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This study investigated partner attachment and interpersonal char-
acteristics in 134 nonclinical couples in long-term marriages. Irre-
spective of gender, spouses with greater anxiety over abandonment
or discomfort with closeness endorsed dysfunctional relationship
beliefs to a greater extent. On the anxiety over abandonment di-
mension, husbands with higher scores were rated less aggressive,
less controlling, and more rebellious, whereas wives with higher
scores were rated more dependent, more self-critical, and less com-
petitive. Husbands higher on discomfort with closeness were rated
less cooperative and responsible and were rated more aggressive
and rebellious. Matched secure couples reported lower marital dis-
satisfaction than matched insecure or mismatched couples. Future
research should contrast samples of nonclinical and clinical cou-
ples by marital duration to identify specific partner behaviors that
are likely to foster marital dissatisfaction within particular attach-
ment pairings. The authors’ findings suggest the importance of mar-
ital therapists being attuned to the attachment-related beliefs and
interpersonal styles uniquely operating within each couple.
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Attachment theory, based on the early work of John Bowlby (1969, 1973,
1977, 1980), offers an important perspective in understanding how individu-
als differ in their expectations of close relationships, and in their strategies to
get what they want from them. Bowlby (1969) hypothesized that human be-
ings develop internal working models or mental representations of self and
others from early childhood experiences with primary caregivers. Children
who feel secure believe that they are valued and that others are available
to them. In contrast, children who do not develop feelings of security feel
uncertain about their self-worth and the extent to which they trust that oth-
ers will be available for them. This uncertainty is the foundation for negative
expectations of oneself and others (Bowlby, 1980).

Attachment theory assumes that continuity exists between childhood
and adult working mental models of close relationships. In this regard, Hazan
and Shaver (1987) extended the model of infant attachment proposed by
Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and Wall (1978) to three adult attachment pat-
terns: secure, anxious/ambivalent, and avoidant. Subsequently, Bartholomew
and Horowitz (1991) proposed a four category model (secure, preoccupied,
fearful avoidant, dismissive-avoidant), which reduces to dimensions of anx-
iety (about abandonment) and avoidance (discomfort with closeness), or
to models of self and others. Securely attached adults think positively of
themselves and others and are comfortable with intimacy and autonomy.
Individuals with a preoccupied attachment pattern hold others in a higher
regard than themselves. They are overly concerned about abandonment and
therefore tend to make unreasonable demands upon a partner for reassur-
ance and nurturance. Fearful avoidant individuals seek social interactions
and intimacy but fear rejection and have difficulty trusting others. Dismis-
sive avoidant individuals think positively of themselves but limit involvement
in potentially rejecting social experiences. Fearful avoidant individuals are
conflicted over their desire for closeness and their fear of rejection, while
dismissive-avoidant individuals do not acknowledge a need for interpersonal
closeness (Brennan, 1999).

Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) four-category model has greater
empirical support than does the three-category model (Feeney, Noller, &
Hanrahan, 1994). Fraley and Waller (1998) presented data in support of
the notion that the attachment dimensions of avoidance and anxiety offer a
more accurate description of the way individuals vary in thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors in close relationships than do categorical models. In theory,
secure people reflect low avoidance/low anxiety, dismissive people reflect
high avoidance/low anxiety, fearful people reflect high avoidance/high anx-
iety, and preoccupied individuals reflect low avoidance/high anxiety (Fraley,
Davis, & Shaver, 1998; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2009).

Attachment working models formed in infancy and childhood are the
basis for attachment representations throughout life (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2007). Research on adult attachment has found that securely attached
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individuals tend to be warm and confident; and report high levels of trust, in-
timacy, commitment, and relationship satisfaction (e.g., Davies & Cummings,
1994; Hindy & Schwartz, 1994; Noftle & Shaver, 2006). Among insecure indi-
viduals, preoccupied people report low self-esteem, feelings of dependency,
jealousy, and desperation in a relationship (Hindy & Schwarz, 1994; Kilmann,
Vendemia, Parnell, & Urbaniak, 2009; Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 2000), tend
to be overcontrolling in their relationships (Feeney & Noller, 1990; Kunce &
Shaver, 1994), and experience anxiety and anger over perceived abandon-
ment (Carranza, Kilmann, & Vendemia, 2009; Dutton, Saunders, Starzomski,
& Bartholomew, 1994; Kidd & Sheffield, 2005; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002).
Avoidant individuals refrain from intimacy and closeness, distrust others,
and are nonassertive (Carranza & Kilmann, 2000; Kilmann, Laughlin, et al.,
1999b; Kilmann, Urbaniak, & Parnell, 2006; Sharpsteen & Kirkpatrick, 1997).
In essence, individuals with insecure attachments are likely to directly or
indirectly sabotage relationship quality and stability, either by emotional dis-
tancing in response to intimacy and/or conflict, or by making unreasonable
demands for reassurance and nurturance.

