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 ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examined adult attachment style change in the context of two 

distinct studies.  Study 1 is a longitudinal dyadic analysis of couple attachment style 

change using secondary data to examine, specifically, the attachment trajectories of 

couples with no history of therapy use compared to couples where one or both 

attended therapy prior to the study.  Analysis used procedures for longitudinal dyadic 

analysis of latent constructs.  Dyadic analysis also examined gender differences in 

attachment style change.  Results indicated only husbands in Group 1 (history of 

therapy use) demonstrated significant change over time, and change was negative.  

There were also significant group differences but not gender differences.  Study 2 is a 

grounded theory analysis of positive attachment style change among women, with the 

goal of establishing a theory of how they earn security.  Analysis followed 

constructivist grounded theory procedures.  The resulting model of positive attachment 

change suggests the process is lengthy and complex, hinging on metaconditions of 

positive attachment change such as intentionality and the presence of surrogate 

attachment figures, and making intrapsychic changes to identity and worth. 

Participants also extended their process into making interpersonal changes.  This 

dissertation provides implications for attachment-informed clinicians and researchers 

as well as anyone interested in improving their own attachment security. 

Keywords: Attachment Change; Earned Security; Adult Attachment Theory  
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CHAPTER I 

 GLOBAL INTRODUCTION 

Importance of the Study 

 The focus of this dissertation is on attachment style and how it changes in 

adulthood, specifically, how might attachment insecurity change toward greater security 

in adulthood, and what is an average trajectory of adult attachment style change for 

couples who have had contact with therapeutic services versus those who have not?  

These questions are important to study for several reasons.  First, research has linked 

attachment insecurity with serious physical and relational health problems and healthcare 

costs (e.g. Doumas, Pearson, Elgin, & McKinley, 2008; Dutton & White, 2012; 

McWilliams & Bailey, 2010). For example, fearful avoidance seems to correlate 

positively with depression (Carnelley, Pietromonaco, & Jaffe, 1994) as well as childhood 

maltreatment (Shaver & Clark, 1994). 

Second, attachment security is associated with numerous physical, mental, and 

relational health benefits (e.g. Ciechanowski, Walker, Katon, & Russo, 2002; Lopez, 

2009; Lopez & Brennan, 2000; McWilliams & Bailey, 2010; Mikulincer & Shaver, 

2005).  Third, for those who provide therapy for couples, research has shown that paying 

attention to attachment has merit (Seedall, Butler, Zamora, & Yang, 2015), and it is 

important to extend our knowledge about how therapy may or may not impact couples’ 

attachment styles.  However, no studies have directly addressed whether paying attention 

to attachment is as equally important for singles as it is for couples. 
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Finally, some research estimates more than 25% of women will change 

attachment styles in adulthood, though only negative change has been documented, and 

no such figure has been examined for men (Davila, Burge, & Hammen, 1997), leaving a 

significant gap in our knowledge of gender differences in attachment style change.  These 

reasons warrant further investigation into ways adults, both singles and couples, as well 

as men and women, can increase their attachment security. 

Multiple gaps exist in our knowledge of the conditions under which attachment 

styles change.  One major gap is related to the trajectories of attachment style change for 

heterosexual couples who have no history of contact with therapy services versus those 

who do.  Additionally, evidence could be strengthened regarding the role stressful life 

events play in how attachment style changes for adults.  Finally, gender differences in 

attachment style change trajectories have been underexplored, with the majority of 

attachment style research using samples of all women or all men (e.g. Davila et al., 

1997), and only a handful of studies using dyadic designs with both genders (e.g. Seedall 

et al., 2015).  These gaps serve as the theoretical framework for the first study in this 

dissertation, a dyadic longitudinal growth curve analysis of couple attachment style 

change.  

Another significant gap related to trajectories of attachment style change is the 

lack of an empirically-derived theory of positive attachment style change in adulthood.  

Much more evidence exists noting negative attachment style change, leaving positive 

change underexplored and poorly understood.  Specifically, the field of marriage and 

family therapy needs to know what factors might be important to help individuals 
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increase their attachment security, and if they are connected or not to therapy.  This gap 

serves as the theoretical framework for the second study in this dissertation, which is a 

constructivist grounded theory analysis of positive attachment style change. 

Theoretical Framework of the Study 

Theoretically, this dissertation is based on attachment theory, which guides my 

inquiry into attachment style change.  Attachment theory has been one of the longest 

enduring grand theories of social development, inspiring countless investigations into 

various aspects of the revolutionary theory, including how attachments are formed and 

how attachment styles change. For example, the pioneering quantitative examinations of 

attachment style and change began in developmental psychology with observational 

research of orphaned infant monkey’s persistent attachment to inanimate “mothers” 

(Harlow & Zimmerman, 1959).  Early findings showed infant monkeys preferred a 

“mother” who both fed them and was soft and cuddly as opposed to a wire-only “mother” 

who only fed them. 

This research was expanded to naturalistic examinations of human infants’ 

separation from caregivers and their reactions to strangers using the Strange Situation, 

producing the first set of attachment style categories for human relationships (Ainsworth, 

Bell, & Stayton, 1969; Ainsworth & Bell, 1970).  Ainsworth and colleagues’ discovery 

that infants respond to separation and reunion in distinct ways was monumental in the 

field of developmental psychology.  As such, much of the early attachment styles 

research was conducted from a child development perspective, examining relationship 

patterns between infants and caregivers, including, for example, studies on infant crying 
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and maternal responsiveness (Bell & Ainsworth, 1972).  Less than a decade after 

Ainsworth and Bell (1970) found measurable distinctions between infants’ attachment 

patterns, Waters (1978) conducted a seminal longitudinal study of infant attachment 

patterns, finding strong evidence for stable individual differences in attachment behavior. 

