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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Background:  Research  exploring  substance  use  in gay  and  bisexual  men  has increasingly  paid  attention  to
interpersonal  dynamics  and relational  concerns  associated  with  the  use of  substances.  The  current  study
explored  the  role  of  adult  attachment  style  on  drug  use  as  well  as the  potential  mediating  role  of  sexual
expectancies  of  substance  use among  gay and  bisexual  men.
Methods:  Online  survey  data  were  gathered  from  122 gay  and  bisexual  men  across  the  U.S.,  with  a mean
age  of  33 years.  All participants  were  HIV-negative  and  identified  their  relationship  status  as  single.
Survey  measures  included  attachment  style,  sexual  expectancies  of  substance  use, and  recent  drug  use.
Results: While  neither  anxious  or avoidant  attachment  were  directly  associated  with  the  odds  of  recent
drug  use,  they  were  positively  associated  with  sexual  expectancies  of substance  use (ˇ  = 0.27,  p  < 0.01,
and  ˇ = 0.21,  p  < 0.05)  which,  in turn,  were  positively  associated  with  the  odds  of drug  use (expB  = 1.09,
p  <  0.01). Bootstrapping  tests  of  indirect  effects  revealed  a significant  indirect  relationship  between  anx-
ious  attachment  and  drug  use  through  sexual  expectancies  of substance  use  (ˇ =  0.11,  p <  0.05),  but  not
for  avoidant  attachment.
Conclusions:  This  study  highlights  the importance  of interpersonal  expectancies  as  motivators  for  drug
use among  gay  and  bisexual  men.  Sexual expectancies  of  substance  use  were  associated  with  drug  use
and  anxious  adult  attachment  was  associated  indirectly  with  drug  use  through  these  sexual  expectancies.

©  2015  Elsevier  Ireland  Ltd.  All  rights  reserved.

1. Introduction

Substance use among gay and bisexual men  has remained a
prominent focus of research in recent decades. Generally, the liter-
ature has indicated high rates of substance use among individuals
in this population compared to heterosexuals (Austin and Bozick,
2011; Drabble et al., 2005; Marshal et al., 2009). Utilizing data from
over 34,000 people in the National Epidemiologic Survey on Alco-
hol and Related Conditions (NESARC, Wave 2) survey, McCabe et al.
(2010) observed that the prevalence rate for a recent substance use
disorder among gay men  (31.4%) was double that of heterosexual
men (15.6%). This elevated substance use among gay and bisex-
ual men  is especially concerning given established associations
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between substance use and sexual HIV transmission risk behav-
iors (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2011; Colfax et al.,
2004; Mansergh et al., 2008; Parsons et al., 2013).

Investigations of substance use patterns consistently demon-
strate the influence of substance use expectancies (Bekman et al.,
2011; Halkitis et al., 2007; Looby and Earleywine, 2010). Sub-
stance use expectancies are the beliefs an individual holds about
the probability of the specific behavioral or experiential outcomes
after drinking and/or drug use. Research has identified a range
of positive and negative expectancies, including increased socia-
bility, tension reduction, increased aggression or risk behavior,
and expectations for a variety of sexual effects, such as enhanced
sexuality, increased sexual vulnerability, and increased sexual risk-
taking (Abbey et al., 1999; Dermen and Cooper, 1994a; Ham et al.,
2005). Sexual expectancies of substance use, then, are the beliefs
one holds about the sexual effects of substance use.

Accordingly, understanding individual expectancies about how
substance use influences sexual intimacy, pleasure, and risk-taking,
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has become an important component of research related to moti-
vations for substance use. Sexual expectancies of substance use
have been found to be associated with increased substance use
generally, among both heterosexual and gay/bisexual samples (e.g.
Buckner and Schmidt, 2008; Jones et al., 2001; Mullens et al., 2010,
2011a; Rohsenow et al., 2004; Schafer and Brown, 1991), as well as
substance use directly before or during sex (Dermen and Cooper,
1994b; Hendershot et al., 2010; Wells et al., 2011). Although
the majority of expectancy theory studies have concentrated
on alcohol, recent research indicates that general expectancies
(i.e., not specifically related to sex or intimacy) operate similarly
across other substances such as nicotine, opioids, and stimulants
(Kouimtsidis et al., 2014).

The link between drug use and sexual expectancies of substance
use has been explored in a small number of studies of men  who
have sex with men  (MSM). For example, Bimbi et al. (2006) found
that expectancies of sexual risk-taking were correlated with sex-
ual compulsivity, receptive (but not insertive) condomless anal
intercourse, romantic obsessions, alcohol use, and drug use. In
another study of 252 gay or bisexual men, those with higher sex-
ual expectancies of substance use reported greater numbers of
recent casual sex partners after using substances than those with
lower sexual expectancies (Wells et al., 2013)—and the effect of
expectancies on casual sex after substance use was enhanced by
psychological conflict about the use of condoms.