The interpersonal theory of personality (Carson, 1969) also offers guide-
lines to understanding individual differences that can affect the workings of
close relationships. The complementarity principle of interpersonal theory
defines the extent to which each partner’s actions in an interaction elicit or
constrain specific actions from the other. Since Leary’s (1957) early research,
complementarity consistently has been defined using an interpersonal cir-
cumplex perspective, which involves a circular pattern of traits with proxim-
ity reflecting similarity (Tracey, 1994). From a two-dimensional interpersonal
circle, Kiesler (1983) defined complementarity as occurring on the basis of
reciprocity with regard to the control dimension or axis (dominance pulls
submission, submission pulls dominance), and correspondence in regard to
the affiliation dimension (hostility pulls hostility, friendliness pulls friendli-
ness). Relationships characterized by complementary interactions tend to be
stable, in that such interactions are mutually reinforcing, minimize anxiety,
promote approach behaviors from both participants, and increase the prob-
ability that existing behavior patterns and the relationship will last (Kiesler,
1996). Relationships characterized by frequent noncomplementary interac-
tions are expected to be less stable, conflict-ridden, and more distressed.
However, few studies have explored the relevance of the complementar-
ity principle to marital quality and stability. It seems logical to assume that
whether interpersonal complementarity occurs within a marital relationship
depends on what each partner may seek or feel comfort with from the
other.

Attachment theory would predict that individuals high on the attachment
dimensions of anxiety over abandonment (AA) and discomfort with close-
ness (DC) would be more likely than individuals lower on these dimen-
sions to hold dysfunctional relationship beliefs. Dysfunctional relationship
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beliefs corresponding with unmet expectations would be expected to pro-
duce troublesome actions in response to conflicts, hence resulting in rela-
tionship dissatisfaction (Bradbury & Fincham, 1993; Foran & Slep, 2007).
Accordingly, we formulated the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Higher scores on the attachment dimensions of AA and
DC will be linked with greater agreement with dysfunctional relationship
beliefs, and with greater marital distress.

Research has found evidence that attachment anxiety and avoidance
are uniquely associated with numerous negative romantic relationship ex-
pectations and behaviors (Dinero, Conger, Shaver, Widaman, & Larsen-Rife,
2008). For instance, greater attachment anxiety predicted fear of rejection
(Gable, 2006); and greater reliance on others; and greater approval, liking,
acceptance and love from others (e.g., Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2006; Rom &
Mikulincer, 2003). Greater attachment avoidance predicted increased fear of
intimacy and desire for control and distance (e.g., Rom & Mikulincer, 2003).
We predicted that these trends would be reflected in partner ratings:

Hypothesis 2: Higher scores on the attachment dimensions of anxiety
over abandoment (AA) and discomfort with closeness (DC) will be as-
sociated with partner ratings of interpersonal styles. Spouses who report
greater AA will be rated as more dependent and cooperative. Spouses
who report greater DC will be rated as more aggressive and rebellious.

Attachment theory would predict that the unique working model of
each marital partner impacts upon the quality of the relationship (Beach,
Smith, & Fincham, 1994). Studies have found that insecure working models
of attachment are linked with relationship problems and that a secure at-
tachment is linked with positive adult relationship outcomes (e.g., McCarthy
& Maughan, 2010). Individuals married to secure partners tend to be hap-
pier than those married to insecure partners (Berman, Marcus, & Berman,
1994; Davila, Bradbury, & Fincham, 1998). In couples consisting of two in-
secure partners, insecure attachment style was related to higher anxiety and
depression (Conde, Figueiredo, & Bifulco, 2011). People with insecurely at-
tached partners reflected greater stress in response to relationship conflict
than those whose partners were securely attached (Powers, Pietromonaco,
Gunlicks, & Sayer, 2006). Self-reports of marital satisfaction and observed
marital quality was related to security of couple attachment (Alexandrov,
Cowan, & Cowan, 2005). The findings of these studies taken together led to
our third hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Matched secure couples will report less dissatisfaction on
dimensions of marital functioning than matched insecure and mismatched
couples (insecure/secure pairings).
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METHOD

Participants

Participants were 134 married nonclinical couples. The great majority resided
in the southeast region of the United States. As shown in Table 1, the mean
age of the husbands and wives was 51.0 and 49.0 years, respectively. The
mean education (12 years reflected a high school education) was 15.3 years
for husbands and 14.4 years for wives. The mean number of children was 2.4,
with a range of 1 to 8. The average marital duration was 27.4 years (SD =
6.08 years). Only approximately 10% and 6% of the husbands and wives,
respectively, previously had been married. None of the spouses reported
previous individual or marital therapy. Both partners were employed full-
time in most couples.

Measures

RELATIONSHIP SCALES QUESTIONNAIRE

The Relationship Scales Questionnaire (Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994) is
a 30-item self-report measure with items taken from Hazan and Shaver’s
(1987) attachment measure, Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) Relation-
ship Questionnaire, and from Collins and Read’s (1990) Adult Attachment
Scale. Respondents are asked to rate themselves on a 5-point scale on
statements about their approach to close relationships. The Relationship
Scales Questionnaire indirectly measures four attachment patterns: secure,
fearful-avoidant, preoccupied, and dismissive-avoidant. The highest score,
after items within each subscale are averaged, is considered the best fitting
attachment category, although most respondents reflect features of more
than one category. The Relationship Scales Questionnaire has a Cronbach’s
alpha of .41 for the secure attachment pattern and .70 for the dismissive-
avoidant attachment pattern. Internal consistencies can be low because two
orthogonal dimensions (model of self and model of others) are combined to
create each pattern (e.g., secure attachment reflects positive self-model and

