ibidem, p.
162]. For individuals with insecure attach-
ment styles, emotion regulation difficul-
ties are frequently associated with early
experiences of invalidation, inconsistency,
or relational trauma. These experiences
affect the capacity for mentalization and
symbolization, leading either to emotional
hyperactivation, affective inhibition, or in-
ternal fragmentation [3, p. 158].

A central aspect of using art in psy-
chotherapy is the reduction of resistance.
In many situations, direct exploration of
emotional contents can activate powerful
defensive mechanisms, especially in in-
dividuals with a history of relational trau-
ma. Artistic expression offers an indirect
pathway to these contents, diminishing the
anxiety associated with exposure and fa-
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cilitating the patient’s engagement in the
therapeutic process. Furthermore, art con-
tributes to the creation of a safe space in
which the patient can experience intense
emotions without being overwhelmed by
them. This space can be conceptualized, in
Winnicott’s terms, as a transitional space,
where internal and external reality can
coexist and interact in a creative and in-
tegrative manner [10, p. 89]. The human
being possesses psycho-individual re-
sources that support their efficacy, having
a core formed by mission, vocation, and
the meaning of life [11, p. 40].
a. Differentiated Interventions
According to Attachment Style

The effectiveness of therapeutic inter-
ventions is closely linked to the therapist’s
ability to adapt the methods used accord-
ing to the patient’s attachment style and
their particular emotion regulation charac-
teristics. In the case of anxious attachment,
the central difficulty consists of emotional
hyperactivation and dependence on exter-
nal validation. Artistic interventions can
be oriented toward the development of
internal regulation resources and the re-
duction of emotional intensity. The use of
slow-tempo music or expressive writing
exercises can contribute to affective stabi-
lization and the development of a sense of
internal safety [5, p. 176].

For individuals with avoidant attach-
ment, the main challenge lies in avoiding
contact with emotions and the tendency
toward cognitive control. In these cases,
the introduction of artistic interventions
must be carried out gradually to avoid
activating defenses. Techniques such as
abstract drawing or working with symbols
allow indirect access to emotional experi-
ence, reducing resistance and facilitating
progressive exploration [7, p. 61]. In the
case of disorganized attachment, interven-
tions must be carried out within a stable
and predictable therapeutic framework, as
the patient may experience emotions as
chaotic and overwhelming. Art can play
an essential role here in organizing inter-
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nal experience, allowing the simultaneous
expression of contradictory emotions and
facilitating their integration into a coher-
ent form [3, p. 170]. For individuals with
secure attachment, the use of art can have
a more exploratory and developmental
role, supporting authentic expression and
consolidating internal resources. In these
cases, interventions can be freer and more
creative, without being predominantly ori-
ented toward regulation.

b. Expressive Techniques Usable

in Clinical Context

To support the practical applicability
of these interventions, various expres-
sive techniques can be integrated, adapt-
ed to the patient’s needs and functioning
style. These include: combined expres-
sive journaling, which associates writing
and drawing for processing emotions and
increasing affective awareness; guided
music listening, followed by reflection
and verbalization, to facilitate emotional
integration; thematic drawing, oriented
toward exploring significant relationships
and internal working models; emotional
collage, which allows the symbolic orga-
nization of experiences and the identifica-
tion of recurrent affective themes; as well
as guided imagery with musical sup-
port, used to access unconscious contents
and to restructure emotional experiences.
These techniques can be integrated into
various psychotherapeutic orientations
and can be adapted according to the inter-
vention objectives and the patient’s partic-
ular characteristics.

c. Artas a Symbolic Attachment

Figure

A particularly relevant aspect in un-
derstanding the role of art in emotion reg-
ulation is its symbolic function, which can
reproduce, to a certain extent, the char-
acteristics of an attachment figure. Thus,
the artistic experience can offer predict-
ability, through the repetition of certain
structures or themes; continuity, through
constant access to the artistic experience;
and emotional containment, through the
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capacity to sustain intense experiences
without invalidating them.For individuals
with insecure attachment, these functions
can play a compensatory role, contribut-
ing to the development of a sense of inter-
nal safety. In this sense, art does not sub-
stitute for interpersonal relationships but
offers additional support in the process of
emotion regulation and the reorganization
of affective experience.

Conclusions

The results of the theoretical analysis
suggest that art can be conceptualized as
a complex emotion regulation mechanism,
closely linked to the attachment system.
Particularly in the case of insecure styles,
it may play a compensatory role, offering
a framework for emotional stabilization
in the absence of a secure relationship.
However, it is important to emphasize that
art does not substitute for interpersonal
relationships but complements them. The
effectiveness of its use depends on the in-
dividual’s capacity to integrate the artistic
experience and on the relational context in
which it is used. The presented results sug-
gest the need for an integrative approach
to understanding emotion regulation, in
which the relational and the symbolic
dimensions are interdependent. In this
sense, art should not be viewed exclusive-
ly as an auxiliary therapeutic tool but as an
active medium of psychic transformation,
capable of supporting the reorganization
of emotional experience in ways often in-
accessible to verbal processing.

This paper represents an initial theoret-
ical synthesis of the relationship between
attachment styles and art as an emotion
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