Significantly, most formulations of sexual expectancies involve
an interpersonal component relating to expectations that sub-
stance use will facilitate emotional and physical intimacy. This
component is prominent in concerns about expressing desire to
others (e.g., “I’m more likely to let others know I’m attracted to them
when I use cannabis”, from Mullens et al., 2010), sociability or being
accepted (e.g., “After a few drinks of alcohol I feel closer to a sexual
partner,” from Dermen and Cooper, 1994a) and pleasing one’s part-
ner sexually (e.g., “My  sexual performance is enhanced when using
amyl,” from Mullens et al., 2011a). The importance of interpersonal
functioning in one’s beliefs about the sexual effects of substance use
indicates the need to explore underlying interpersonal interaction
styles in the associations between sexual expectancies and sub-
stance use. As such, research needs to better understand difficulties
related to emotional intimacy in order to further contextualize the
associations between sexual expectancies and substance use.

One useful framework by which to organize these interpersonal
considerations is attachment theory (Hazen and Shaver, 1994).
According to attachment theory, early experiences with caregivers
inform schemas related to interpersonal bonding that persist into
adulthood (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1969). These schemas
are comprised of “working models” of self and of others; that
is, the view of whether oneself is likeable and worthy of atten-
tion or love, and the view of whether others are trustworthy and
reliable, respectively (Bowlby, 1969, 1977). These models may  be
reinforced or changed across one’s lifetime through repeated inter-
actions with caregivers, romantic partners, friends, etc. (Ainsworth,
1985; Bowlby, 1969), and shape an individual’s relationships with
the same (Bowlby, 1969; Hazen and Shaver, 1987, 1994). Three
types or styles of attachment have been discussed with some
consistency throughout the attachment literature: secure, anxious-
ambivalent, and avoidant. Relationships with secure attachment
are characterized by mutual warmth and reciprocal commitment;
anxious-ambivalent, or anxious attachment, is characterized by
holding close others in high esteem but fearing that they will
abandon them; anxious-avoidant,  or avoidant attachment, is char-
acterized by a desire for emotional distance in relationships with
others (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Hazen and Shaver, 1994).

Most of the literature on the subject has found a link between
both anxious and avoidant attachment and substance use (Caspers
et al., 2005; Kassel et al., 2007; Molnar et al., 2010; Thorberg and

Lyvers, 2006; Vungkhanching et al., 2004). Though most research
has focused on heterosexual adults, links between attachment and
substance use have also been found among gay and bisexual emerg-
ing adults (Gwadz et al., 2004; Rosario et al., 2014). Finally, while
the bulk of the literature has focused on alcohol use, both types
of insecure attachment have also been linked with illicit drug use
(both lifetime and recent; Caspers et al., 2005; Rosario et al., 2014).

Attachment-related behavior refers to behavior which achieves
or maintains proximity to an emotionally significant other
(Ainsworth, 1985; Bowlby, 1977). Inherent in this notion is the
idea that individuals are motivated to behave in ways that estab-
lish a desired degree of proximity to significant individuals in
their social world. Existing literature examining mediators of the
attachment-substance use link suggest that it may be reasonable
to conceptualize substance use as a form of attachment-related
behavior. A handful of studies on heterosexual samples have begun
to explore psychological mediators that may  explain connections
between anxious attachment style and substance use; identi-
fied mediators include low self-esteem (Kassel et al., 2007), low
perceived social support (Caspers et al., 2005), and coping or social
facilitation motives for alcohol use (McNally et al., 2003; Molnar
et al., 2010). This collection of identified mediators incorporates
interpersonal concerns involving negative affect, negative self-
evaluation, and anxious expectancies about evaluation from others.
Though no mediators of avoidant attachment and substance use
have yet been identified, given the established association between
avoidant attachment and drinking to reduce emotional dependency
on others (Schindler et al., 2005), it is likely that at least some medi-
ators of avoidant attachment and substance use are interpersonal
in nature.

To date, no studies have specifically examined expectancies for
the effect of substance use on sex and intimacy as potential medi-
ators of the association between adult attachment and substance
use among MSM.  However, available data support such a potential
set of relationships. For instance, among heterosexual individuals,
insecure attachment is associated with greater concerns about
partner approval with regard to sex, such as feeling doubts about
being loved during sex or suspecting one’s partner of avoiding sex
(e.g., Birnbaum et al., 2006; Brassard et al., 2007). To the degree that
individuals expect substance use to improve intimacy and facilitate
sexual encounters, it follows that their attachment expectancies
would predict their sexual expectancies, and that sexual expectan-
cies may  then drive substance use as a relational or sexual strategy.
Though most research has focused on heterosexual adults, links
between insecure attachment and aspects of sexual relationship
quality have been observed among gay and bisexual men as well
(Starks and Parsons, 2014). Sexual expectancies of drug use may
serve as the link between attachment concerns and the use of drugs
to address those sexual concerns.

The existing literature provides evidence suggesting that adult
attachment and sexual expectancies of substance use are associated
with substance use behavior; however, this literature is limited
by a focus on heterosexual populations and a lack of attention
to substances other than alcohol (particularly in studies of sexual
expectancies). The purpose of the current study was to examine
the role of sexual expectancies of substance use as a mediator
between attachment style and drug use (excluding alcohol) among
gay and bisexual men. Based on previous results, we hypothe-
sized that: (1) there would be a significant and positive association
between anxious attachment and the odds of drug use generally;
(2) there would be a significant and positive association between
anxious attachment and sexual expectancies of substance use; and
(3) the indirect pathway from anxious attachment to the odds of
drug use through sexual expectancies would be significant. Because
the data related to avoidant attachment is relatively more limited,
no specific hypotheses were made; however, we anticipated that
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