TABLE 1. Demographic Characteristics of Marital Couples (N = 134)

Husbands Wives

Variable M SD M SD

Age in years 51.0 7.5 49.0 7.1
Years of education 15.3 2.6 14.4 3.2
Number of children 2.4 0.9 2.4 0.8
Years married 27.4 7.4 27.4 7.5
Prior marriage 10% 6%
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positive other-model quadrant. Construct validity of the two underlying di-
mensions has been shown (Bartholomew, 1990). Multitrait-multimethod ma-
trices and confirmatory factor analyses has demonstrated the convergent and
discriminant validity of the two dimensions (Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994)
Convergent validity has been demonstrated between the Relationship Scales
Questionnaire scores and interview ratings (Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994).

Roberts and Noller (1998) derived two attachment dimensions from the
Relationship Scales Questionnaire using a principal components factor anal-
ysis: AA and DC. The AA scale (α = .86) is made up of eight items (scores
can range from 8 to 40) that concern a fear of being alone and a preoccu-
pation with complete emotional intimacy with others. The DC scale (α =
.88) consists of 12 items (scores can range from 12 to 60) that reflect an ap-
prehension over forming dependent relationships or establishing emotional
intimacy. Roberts and Noller (1998) found that the two scales explained
41.3% of the variance in the 30 Relationship Scales Questionnaire items.
In the present study, we used the highest of the four Relationship Scales
Questionnaire scores (secure, preoccupied, fearful avoidant, or dismissive-
avoidant) to categorize individuals as secure or insecure. We also obtained
scores on the two attachment dimensions for each individual following the
procedure of Roberts and Noller (1998). Husbands reported mean scores
of 1.99 (SD = 0.74) and 2.73 (SD = 0.66) on the AA and DC dimensions,
respectively. Wives reported mean scores of 1.81 (SD = 0.69) and 2.35
(SD = 0.67) on the AA and DC dimensions, respectively.

THE RELATIONSHIP BELIEFS INVENTORY

This inventory (Eidelson & Epstein, 1982) asks subjects to rate 32 items
that assess dysfunctional beliefs about relationships. Scores range from 0
to 18. The items form five dimensions: (a) disagreement is destructive, (b)
mindreading is expected, (c) partners cannot change, (d) sexual perfection
is expected, and (e) the sexes are different. Cronbach alpha coefficients for
the five dimensions range from .72 to .81. The Relationship Beliefs Inventory
has shown moderate evidence of convergent and construct validity. Higher
scores indicate greater agreement with dysfunctional beliefs.

THE INTERPERSONAL CHECKLIST

This checklist, developed by Leary (1957), offers ratings of observable actions
including verbal and nonverbal behaviors. The checklist, which has demon-
strated adequate interjudge reliability (r = .78), consists of 128 items that
reflect eight personality dimensions: managerial, responsible, cooperative,
dependent, self-effacing, rebellious, aggressive, and competitive. The possi-
ble scores on each of these variables range from 0 to 20. All spouses rated
themselves and their partner on separate Interpersonal Checklist forms. As
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suggested by Kiesler (1987), all Interpersonal Checklist scores were ipsatized
for greater precision.

THE MARITAL SATISFACTION INVENTORY

This inventory, developed by Snyder (1979), was designed to identify aspects
of marital distress in areas of spousal interaction. The questionnaire consists
of 280 true/false items including one validity scale, one global satisfaction
scale, and nine additional scales that measure more specific dimensions of
marital interaction: conventionalization, global distress, affective communi-
cation, problem-solving communication, time together, disagreement about
finances, sexual dissatisfaction, role orientation, family history of distress,
dissatisfaction with children, and conflict over childrearing. The Marital Sat-
isfaction Inventory, considered the most psychometrically sound measure
for the assessment of marital satisfaction (Burnett, 1987), has been shown to
relate couples’ reports on the measure to their verbal and nonverbal behav-
iors in problem-solving tasks (Snyder, Trull, & Wills, 1987). The participants’
standard scores on the inventory were used as dependent variables.

Procedure

Undergraduates whose biological parents were married and still living with
each other were given an option of gaining extra course credit if each parent
completed personality and relationship questionnaires. Interested students
were instructed to ask each parent their willingness to participate. Eleven
students in the class whose parents fit the criteria declined to participate for
reasons such as “parents are too busy” and “don’t want to ask them.” In an
informed consent form, participants were told that all information obtained
from the questionnaires would be coded with numbers rather than names.
Students whose parents agreed submitted their parents’ names, address, and
phone number. Each parent was sent a separate letter and packet and told
that (a) the purpose of the experiment was to assess personality and rela-
tionship characteristics of married couples and (b) all information would be
coded and only accessible to the research team. Each parent was asked to re-
frain from sharing responses with their spouses and to return their completed
questionnaires and signed consent form in an enclosed prestamped enve-
lope. Complete data were obtained from all parents included in the study. It
should be noted that students whose biological parents were not still married
or not living together were given another option for extra course credit.