In the 1980s, attachment theory was extended to include adult romantic 

attachment patterns (Hazan & Shaver, 1987), a shift that sparked an entire sub-field of 

inquiry.  In this vein, quantitative investigation of attachment style change has culminated 

with the work of researchers who have examined dyadic attachment style change 

trajectories within couple therapy (e.g. Seedall et al., 2015), and how attachment styles 

might be affected by individual therapy (e.g. Taylor, Rietzschel, Danquah, & Berry, 

2015). 

Generally, attachment theory researchers have either conceptualized attachment in 

terms of “working models of self and other” (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Bowlby, 

1969/1982; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Shorey & Snyder, 2006), or in terms of cue 

appraisals and behavioral strategies for navigating interpersonal relationships (Fraley & 

Shaver, 2000).  From a “models” perspective, our attachment styles are mental 

representations about 1) the competence and worthiness of self to receive love and care 

and 2) the trustworthiness and dependability of others to provide for those attachment 

needs (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  From this perspective, our dependable others are 

considered attachment figures, and they provide us with a secure base from which we can 

explore our world, and a safe haven to which we can return in times of distress (Bowlby 

1962/1982; Levy, Ellison, Scott, & Bernecker, 2011).  In short, attachment styles act as 
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road maps to guide us through relationships and social interactions (Shorey & Snyder, 

2006). 

While the “models of self and other” conceptualization has been widely used, it 

also contains a number of flaws (see Fraley and Shaver, 2000, for an in-depth review).  

To summarize, the first important flaw is how the self-report items that have been used to 

assess models of self and other are more consistent with an approach highlighting 

rejection sensitivity and one’s comfort in depending on others.  Also, the dimension of 

“preoccupied” attachment from a model of self and other perspective supposes people 

with this style will possess a positive model of others.  As Fraley and Shaver point out, 

this conflicts with empirical evidence demonstrating preoccupied people are more 

jealous, angry, and combative, feeling like their partners or close relationships are 

inattentive to their needs (e.g. see Collins, 1996; Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996). 

Instead, Fraley and Shaver (2000) suggest from their critique, “If the working 

models construct is to be useful, working models must be conceptualized with respect to 

the ways in which they influence the operation of the attachment system” (p. 143).  From 

this perspective, any variation on attachment styles would arise from differences in how a 

system is organized (e.g. Fraley & Shaver, 1998).  They assert, a system is organized by 

two subsystems: one being an appraisal of the cues indicating rejection or abandonment, 

and the other being a component that organizes behavior associated with avoidant-related 

or proximity-related goals (Fraley & Shaver, 2000).  Further, research suggests 

attachment styles, especially in adulthood, are better understood as dimensions rather 

than distinct categories or types (Fraley & Waller, 1998; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 
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1998).  Viewing attachment as a dimension means, for example, that a person will have 

more or less anxiety and avoidance, but never all or none, as opposed to the concept of 

categories, which treats attachment styles as mutually exclusive, where a person is either 

anxious, or avoidant, or secure.  Rather, anxiety and avoidance are best viewed as being 

on one continuum (Fraley & Waller, 1998; Brennan et al., 1998). 

Based on the aforementioned research, it seems more useful to frame individual 

differences in attachment in terms of behaviors associated with the dimensions of anxiety 

and avoidance, and if and when change occurs, it will do so on a continuum between the 

two.  Depending on one’s display of attachment-related behaviors on these dimensions 

(e.g. proximity- or distance-seeking), one would either be classified as possessing 

attachment insecurity (e.g. anxious or avoidant) or security, which are defined in detail 

below.  A working understanding of the different styles is important when examining 

people’s change from one style to another. 

Thus, attachment bonds form the basis for how people will interact in close 

relationships as they grow up.  After infancy, attachment theory suggests people will 

project their expectations of their caregivers onto other close relationships, either 

expecting others to be dependable, trustworthy, and safe, or undependable, 

untrustworthy, and unsafe (Bowlby, 1969/1982).  Even though some people are rigid in 

applying old models to new relationships, Bowlby suggested most people will 

continuously revise their styles of attachment through their experiences, whether they are 

positive or negative.  Furthermore, while some attachment researchers embrace the idea 

that attachment is more likely to remain constant over one’s lifetime, this dissertation 
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uses Bowlby’s perspective that attachment styles can and do change in adulthood.  

Therefore, for this dissertation, the primary theoretical question is not if attachment styles 

change but under what conditions. 

Purpose of the Dissertation 

The global purpose of this dissertation was to expand knowledge about how one’s 

attachment style changes in adulthood.  To accomplish this purpose, this dissertation is 

comprised of two studies: 1) an exploration of the average trajectory of attachment style 

change for a sample of adult couples who have had contact with professional therapy as 

well as those who have not, including relevant predictors, and 2) the development of a 

theory of positive attachment style change for adults with a history of insecure 

attachment. 

As the gaps in attachment change literature reveal, we do not have up-to-date 

evidence tracking the trajectory of attachment style change over time for adults, a 

question we can examine using dyadic longitudinal latent growth curve analyses (Kenny, 

Kashy, & Cook, 2006).  I first conducted secondary analyses on dyadic attachment style 

data collected over a period of 5 years, and my model was tested for two groups, what I 

called “History of Therapy” (i.e. Have used therapy prior to the study” and “No History 

of Therapy” (i.e. Have never had therapy contact).  Additionally, I ran the proposed 

model for the entire sample without the grouping variable to examine the overall 

attachment trajectory for the sample irrespective of group status.  The proposed 

unconditional model for dyadic attachment style change is shown in Figure 1.1.  The 
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conditional model used without the grouping analysis included the dyadic variable for 

“History of Therapy” as an additional predictor (not displayed). 

 

Figure 1.1. Unconditional dyadic latent growth model of attachment change. Note. H = 

Husbands, W = Wives. 

The second focus of this dissertation, the problem of a lack of theory about how 

adults become more securely attached, is uniquely suited to the use of constructivist 

grounded theory methodology, especially as attachment styles are often seen as ongoing 

constructions within current relationship experiences (Johnson & Whiffen, 1999).  

Through the process of in-depth interviews, theoretical sampling, and the coding 

procedures established by Charmaz (2014) for grounded theory construction, the second 

part of this dissertation establishes a preliminary theory of how historically insecurely 

attached women moved toward attachment security.  A history of attachment insecurity 

was measured by the Experiences in Close Relationships Scale-Short Form, slightly 

altered to reflect past tense and early childhood relationships.  These same questions, in 

present tense, were used to measure if potential participants are currently secure in their 
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attachment.  Then, in-depth interviews will explore the specific mechanisms the women 

used to increase their felt sense of security. 

 These two purposes are the focus of this doctoral dissertation with the hope of 

contributing meaningful and relevant information about the conditions under which 

attachment styles change.  The findings of this dissertation will likely be most useful to 

practitioners of marital, couple, and family therapy and attachment theory researchers.  

Additionally, those who are likely to benefit from the findings are people interested in 

improving their own sense of attachment security, whether they approach attachment 

from a professional or personal perspective. 

Inquirer’s Stake 

 Attachment as a theory, and attachment style as a concept, make sense to me as a 

person, a clinician, and a researcher.  When I first learned about attachment theory and 

the role attachment plays in adult relationships, I had new language for ways of 

understanding myself and my own tendencies in relationships.  Part of my interest in how 

others improve their attachment security stems from my own desire and efforts to become 

more secure and to improve my relationships.  The tension between trusting others not to 

abandon oneself, while also experiencing a longing for connection and a deep bond, 

made much more sense when I began viewing interactions through an attachment lens.  

For example, as a clinician, I have seen couples express a need to feel understood in the 

deepest places of their hearts.  They seem to resonate with a need to belong, and to feel 

loved, wanted, and secure with someone, which is a guiding premise of attachment 

theory.  Professionally, I have also invested in additional couples’ therapy training in 



Texas Tech University, Rachael A. Dansby, May 2018 

 10 

Emotionally Focused Therapy, which is driven by attachment theory. Furthermore, as a 

researcher I am interested in better understanding the mechanisms that make positive 

change possible. 

Study Boundaries 

 This dissertation seeks to examine attachment style change from two distinct 

methodological lenses.  Specifically, the longitudinal growth curve analysis examining 

dyadic attachment style change will only include heterosexual married couples who 

remained married to each other throughout the data collection process.  This is due to 

constraints in the original data set from which I am conducting my secondary analyses. 

For example, there are not enough people in groups other than married (e.g. cohabiting) 

to conduct the appropriate statistical analyses.  Additionally, only heterosexual married 

couples will be included in the study due to the same issue of power related to small 

numbers of same-sex or bisexual couples, in addition to issues of indistinguishability 

when including same-gender dyads.  Further, using heterosexual couples allows me to 

examine gender differences in attachment style change, one of the foci of this 

dissertation. 

The grounded theory study will only inquire about the processes involved in 

participants’ positive changes toward secure attachment.  Because of my interest in 

positive change that ends in secure attachment, this also requires participants currently 

meet the criteria for secure attachment while possessing a history of insecure attachment.  

All people interested in the study who do not meet the above criteria will be excluded 

from participation.  Participants may be or have been affiliated with psychotherapeutic 
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services, in either individual, couple, or family formats, and those meeting the attachment 

style and history criteria who do not have any connection with therapy are also eligible to 

participate.  Including both “clinical” and “non-clinical” participants will allow me to 

compare how contact with therapeutic services may impact attachment change processes.  

Additionally, due to conflicting and inconclusive literature on whether attachment style is 

an individual trait or specific to particular relationships, I will include those who are 

single and those who are or have been in a significant partner relationship. 

Study 1: Dyadic Analysis Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Study 1 was guided by three research questions.  First, what does the average 

trajectory of attachment look like for adult heterosexual couples over five years when 

taking into account relevant controls and theoretically supported predictors?  The 

hypothesis for question 1 was that stressful life events would significantly predict higher 

initial attachment insecurity as well as greater insecurity over time when controlling for 

therapy use, marital instability, marital quality, and demographics (i.e. age, ethnicity, and 

income).  Second, what does the average estimated trajectory of attachment look like for 

adult heterosexual couples who have never had contact with therapy versus those who 

have?  Third, what are the average trajectories of attachment for men and women, and are 

there differences on the basis of gender? The second and third research questions were 

exploratory.  The conditional model hypothesized for Groups 1 (History of Therapy) and 

2 (No History of Therapy) is depicted in Figure 1.2. 
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Figure 1.2. Hypothesized conditional dyadic latent growth model of attachment change, 

grouped by report of history with therapy. Note. H = Husbands, W = Wives. 

Study 2: Grounded Theory Research Questions 

The grand tour research question to be explored in the grounded theory study is: 

How do adults with a history of attachment insecurity become more secure?  Secondary 

research questions include: Does therapy play an important role for participants?  What 

specific conditions make positive attachment change possible? 

Existing Gaps 

 Unfortunately, despite the growth of attachment theory as a research discipline, 

and even with the multi-method investigations into attachment style, there exist some 
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areas that past research failed to address, and a fully-nuanced understanding of 

attachment style change is missing.  In this dissertation, the goal is to understand the 

processes related to positive attachment style change and the multi-year trajectory of 

couple attachment style change, two significant gaps in attachment theory literature. 