RESULTS

The couples’ mean score of 47.00 (SD = 6.67) on the Marital Satisfaction
Inventory global marital distress scale was within the normal range (Snyder
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et al., 1987), and significantly lower than the mean of 65.80 (SD = 9.20)
reported by distressed couples seeking marital therapy (Kilmann, Carranza,
& Parnell, 1999a). The husbands’ and wives’ mean scores on the Marital
Satisfaction Inventory role orientation scale indicated that they endorsed a
traditional orientation toward marital and parental roles.

An examination of the spouses’ scores on the dependent variables indi-
cated that departures from normality were not very severe, with no platykur-
tosis. Given the fairly large sample size, no remedial measures were nec-
essary with respect to the distribution. We used a hierarchical multivariate
approach for all statistical models to be discussed. It should be noted that
in all cases in which we used a multivariate analysis of variance, we used
descriptive discriminant analysis to identify which dependent variables con-
tributed to any statistically significant findings. Variables with structure values
greater than .40 were determined to be meaningful contributors to significant
differences found by the multivariate analysis of variance.

We used a multivariate analysis of covariance model to test our first
hypothesis, that higher scores on the AA and DC attachment dimensions will
be linked with greater agreement with dysfunctional relationship beliefs,
and with greater marital distress. We treated the five Relationship Beliefs
Inventory scales and the Marital Satisfaction Inventory global distress scale
as the responses. The independent variables included the two attachment
dimensions, AA and DC, gender, and couple to account for within-couple
correlation. These were the only variables controlled for in the analyses.
We examined only main effects because of small cell sizes for some com-
binations. We used discriminant analysis as a follow-up to any significant
multivariate analysis of covariance results for the categorical variables and
used canonical analysis for the continuous variables. We found no significant
interactions between gender and AA (p > .05) and between gender and DC
(p >. 05), nor did AA and DC interact significantly (p > .05). Furthermore,
no significant gender differences were found (p >. 05) on the multivariate
response. There were significant differences among the couples (p < .001).

We found that AA was significantly related to the dependent variables
(p < .05), with the canonical analysis showing that the relationship was with
two Relationship Beliefs Inventory scales: disagreement is destructive (R =
1.45) and the sexes are different (R = 2.84). DC also was significantly related
to the dependent variables (p < .05), specifically with the disagreement is
destructive scale (R = 1.85) and the partners cannot change scale (R =
2.13) from the Relationship Beliefs Inventory, as well as with the Marital
Satisfaction Inventory global marital distress scale (R = 1.21). Thus, increased
levels of AA and DC were related to greater agreement with the Relationship
Beliefs Inventory disagreement is destructive scale and a higher score on the
Marital Satisfaction Inventory global marital distress scale.

Our second hypothesis was concerned with the relation between
(a) a partner’s AA and DC scores and (b) ratings of them by their spouse on



Partner Attachment and Interpersonal Characteristics 9

the Interpersonal Checklist octant scores. For this purpose, we used multi-
variate regression, treating the couple as the unit of analysis. Analyses were
run separately for husbands and wives, with the octant scores treated as the
responses and the two independent variables being AA and DC. In addition,
we tested for the significance of the interaction between AA and DC for hus-
bands and wives; neither interaction was significant (p > .05 for husbands,
p > .05 for wives).

For husbands, significant relationships were found between AA (p < .05)
and DC (p < .01) with the multivariate response. Further investigation using
canonical analysis showed that AA was related to wives’ ratings of husbands
on Interpersonal Checklist scales: aggressive (R = −.44), rebellious (R = .33),
and managerial (R = −.46). The canonical analysis found that DC was related
to scores on the aggressive (R = .61), rebellious (R = .61), cooperative (R =
−.52), and responsible (R = −.69) scales. Thus, the higher the husbands’ AA
score, the lower they were rated on the aggressive and managerial scales, and
the higher they were rated on the rebellious scale. The higher the husbands’
DC score, the higher they were rated on the aggressive and rebellious scales,
and the lower they were rated on the cooperative and responsible scales.

For wives, we found that AA (p < .05), but not DC (p > .05), was
significantly related to their husband’s ratings of them on the Interpersonal
Checklist octant scales. The post hoc canonical analysis found that AA was
related to scores on the self-effacing (R = .34), dependent (R = .29) and
competitive (R = −.42) scales. The higher the wives’ AA score, the higher
they were rated on the dependent and self-effacing scales, and the lower
they were rated on the competitive scale.

We tested our third hypothesis by classifying each couple by attachment
pattern as either matched secure, matched insecure, and mismatched. Of the
268 spouses, 116 reported a secure attachment pattern and 152 reported an
insecure pattern. Of the 134 couples, 26 consisted of two secure partners
(matched secure). Of the 64 couples consisting of one secure and one inse-
cure partner (mismatched), the most frequent pairing was a secure partner
with a dismissive-avoidant partner (n = 32). Of the 44 couples consisting
of both partners with an insecure attachment pattern (matched insecure),
the most frequent pairing was two dismissive-avoidant partners (n = 12).
There was no remarkable difference in representation between husbands
and wives in any of these attachment pattern pairings. We then conducted
separate multivariate analyses of variance, comparing the couple pairings on
the wives’ and husbands’ Marital Satisfaction Inventory ratings. These analy-
ses were significant (p < .05) for the wives ratings on nine Marital Satisfaction
Inventory scales: conventionalization, global marital distress, affective com-
munication, problem-solving communication, time together, disagreement
about finances, sexual dissatisfaction, dissatisfaction with children, and con-
flict over childrearing. No significant multivariate effects on the scales were
found for husbands. Given the exploratory nature of this research, and the
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TABLE 2. Marital Satisfaction Differences Across Couple Attachment Pairings