Introduction Summary 

 Despite the vast amount of research on attachment theory, there is much to learn 

about attachment style change.  This dissertation seeks to answer some of the existing 

questions by establishing an average rate of dyadic attachment style change over a multi-

year period for both clinical and non-clinical couples as well as develop a tentative theory 

of the process of positive attachment change from insecure to secure styles.  Implications 

will exist for clinicians, researchers, and anyone interested in strengthening their own 

attachment security.  
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CHAPTER II 

 DYADIC GROWTH CURVE ANALYSES OF ATTACHMENT 

STYLE TRAJECTORIES 

Abstract 

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to examine the dyadic trajectory of attachment 

over a multi-year period, to identify a mean trajectory of attachment change in a sample 

of couples with no history of therapy use, and to examine dyadic trajectories of 

attachment change for group and gender differences.  Sample: This study used 294 

heterosexual married couples (78.6% European American).  Ninety-six couples (32.7%) 

had no history of therapy.  Method: Research questions were explored using dyadic 

latent growth curve analyses with existing data.  Results: Results indicate only husbands 

in Group 1 (history of therapy) demonstrated significant attachment change over time, 

toward insecurity.  Couples in Group 2 (no history of therapy) showed no significant 

change.  Independent samples t-tests showed no significant slope differences between 

groups (History of therapy vs. No history of therapy) but revealed gender differences.  

Also, husbands’ initial levels of attachment insecurity were significantly different 

between groups, where Group 2 husbands demonstrated higher initial insecurity.  In the 

path analyses, only the control variables were significant predictors of intercept and slope 

for both men and women regardless of group.  Discussion: Clinicians should assess and 

track the unique stressor events couples cite as important to their personal attachment 

history.  Future research should examine attachment change over time for couples of 

lower SES, more diverse racial stratification, and experiencing more relationship distress.  
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Introduction 

The aim of this study was three-fold: first, to examine the dyadic trajectory of 

attachment change over a longer period than has been examined in previous research; 

second, to identify a mean trajectory of attachment security for couples with no history of 

contact with therapy; and third, to examine couples’ attachment trajectories for gender 

differences.  These aims are important, because 1) literature on attachment change from a 

longitudinal perspective is sparse, 2) literature is virtually non-existent on what 

attachment trajectories look like for couples who have not had contact with any type of 

psychotherapy, and 3) most of the existing literature on attachment change has used 

primarily female samples, leaving attachment change for men largely unknown. 

Literature Review 

Longitudinal Analysis on Attachment Style Change 

The study of change is naturally a longitudinal rather than cross-sectional 

concern, yet only a handful of studies have examined attachment style change 

longitudinally.  In some of the earliest longitudinal examinations of attachment patterns 

across time, researchers found a mix of continuity and change of attachment styles 

(Waters, Hamilton, & Weinfield, 2000b; Waters, Weinfield, & Hamilton, 2000c).  Two 

studies found significant continuity of attachment from infancy through adolescence into 

young adulthood (Hamilton, 2000; Waters, Merrick, Treboux, Crowell, & Albersheim, 

2000a).  However, another study published in the same year found no significant stability 

in a low income, high risk sample (Weinfield, Sroufe, & Egeland, 2000).  Instead, many 

of the participants moved from a security to insecurity.  Those whose attachment changed 
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were differentiated by several factors from those whose attachment did not change, 

including childhood maltreatment, family functioning in adolescence, and maternal 

depression. 

Despite these apparently conflicting findings, Waters et al. (2000b) conclude 

attachment-related life experiences play a role in whether attachment styles change or 

remain stable.  More recently, Lee Raby, Cicchetti, Carlson, Egeland, and Collins (2013) 

conducted a study analyzing data from infancy to young adulthood, examining genetic 

contributions to attachment security stability and change, though they did not specifically 

examine what factors might promote movement from infant insecurity to adult security. 

They did find that variations in oxytocin receptors consistently moderated continuity of 

attachment security from infancy to adulthood.  An overall critique of this body of 

literature is that these studies examined attachment associations using individual data, 

thereby potentially missing a plethora of rich information that could be gleaned by 

examining attachment styles from a dyadic perspective. 

Dyadic Longitudinal Analysis of Attachment Style Change 

In response to the gaps left by individual longitudinal attachment style research, 

there are a small handful of studies that have explored attachment from a dyadic as well 

as longitudinal perspective.  Notably, three studies have used actor-partner 

interdependence models (APIMs) to examine change across a set number of sessions of 

couple therapy (e.g. Johnson et al., 2015; Parker, Johnson, & Ketring, 2012) or therapy-

like conditions (Seedall & Wampler, 2016), and one used hierarchical linear modeling 

(HLM) to examine relationship specific attachment across an average of 21 sessions 
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(ranging from 13-35) of couples therapy (Burgess Moser et al., 2016).  Parker et al. 

(2012) used dyadic analysis to examine the associations between attachment dimensions 

and psychological distress across four sessions of couple therapy.  They found women’s 

avoidance was significantly and positively associated with their own symptom distress as 

well as their partner’s after four sessions of therapy, and men’s avoidance was 

significantly but negatively associated with their partner’s symptom distress.  

Additionally, women’s attachment anxiety showed a significant negative association with 

men’s symptom distress.  Interestingly, neither anxiety nor avoidance in men was 

significantly associated with their own symptom distress.  However, they did not examine 

how attachment styles changed over the course of therapy. 

In another study, Johnson et al. (2015) used dyadic latent growth modeling in 

addition to an APIM model to examine attachment styles and their patterns of change 

across eight sessions of couple therapy.  They found relative stability in both attachment 

anxiety and avoidance across the course of therapy, where only women experienced a 

slight decline in attachment anxiety over time.  Johnson et al. also did not find any 

partner effects for either avoidance or anxiety.  Overall, their findings do not support the 

idea that couple therapy has much effect on attachment style change, though it should be 

noted that the study only used eight sessions and treatment-as-usual with their couples, 

not attachment-specific interventions, which could be one reason, in addition to the short 

length of therapy, why they did not find any changes in attachment. 

Another significant dyadic analysis was conducted by Seedall et al. (2015), who 

used advanced growth mixture modeling to identify if there exist various trajectories of 
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couple attachment during the beginning stages of therapy.  In contrast to the findings of 

Johnson et al. (2015), Seedall et al. (2015) found evidence of psychometrically 

discernable positive attachment-related change over the span of six sessions of EFT, and 

their results showed similar trajectories for anxiety and avoidance when positive change 

does occur.  Specifically, for the high avoidance and low anxiety subgroups, they found 

no significant positive change in the first three sessions, but then saw significant positive 

change in the latter three sessions.  Additionally, they conclude from their findings that 

gender and age for anxiety and age and income for avoidance may contribute to 

attachment style change, though they did not discuss how they might contribute.   

Finally, Burgess Moser et al., (2016) used hierarchical linear modeling to examine 

relationship specific (RS) attachment over a longer duration of couple therapy using EFT.  

Overall, they found the sample experienced significant decreases in attachment avoidance 

over an average of 21.3 sessions (SD = 6.7, ranging from 13 to 35), and for those who 

completed a blamer-softening change event experienced significant decreases in 

attachment anxiety.  What these studies did not examine were attachment change 

processes and mechanisms in non-therapy-seeking samples.  From these studies, a few 

specific factors have been associated with attachment change, but otherwise, attachment 

styles have shown continuity across time (Johnson et al., 2015).  When continuity refers 

to attachment security remaining stable from infancy to adulthood, this is obviously 

desirable.  However, it is less desirable when infants begin their lives with insecure 

attachment associations and carry these into adulthood. 
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Factors Related to Attachment Style Change 

Stressful life events and lifecycle changes.  While there is varying 

documentation on what conditions might allow attachment style to change, most of the 

available literature suggests change is mostly likely to occur if a person experiences an 

extreme negative life event, such as losing a parent to death, experiencing parental 

divorce, facing a life-threatening illness or enduring physical or sexual abuse by a family 

member, having a parent with a psychotic disorder (Davila et al., 1997; Hamilton, 2000; 

Unger & De Luca, 2014; Waters, et al., 2000a) or experiencing a stressful life transition 

(e.g. birth of a child; Davila et al., 1997).   

Intimate partnerships and therapy.  Since the extension of attachment theory to 

include adult love relationships, a few researchers have theorized how intimate partners 

and couple therapy might also influence partners’ attachment style (Johnson, 2002; 

Johnson & Whiffen, 1999).  More recently, some have begun testing these theories, 

showing mixed results regarding direction of change (e.g. Makinen & Johnson, 2006; 

Seedall et al., 2015).  In Makinen and Johnson’s (2006) study examining the efficacy of 

EFT over a period of 12 weeks with 24 couples, they did not find significant attachment 

related change as a result of treatment.  However, Seedall et al. (2015) had couples who 

demonstrated significant increases in attachment security across 8 sessions.  They also 

found that some female partners increased in their attachment anxiety from the first to the 

third session of couple therapy and did not decrease again.  Finally, as discussed earlier, 

Burgess Moser et al. (2016) found improvements in RS attachment in a sample of 

couples who had an average of 21 sessions of EFT, citing the blamer-softening event as 
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responsible for reductions in attachment anxiety.  These mixed results suggest there are 

other variables that explain why some change positively while others do not.  

The variable that may explain why some in the aforementioned studies changed 

positively while others did not is the effect of alternative attachments and time spent in 

therapy.  Saunders et al. (2011) studied new mothers and their babies, categorizing 

attachment styles using the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; George, Kaplan, & Main, 

1996).  In their sample, 13% of the mothers who experienced an attachment style change 

did so in the positive direction.  They found two factors associated with positive change, 

or earned security, which were emotional support from an alternative support figure and 

time spent with a therapist.  Here, emotional support was contrasted with skill-based 

support, and those who changed positively also spent more time in therapy than those 

who did not experience positive attachment shifts.  

Gender.  Gender is another factor that may influence if and how attachment 

changes and for whom.  Early research on attachment style change suggests about 30% of 

women, especially those higher in anxiety, will change styles (Davila et al., 1997).  They 

theorized that change occurs due to more flexible original models of self and other, which 

could be non-specific to one gender.  Since the late 90’s, however, this has not been 

examined further, and it is largely unknown what percentage of men experience a shift in 

attachment style. 

Overall, evidence is mixed on whether attachment styles retain continuity from 

infancy to adulthood or whether they are more malleable (Shorey & Snyder, 2006), 

which suggests there are important variables that shape attachment change trajectories.  
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Given the body of literature introduced above that supports change over time, it is also 

important to continue exploring the role therapy might play in couples’ attachment 

change trajectories. 

Measuring Attachment Style with Self-Report versus Interview Methods 

 An important consideration when examining the conditions of attachment style 

change is how attachment styles are measured.  While there is a fair amount of consensus 

on what it means to be secure or insecure, there has been less agreement about how to 

measure any changes on these dimensions.  Some researchers believe people cannot 

accurately examine their own attachment (in)security, and that the most accurate way to 

assess someone’s attachment style is via a third-party observer.  

In contrast, there are other researchers who believe that attachment styles can be 

measured by having people to report on attachment behaviors with current romantic 

partners (e.g. the BARE, and the ECR).  These self-report measures have shown good 

reliability and validity (Sandberg, Busby, Johnson, & Yoshida, 2012; Sandberg, Novak, 

Davis, & Busby, 2016; Smith & Ng, 2009), suggesting one can obtain trustworthy results, 

even though testing bias can be a threat to internal validity (Brewer, 2000).   

Gaps 

Much of the research conducted on the continuity or change of attachment styles 

over time is now outdated (e.g. Davila et al., 1997, Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Rothbard & 

Shaver, 1994; Waters et al., 2000a, 2000b, 2000c).  Additionally, gaps exist in the 

attachment styles literature, one of which is limited knowledge on the average trajectories 

of attachment style change for adult men and women and the specific factors that 
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influence change of trajectory.  However, dyadic longitudinal data of attachment exists 

and will allow for an examination of adult attachment change, over a longer period of 

time than investigated in previous research (Seedall et al., 2015).  Existing data will also 

allow examination of attachment trajectories for couples with no history of contact with 

any type of therapy, something no dyadic analysis has recorded. 