Couple attachment pairings

Wife secure/
Wife

secure/
Wife

insecure/
Wife

insecure/
husband husband husband husband
secure insecure secure insecure

(n = 26) (n = 23) (n = 40) (n = 45)

Marital satisfaction M SD M SD M SD M SD

Wife ratings
Conventionalization 58.2 9.5 55.7 10.4 55.4 10.0 50.1 9.8
Global distress 42.3∗ 2.9 44.8 5.7 46.1 7.4 49.8∗ 9.9
Affective communication 41.5∗ 5.7 44.4 8.6 45.6 9.0 50.3 9.5
Problem-solving communication 43.0∗ 7.0 46.0 8.6 47.5 9.6 51.5∗ 10.1
Time together 42.9∗ 6.5 47.6 9.0 48.6 8.4 52.5∗ 10.2
Disagreement about finances 45.6 6.5 48.8 8.8 49.4 10.4 51.4 8.6
Sexual dissatisfaction 45.9 7.9 46.5 9.7 48.0 10.2 50.7 9.7
Role orientation 51.1 9.7 49.6 7.8 48.3 9.4 50.9 8.0
Family history of distress 47.3 11.3 46.2 10.0 51.1 9.6 48.3 8.8
Dissatisfaction with children 44.8 6.9 47.1 7.8 49.6 7.9 49.7 8.9
Conflict over childrearing 46.6∗ 6.9 47.5 6.5 47.1 6.0 53.5∗ 7.9

Husband ratings
Conventionalization 58.5 8.9 54.9 9.1 53.8 9.1 50.6 9.5
Global distress 43.1 4.0 48.3 10.1 48.6 10.1 49.6 9.6
Affective communication 42.7∗ 6.6 48.4 12.9 46.8 10.0 52.2∗ 11.0
Problem-solving communication 42.7∗ 8.1 46.7 10.8 49.7 11.2 52.7∗ 11.3
Time together 44.2 9.3 48.8 11.1 49.5 10.3 51.8 13.1
Disagreement about finances 45.1 6.6 50.4 8.8 48.3 10.5 53.0 10.8
Sexual dissatisfaction 46.0 9.3 48.5 11.1 50.1 11.2 53.7 9.9
Role orientation 54.4 8.8 50.4 9.6 54.0 8.9 52.3 8.6
Family history of distress 46.6 9.8 47.7 9.0 45.8 9.0 49.1 9.3
Dissatisfaction with children 44.6 4.9 49.5 9.1 47.6 10.6 52.1 11.1
Conflict over childrearing 44.1∗ 4.4 49.2 4.4 47.5 7.0 52.1∗ 10.1

Except for the conventionalization and role orientation scales, higher scores reflect higher levels of
dissatisfaction.
∗Indicates groups are different on selected variable (p < .05).

low multivariate power resulting from small sample sizes in some of the
couple pairings, we conducted individual analyses of variance for the hus-
band and wife ratings, controlling for the Type I error using Bonferroni’s
correction. As shown in Table 2, this analysis revealed a similar pattern for
both genders, although more pronounced for the wives. As predicted from
the multivariate analysis of variance, matched secure spouses consistently re-
ported significantly less dissatisfaction on dimensions of marital functioning
than mismatched and matched insecure couples, respectively.

DISCUSSION

We found that irrespective of gender, partners who reported higher AA or
greater DC reported greater agreement with the dysfunctional belief that
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disagreements are destructive, and greater marital distress. Spouses who re-
ported higher levels of AA were more likely to hold different relationship
expectations of men and women. Spouses who reported greater DC en-
dorsed to a greater extent the notion that people are not likely to change
their attitudes, opinions, or behaviors. These findings are consistent with the
findings of other research that insecurely attached individuals hold signif-
icantly more irrational relationship beliefs, which tends to be linked with
their lessened relationship satisfaction (Stackert & Bursik, 2003).

We also found gender differences in the association between attachment
orientations and interpersonal styles. That is, husbands who reported higher
scores on the AA dimension were rated as less aggressive, less controlling,
and more rebellious. In contrast, wives who reported higher scores on this
dimension were rated as more dependent and self-critical and as less com-
petitive. Husbands with a higher level of DC were rated as less cooperative
and responsible, and as more aggressive and rebellious. In essence, higher
scores on the two attachment dimensions of anxiety and avoidance appear
to be linked with problematic relationship beliefs and interpersonal styles
that are likely to threaten relationship stability.

Our finding that matched secure and matched insecure couples reported
the least and most marital distress, respectively, is consistent with the find-
ings of prior research (e.g., Alexandrov et al., 2005; Berman et al., 1994;
Cohn, Silver, Cowan, Cowan, & Pearson, 1992). Greater marital distress was
more likely in marriages consisting of at least one insecure partner. Secure
wives paired with insecure husbands reported less marital distress than se-
cure husbands paired with insecure wives; wives’ attachment security may
be an important factor in maintaining satisfaction in longer marriages. Future
research should identify the mechanisms under which matched secure cou-
ples might be more likely than other couple attachment pairings to resolve
the conflict and intimacy issues that surface in close relationships.

A methodological strength in the present study is that we investigated
middle-aged couples in relatively long-term marriages. In this regard, previ-
ous attachment research has primarily focused on undergraduate romantic
dating relationships or younger couples. Nevertheless, our study reflected
several limitations. For instance, with the exception of spousal ratings of
partner interpersonal styles, our findings are dependent upon self-report
data. Since the great majority of couples lived in the southeast, it cannot be
determined whether our results generalize to middle-aged couples in other
regions of the country. Furthermore, all couples were recruited by offspring
who desired extra credit in their psychology class. It cannot be determined
whether the parents of these students reflected different characteristics than
parents who were not recruited by their offspring for reasons such as being
divorced from each other, or from parents whose offspring did not seek
extra course credit. Our middle-aged couples can be considered at or ap-
proaching the empty nest stage of the marital life cycle, in which parental
roles are less important and typically there is less marital and family stress.
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Middle-aged couples have survived the early marriage years and generally
report the first increase in marital satisfaction since early marriage (Bram-
lett & Mosher, 2002; Miller, Yorgason, Sandberg, & White, 2003). Younger
couples face different adjustments and transitions than do older, longer mar-
ried couples. These include in-law influences, early career demands, and/or
the experience of parenthood. Younger couples also tend to have unrealis-
tic expectations of marriage (McNulty & Karney, 2004). Thus, our findings
might not have occurred for spouses in marriages of shorter (or even longer)
durations.

Because stress activates an individual’s attachment system (e.g., Simpson
& Rholes, 1994), it would seem logical that partners in a distressed marriage
would reflect more pronounced associations on the variables in this study
than would our nonclinical couples. Future research should contrast nonclin-
ical and clinical couples to assess whether these associations would differ
and/or vary by marital duration. One strategy would be to compare data from
three subgroups; couples married three years or less, couples married 4 to
10 years, and those married 11 years or longer. Since interpersonal behavior
is communicated through spoken words and nonverbal expressions, such as
gestures, postures, and facial reactions (Van Buren & Nowicki, 1997), partner
ratings of interpersonal behavior should be supplemented with direct obser-
vations of couple interactions. Spousal perceptions of partner interpersonal
styles from interviews would offer an additional perspective into answering
the questions raised earlier.

Therapeutic Implications

Attachment theory would predict that each partner’s ability to act protective
and nurturing, and to accept these behaviors from another is considered nec-
essary for relationship success (Beach et al., 1994). One partner’s attachment
system can be activated either by the other’s proximity-seeking or distancing
behaviors, which alter experienced anxiety/security (Berman et al., 1994).
Our findings and those of other researchers suggest that the attachment sys-
tem of insecure partners is more likely to be activated by perceived partner
rejection, abandonment, withdrawal, attempts to control, and a lack of coop-
eration, than for secure partners. Insecurely attached individuals are at risk
for relationship distress (e.g., McCarthy & Maughan, 2010). Some evidence
suggests that previous insecure attachment representations can be overwrit-
ten with a new, more positive working model of romantic relationships,
especially with a greater understanding of how family of origin and subse-
quent romantic relationships impact attachment representations (e.g., Dinero
et al., 2008; Kilmann et al., 2006). For unmarried individuals or couples, ther-
apists can prevent the likelihood of relationship problems by challenging the
maladaptive relationship beliefs and identifying the potentially troublesome
interpersonal strategies of insecurely attached partners (e.g., Kilmann et al.,
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1999; Kilmann et al., 1999b). Therapists working with distressed marriages
should help partners reframe attachment-related unrealistic relationship be-
liefs that are ongoing blocks to mutual need satisfaction, as well as helping
partners to identify actions and nonactions that trigger anxiety/avoidance
reactions in each other. It also would seem important to help partners to
resolve long-standing attachment-related relationship disappointments that
inhibit mutual self-disclosure and intimacy and that interfere with successful
conflict resolution.

REFERENCES

Ainsworth, M. D. S., Blehar, M. C., Waters, E., & Wall, S. (1978). Patterns of Attach-
ment: A psychological study of the strange situation. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Alexandrov, E. O., Cowan, P. A., & Cowan, C. P. (2005). Couple attachment and
the quality of marital relationships: Method and concept in the validation of the
new couple attachment interview and coding system. Attachment and Human
Development, 7, 123–152.

Bartholomew, K., & Horowitz, L. (1991). Attachment styles among young adults: A
test of a four-category model. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61,
226–244.

Beach, S. R., Smith, D. A., & Fincham, F. D. (1994). Marital interventions for de-
pression: Empirical foundation and future prospects. Applied and Preventive
Psychology, 3, 233–250.