Given the existing gaps in the literature on attachment change, the purpose of this 

study was to first examine the dyadic trajectory of attachment change over a longer 

period (i.e. 5 years) than has been examined in previous research; second, to identify a 

mean trajectory of attachment security for couples with no history of contact with 

therapy; and third, to examine couples’ attachment trajectories for gender differences. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

This study was guided by three primary research questions. First, what does the 

average trajectory of attachment look like for adult heterosexual couples over five years 

when taking into account relevant controls and theoretically supported predictors?  The 

first hypothesis was, when controlling for marital instability, marital quality, and 

demographics (i.e. age, ethnicity, and income), a higher number of stressful life events 

will significantly predict higher initial attachment insecurity as well as greater insecurity 

over time.  Second, what does the average estimated trajectory of attachment look like for 

adult heterosexual couples who have never had contact with therapy versus those who 

have?  As no literature exists to inform a hypothesis, the second research question was 

exploratory.  That said, the researcher expects from clinical experience that couples with 

a history of therapy will be more secure at Wave 1 and either remain secure or change 
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less negatively than couples with no history of therapy.  Third, what are the average 

trajectories of attachment for men and women, and are there differences on the basis of 

gender?  The third research question was also exploratory.  The conditional model 

hypothesized for Groups 1 (History of Therapy) and 2 (No History of Therapy) is 

depicted in Figure 2. 

Methodology 

Design 

 This study used a dyadic longitudinal latent growth curve design (Kenny et al., 

2006) with existing data from the Flourishing Families Project (FFP), which used a 

sample mirroring the socioeconomic and racial stratification of the local school districts 

of Seattle, WA and Provo, UT.  A dyadic longitudinal design is necessary to test 

prediction while considering the influence partners may have on one another, consistent 

with the interpersonal premises of attachment theory.  Additionally, to examine potential 

gender effects, this study will also use only couples distinguishable by gender. 

Sampling and Participants 

Participants were interviewed during the first eight months of 2007 for Wave 1, 

then interviewed yearly for a second (2008), third (2009), fourth (2010), and fifth time 

(2011); attachment questions were not asked at Wave 2.  As interviewers collected each 

segment of the in-home interviews, questionnaires were screened for missing answers 

and double marking.  This study used N = 294 heterosexual couples who reported being 

married to the same partner throughout all five years of the study (n = 231 from Seattle, 

WA; n = 63 from Provo, UT).  In this sample, 78.6% (n = 232) of partners were both 
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European American, 3.1% (n = 9) were both African American, 1.4% (n = 4) both were 

Asian American, and 0.7% (n = 2) were both Hispanic. Sixteen percent (n = 47) of 

couples were multi-ethnic.  A dummy coded couple ethnicity variable was created where 

1 = Both Partners European American and 0 = All others.  Couple relationship length 

ranged from 3 to 35 years, with a mean of 18 years.  Wives ranged in age from 26-59, 

with a mean of 43.1 years, and husbands ranged in age from 27-62, with a mean of 44.7 

years.  In terms of spousal education, 67.8% of wives and 72.2% of husbands had a 

bachelor’s degree or higher.  On average, this sample reported making $6,464 per month, 

ranging from $1,000 to $70,000.  

Latent Outcome Measure 

Adult attachment.  The attachment styles of each partner were assessed using 

eight items from the Revised Experiences in Close Relationships Questionnaire (ECR-R; 

Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000) related to anxious and avoidant attachment styles.  The 

ECR-R is made up of two subscales (anxiety and avoidance), each consisting of 18 items. 

For this study, 4 items were taken from each subscale due to a concern about 

questionnaire length.  Wording was changed from “a partner”/ “romantic partners” to 

“my partner,” given the original researchers’ desire to explore relationship specific 

attachment.  Responses ranged on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 

(strongly agree), where 4 acted as a neutral anchor distinguishing security (scores 1 - 3) 

from insecurity (scores 5 - 7).  Higher scores on questions 1-4 indicate higher levels of 

anxious attachment, while higher scores on questions 5-8 indicate higher levels of 

avoidant attachment.  Sample questions include, “I often worry that my partner will not 
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want to stay with me” and “I feel comfortable sharing my private thoughts and feelings 

with my partner.”  Reliability of attachment items for wives at Wave 1 were α = .86 and α 

= .85 for husbands; at Wave 3, α = .85 for wives and α = .85 for husbands; at Wave 4, α = 

.88 for wives and α = .85 for husbands; at Wave 5, α = .89 for wives and α = .87 for 

husbands.  Mean scores of the entire measure (all 8 items) at each assessment wave were 

used as the indicators of the latent intercept and slope in the growth curve analyses. 

Grouping Variable: History of Therapy 

Several questions regarding the couple’s use of therapy services were created by 

the FFP research team to understand participants’ use of professional clinical services.  

Couples responded dichotomously (1 = yes or 0 = no) to the question, “Have you 

previously been in therapy or counseling” at Wave 1.  The History of Therapy variable 

was used as a grouping characteristic in the longitudinal regression analyses, where the 

model was examined for those who have never had therapy and again for those where at 

least one partner had sought therapy prior to the study. 

Time-Invariant Covariates 

 Therapy during the study.  At Waves 2-5, respondents were asked to answer 

“yes” or “no” to, “Have you been in therapy or counseling in the last year?”  Responses 

were then categorized as the “Therapy Use” variable.  This was intended to measure the 

association between going to therapy during the study and couples’ attachment style 

change. 

Stressful life events.  Couples’ experiences of stressful life events were assessed 

using 8 items from Johnson’s (1986) Stressor Events Scale.  Items included five possible 
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stressors and life transitions: “death of a child,” “birth of a child,” “serious illness or 

injury in the family,” “death of a parent,” and “loss of a job.”  Continuous total scores of 

stressful life events at Wave 1 were used as a time-invariant independent variable in the 

latent growth analyses, where higher scores indicate more stressful events experienced in 

the last year or ever. 

Control Variables 

Marital quality.  Marital quality at Wave 1 was assessed using a 5-item modified 

version of the Quality Marriage Index (Norton, 1983). The responses were based on a 6-

point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 6 (very strongly agree). 

Items included, “My relationship with my partner makes me happy” and “My 

relationship with my partner is very stable.”  Higher scores indicate higher perceived 

marital quality.  Berg, Trost, Schneider, and Allison (2001) found reliability for males 

and females combined to be α = .95. Reliability tests in this sample at Wave 1 showed 

coefficients for wives to be α = .97, and for husbands, α = .97.  Mean scores from the 

Marital Quality measure at Wave 1 were used as a time-invariant control variable in the 

latent growth analyses. 

Marital instability.  Marital instability was measured using a three-item measure 

from the RELATE assessment battery (Busby, Holman, Taniguchi, 2001).  Using a five-

point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often), respondents answered 

questions such as, “How often have you and your partner discussed ending your 

relationship (or marriage)?” Higher scores indicate higher rates of instability within the 

marriage or relationship.  Busby et al. (2001) found Cronbach’s Alpha reliability 
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coefficients to be α = .81 (male) and α = .82 (female). Test-retest reliability was α = .78 

(Busby et al., 2001).  Reliability for this sample revealed α = .62 for women and α = .66 

for men.  Mean scores from the Marital Instability measure at Wave 1 were used as a 

time-invariant control variable in the latent growth curve analyses. 

Demographics.  Demographic items were used as controls for this sample.  They 

include gender (dummy coded as 0 = male, 1 = female), age, race/ethnicity (dummy 

coded as 1 = European American and 0 = Non-European-American), data collection site 

(2 = Provo, UT and 1 = Seattle, WA), and income, all measured at Wave 1 only. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

The primary goal of this study was to examine the average attachment change for 

couples over a 5-year period, primarily for those who had never used psychotherapeutic 

services, and comparing their average attachment trajectory with couples who reported 

some type of therapy use before the study began.  To do this, we used latent growth curve 

modeling with a grouping analysis using the open-sourced latent modeling program R 

3.1.0 statistical software (R Core Team, 2017).  Latent growth curve (LGC) modeling is 

typically used to establish an average trajectory of change in a given sample, and dyadic 

growth curve modeling also avoids the problems associated with disregarding non-

independence (Kenny et al., 2006).  

Assumption testing.  Growth model assumptions were tested to determine the 

best fitting latent model of attachment change before adding any predictors to the model 

(Kenny et al., 2006).  A basic assumption of LGC modeling is that the average starting 

values (intercepts) and rate of change (slope) in a sample will demonstrate 
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homoscedasticity, meaning the variability of individual intercepts and slopes will not 

significantly differ from the mean of the sample.  Assumption testing of our sample, 

however, revealed heteroscedasticity, suggesting there are other variables that may 

account for differing starting points and rates of change in couples’ attachment style 

trajectories.  Further, a CFI change test revealed that the model allowing for 

heteroscedasticity was a significantly better fit to the data than the model that specified 

homoscedasticity.  Therefore, the researcher used the model allowing for 

heteroscedasticity as the basic, or unconditional, model. 

Specification.  The sem() function in R was used to fit a latent basis growth 

model.  Wave 1 attachment means were used for the intercepts (λ = 0) of wives’ and 

husbands’ attachment insecurity, and the latent indicators of attachment insecurity for 

each time point were each set at 0*1 for husbands and wives, according to the sem() 

script requirements in R.  The slopes for wives’ and husbands’ attachment insecurity 

trajectories were specified so that Wave 1 was set to λ = 0, Wave 3 was set to λ = 2, 

Wave 4 was set to λ = 3, and Wave 5 was set to λ = 4 (Kenny et al., 2006). 

Identification and estimation.  Model fit was assessed via χ2, Robust CFI and 

TLI, and Robust RMSEA indices according to the recommendations of Kenny et al. 

(2006).  According to Kenny et al., χ2 indicates exact fit, determined by a nonsignificant 

p-value, and CFI, TLI, and RMSEA indicate fit relative to the χ2 value.  Maximum 

likelihood (ML) was used to account for missing data, and maximum likelihood 

estimation with robust standard errors (MLR) was used to estimate the model’s 
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parameters (Kline, 2011).  MLR as an estimator allows a model to detect even small 

effects in a sample where there is also missing data (Muthén & Muthén, 2012). 

Testing.  Multiple unconditional models were first tested.  Unconditional model 

testing provides a baseline from which to compare conditional (hypothesized) models 

using literature-derived predictor and control variables (Kline, 2011).  The unconditional 

models examined decontextualized attachment intercepts and slopes for the entire sample 

(N = 294) and for each group (n1 = 96, n2 = 198).  Participant couples were grouped 

according to their endorsement of attending therapy prior to the beginning of data 

collection.  Participants couples were dummy coded as 0 or 1, where 0 = neither partner 

ever attended any kind of therapy (Group 1), and 1 = either one or both partners had 

attended therapy (Group 2).  After testing the unconditional models, variance was left 

unaccounted for, prompting the testing of conditional models with hypothesized 

predictors and controls. 

In the conditional model without the group analysis, variables such as the “use of 

therapy during the study by either partner,” “history of therapy use by either partner,” 

“marital quality at Wave 1,” “marital instability at Wave 1,” and the sum total of 

“stressful events experienced in the last year or ever” were examined as possible 

predictors of husbands’ and wives’ attachment trajectories.  In the conditional model with 

the group analysis, all variables above except “history of therapy use” were used as 

predictors of attachment style change (since “history of therapy use” was used instead as 

the grouping variable).  In the regression analyses, actor and partner effects were added to 

all predictor variables where there was an individual score for each partner (i.e. all except 
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couple ethnicity and monthly income), so that the effects of the variables when regressed 

onto the intercept and slope were set to be equal.  This added parsimony to the model, 

and a CFI difference test revealed the more parsimonious model had better fit to the data 

than a model without actor and partner effects. 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics for each variable in the analyses are displayed in Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1. Couple Attachment Variables, Couple Demographic Variables, and 

Control Variables: Descriptive Statistics (N = 294). 