Berman, W. H., Marcus L., & Berman, E. R. (1994). Attachment in marital re-
lations. In M. B. Sperling & W. H. Berman (Eds.), Attachment in adults
(pp. 204–230). New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment and loss: Volume 1. Attachment. New York, NY: Basic
Books.

Bowlby, J. (1973). Attachment and loss: Volume 2. Separation: Anxiety and anger.
New York, NY: Basic Books.

Bowlby, J. (1977). The making and breaking of affectional bonds. British Journal of
Psychiatry, 130, 201–210.

Bowlby, J. (1980). Attachment and loss: Volume 3. Loss, sadness, and depression.
New York, NY: Basic Books.

Bradbury, T. N., & Fincham (1993). Assessing dysfunctional cognition in marriage: A
reconsideration of the Relationship Belief Inventory. Psychological Assessment,
5, 92–101.

Bramlett, M. D., & Mosher, W. E. D. (2002). Cohabitation, marriage, divorce, and
remarriage in the United States. Vital Heath Statistics (Series 23, No. 22).

Brennan, K. A. (1999). Searching for secure bases in attachment-focused group
therapy: Reaction to Kilmann et al. (1999). Group Dynamics: Theory, Research,
and Practice, 3, 148–151.

Burnett, P. (1987). Assessing marital adjustment and satisfaction: A review. Measure-
ment and Evaluation in Counseling and Development, 20, 113–121.



14 P. R. Kilmann et al.

Carranza, L. V., & Kilmann, P. R. (2000). Links between perceived parent character-
istics and attachment variables for women from intact families. Adolescence, 35,
295–312.

Carranza, L. V., Kilmann, P. R., & Vendemia, J. M. C. (2009). Links between parent
characteristics and attachment variables for college students of parental divorce.
Adolescence, 44, 253–271.

Carson, R. C. (1969). Interaction concepts of personality. Chicago, IL: Aldine.
Cohn, D., Silver, D., Cowan, P., Cowan, C., & Pearson, J. (1992). Working models of

childhood attachment and couples relationships. Journal of Family Issues, 13,
432–449.

Collins, N. L. (1993). Attachment style differences in patterns of explanation, emotion,
and behavior. Unpublished manuscript, State University of New York, Buffalo.

Conde, A., Figueiredo, B., & Bifulco, A. (2011). Attachment style and psychological
adjustment in couples. Attachment and Human Development, 13, 271–291.

Davies, P. T., & Cummings, E. M. (1994). Marital conflict and child adjustment: An
emotional security hypothesis. Psychological Bulletin, 116, 387–411.

Davila, J., Bradbury, T. N., & Fincham, F. (1998). Negative affectivity as a mediator
of the association between adult attachment and marital satisfaction. Personal
Relationships, 5, 467–484.

Dinero, R. E., Conger, R. D., Shaver, P. R., Widaman, K. F., & Larsen-Rife, D. (2008).
Influence of family of origin and adult romantic partners on romantic attachment
security. Journal of Family Psychology, 22, 622–632.

Dutton, D. G., Saunders, K., Starzomski, A., & Bartholomew, K. (1994). Intimacy-
anger and insecure attachment as precursors of abuse in intimate relationships.
Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 24, 1367–1386.

Eidelson, R. J., & Epstein, N. (1982). Cognition and relationship maladjustment:
Development of a measure of relationship beliefs. Journal of Consulting and
Clinical Psychology, 50, 715–720.

Feeney, J. A., & Noller, P. (1990). Attachment style as a predictor of adult romantic
relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 58, 281–291.

Feeney, J. A., Noller, P., & Hanrahan, M. (1994). Assessing adult attachment. In
M. B. Sperling & W. H. Berman, (Eds.), (Attachment in adults (pp. 128–154).
New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Foran, H. M., & Slep, A. M. S. (2007). Validation of a self-report measure of unrealistic
relationship expectations. Psychological Assessment, 19, 382–396.

Fraley, R. C., Davis, K. E., & Shaver, P. R. (1998). Dismissing avoidance and the
defensive organization of emotion, cognition, and behavior. In J. A. Simpson &
W. S. Rholes (Eds.), Attachment theory and close relationships (pp. 249–279).
New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Fraley, R. C., & Waller, N. G. (1998). Adult attachment patterns: A test of the typo-
logical model. In J. A. Simpson & W. S. Rholes (Eds.), Attachment theory and
close relationships (pp. 77–111). New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Gable, S. L. (2006). Approach and avoidance social motives and goals. Journal of
Personality, 71, 175–222.

Griffin, D. W., & Bartholomew, K. (1994). The metaphysics of measurement: The
case of adult attachment. Advances in Personal Relationships, 5, 17–52.



Partner Attachment and Interpersonal Characteristics 15

Hazan, C., & Shaver, P. (1987). Conceptualizing romantic love as an attachment
process. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52, 511–524.

Hindy, C. G., & Schwartz, J. C. (1994). Anxious romantic attachment in adult re-
lationships. In M. B. Sperling & W. H. Berman (Eds.), Attachment in adults
(pp. 179–202). New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Kidd, T., & Sheffield, D. (2005). Attachment style and symptom reporting: Examining
the mediating effects of anger and social support. British Journal of Health
Psychology, 10, 531–541.

Kiesler, D. J. (1983). The 1982 interpersonal circle: A taxonomy for complementarity
in human transactions. Psychological Review, 90, 185–214.

Kiesler, D. J. (1987). Research manual for the Impact Message Inventory. Palo Alto,
CA: Consulting Psychologists Press.

Kiesler, D. J. (1996). Contemporary interpersonal theory and research. New York,
NY: Wiley.

Kilmann, P. R., Carranza, L. V., & Parnell, M. M. (1999a). Links between spousal
personal and interpersonal characteristics and marital distress. Unpublished
manuscript, University of South Carolina, Columbia, South Carolina.

Kilmann, P. R., Laughlin, J. E., Carranza, L. V., Downer, J. T., Major, S., & Parnell, M.
M. (1999b). Effects of an attachment-focused group preventive intervention on
insecure women. Group Dynamics: Theory, Research, and Practice, 3, 138–147.

Kilmann, P. R., Parnell, M. M., & Urbaniak, G. C. (1999). Links between parent
and child attachment patterns. Unpublished manuscript, University of South
Carolina, Columbia, South Carolina.

Kilmann, P. R., Urbaniak, G. C., & Parnell, M. M. (2006). Effects of attachment-
focused versus relationship skills-focused interventions for college students with
insecure attachment patterns. Attachment and Human Development, 8, 47–62.

Kilmann, P. R., Vendemia, J. M. C., Parnell, M., & Urbaniak, G. (2009). Parent
characteristics and daughters’ attachment styles. Adolescence, 44, 557–568.

Kunce, L. J., & Shaver, P. R. (1994). An attachment-theoretical approach to caregiving
in romantic relationships. In K. Bartholomew & D. Perlman (Eds.), Advances in
personal relationships (pp. 205–237). London, England: Kingsley.

Leary, T. F. (1957). Interpersonal diagnosis of personality. New York, NY: Ronald
Press Company.

McCarthy, G., & Maughan, B. (2010). Negative childhood experiences and adult love
relationships: the role of internal working models of attachment. Attachment
and Human Development, 12, 445–461.

McNulty, J. K., & Karney, B. R. (2004). Positive expectations in the early years of
marriage: Should couples expect the best or brace for the worst? Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 86, 729–743.

Mikulciner, M., & Shaver, P. R. (2007). Attachment in adulthood: Structure, dynam-
ics, and change. New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Miller, J. B., Yorgason, J., Sandberg, J. G., & White, M. B. (2003). Problems that
couples bring to therapy: A view across the family life cycle. American Journal
of Family Therapy, 31, 395–407.

Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., & Griffin, D. W. (2000). Self-esteem and he quest for
felt security: How perceived regard regulates attachment processes. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 78, 478–498.



16 P. R. Kilmann et al.

Noftle, E. E., & Shaver, P. R. (2006). Attachment dimensions and the Big Five person-
ality traits: Associations and comparative ability to predict relationship quality.
Journal of Research in Personality, 40, 179–208.

Pietromonaco, P. R., & Barrett, L. F. (2006). What can you do for me?; Attachment
style and motives underlying esteem for partners. Journal of Research in Per-
sonality, 40, 313–338.

Powers, S., Pietromonaco, P. R., Gunlicks, M., & Sayer, A. (2006). Dating couples’
attachment styles and patterns of cortisol reactivity and recovery in response to
a relationship conflict. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 90, 613–
628.

Roberts, N., & Noller, P. (1998). The associations between adult attachment and
couple violence. In J. A. Simpson & W. S. Rholes (Eds.), Attachment theory and
close relationships (pp. 317–350). New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Rom, E., & Mikulincer, M. (2003). Attachment theory and group processes: The
association between attachment style and group-related representations, goals,
memories, and functioning. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84,
1220–1235.

Sharpsteen, D. J., & Kirkpatrick, L. A. (1997). Romantic jealousy and adult romantic
attachment. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72, 627–640.

Shaver, P. R., & Mikulincer, M. (2002). Attachment-related psychodynamic. Attach-
ment and Human Development, 4, 133–161.

Shaver, P. R., & Mikulincer, M. (2009). Attachment theory and attachment styles.
In M. R. Leary & R. H. Hoyle (Eds.), Handbook of individual differences
(pp. 62–81). New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Simpson, J. A., & Rholes, W. S. (1994). Stress and secure base relationships in
adulthood. Advances in Personal Relationships, 5, 181–204.

Snyder, D. K. (1979). Multidimensional assessment of marital satisfaction. Journal of
Marriage and the Family, 41, 813–823.

Snyder, D. K., Trull, T. J., & Wills, R. M. (1987). Convergent validity of observational
and self-report measures of marital interaction. Journal of Sex and Marital Ther-
apy, 13, 224–236.

Stackert, R. A., & Bursik, K. (2003). Why am I unsatisfied? Adult attachment style,
gendered irrational beliefs, and young adult romantic relationship satisfaction.
Personality and Individual Differences, 34, 1419–1429.

Tracey, T. J. (1994). An examination of the complementarity of interpersonal behav-
ior. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 67, 864–878.

Van Buren, A., & Nowicki, S. (1997). Awareness of interpersonal style and self-
evaluation. The Journal of Social Psychology, 137, 429–435.