Variables M SD Range  

H Attachment W1 2.23 1.07 1 - 7 .85 

W Attachment W1 1.99 1.00 1 - 7 .86 

H Attachment W3 2.32 1.07 1 - 7 .85 

W Attachment W3 2.13 1.06 1 - 7 .85 

H Attachment W4 2.35 1.04 1 - 7 .85 
W Attachment W4 2.20 1.10 1 - 7 .88 

H Attachment W5 2.37 1.14 1 - 7 .87 

W Attachment W5 2.26 1.20 1 - 7 .89 

History of Therapy W1 .67 .47 0 - 1  

H Therapy Use .31 .46 0 - 1  

W Therapy Use .31 .47  0 - 1   

H Stressful Eventsa 2.69 1.44 0 - 5 .39 

W Stressful Events 2.72 1.41 0 - 5 .43 

H Marital Quality W1 5.20 .96 1 - 6 .97 

W Marital Quality W1 5.16 1.02 1 - 6 .97 

H Marital Instability W1 3.33 1.50 1 – 5 .66 

W Marital Instability W1 3.67 1.52 1 - 5 .62 

Couple Ethnicityb W1 .79 .41 0 - 1  

H Agec W1 44.7 5.76 27 - 62  

W Age W1 43.1 5.40 26 - 59  

Couple Incomed W1 $6,464 $4,871 $1k–$70k  

Site 1.21 .41 1 - 2  

Note. aStressful Events: cumulative score. bCouple ethnicity: 0 = non-Caucasian, 1 = 

European American. cAge: measured in years. dCouple income: combined gross monthly 

income. Site: 2 = Provo, UT, 1 = Seattle, WA. 
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Bivariate Correlations 

Group 1.  Additionally, bivariate correlations were computed for each group 

between raw attachment insecurity mean scores for husbands and wives at each Wave 

and all predictor and control variables to examine the associative relationship between the 

variables of interest.  Table 2.2 displays the bivariate correlation results for Group 1, 

“History of Therapy.” 

Table 2.2. Bivariate Correlations of Wife/Husband Attachment and Continuous 

Variables for History of Therapy (Group 1) (n = 198). 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Attach 1 (W) 1        

2. Attach 1 (H)  .50*** 1       

3. Attach 3 (W)  .71***  .50*** 1      

4. Attach 3 (H)  .45***  .70***  .60*** 1     

5. Attach 4 (W)  .72***  .52***  .83***  .61*** 1    

6. Attach 4 (H)  .46***  .69***  .56***  .79***  .63*** 1   

7. Attach 5 (W)  .61***  .46***  .74***  .51***  .77***  .54*** 1  

8. Attach 5 (H)  .34***  .61***  .47***  .75***  .53***  .82***  .49*** 1 

9. Stress 1 (W)  .16*  .04  .12  .09  .23***  .06  .26***  .05 

10. Stress 1 (H)  .03  .02  .05  .01  .11 -.02  .09 -.03 

11. Instability 1 (W)  .67***  .53***  .52***  .44***  .52***  .39***  .45***  .32*** 

12. Instability 1 (H)  .55***  .66***  .47***  .57***  .49***  .53***  .46***  .45*** 

13. Marital Quality 1 

(W) 

-.65*** -.57*** -.53*** -.44*** -.57*** -.50*** -50*** -.41*** 

14. Marital Quality 1 

(H) 

-.39*** -.60*** -.41*** -.60*** -.45*** -.57*** -.39*** -.53*** 

18. Age 1 (W)  .04  .04 -.01  .02  .05  .00 -.01 -.01 

19. Age 1 (H) -.03 -.03 -.05 -.08 -.01 -.05 -.02 -.08 

20. Dyadic Income 1 -.15* -.18** -.12 -.09 -.08 -.09 -.13 -.12 

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001; W = wives, H = husbands; Attach = attachment 

insecurity; Therapy Study = reported use of therapy during the study; Stress = Total 

number of stress events experienced in the last year or ever; Instability = Marital 

instability; Income = total combined income of both spouses per month. 

The number of stressful life events experienced by husbands in the last year or 

ever were not significantly correlated with their or their spouses’ attachment scores at any 
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time point.  Additionally, in Group 1, only wives’ mean attachment at Waves 4 (r = .23, p 

< .001) and 5 (r = .26, p < .001) significantly associated with their own number of 

stressful life events reported at Wave 1.  None of the demographic variables chosen from 

previous literature demonstrated significant correlations with husbands’ and wives’ mean 

attachment at any Wave except for income, which was significantly correlated for both 

spouses only at Wave 1 (rw = -.15, p < .05; rh = -.18, p < .01).   

Group 2.  Table 2.3 displays the bivariate correlations of attachment insecurity 

for husbands and wives with all predictor and control variables for Group 2, or the No 

History of Therapy Group. 

Table 2.3. Bivariate Correlations of Wife/Husband Attachment & Continuous 

Variables for No History of Therapy (Group 2) (n = 96). 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Attach 1 (W) 1        

2. Attach 1 (H) .31** 1       

3. Attach 3 (W) .07*** .32** 1      

4. Attach 3 (H) .51*** .65*** .53*** 1     

5. Attach 4 (W) .74*** .25* .70*** .47*** 1    

6. Attach 4 (H) .47*** .51*** .41*** .59*** .44*** 1   

7. Attach 5 (W) .63*** .23* .65*** .49*** .76*** .48*** 1  

8. Attach 5 (H) .55*** .42*** .48*** .61*** .48*** .74*** .61*** 1 

9. Stress 1 (W)  .02 -.03 .13 -.02 .14 .00 .05 .05 

10. Stress 1 (H) -.23* .04 -.05 -.03 -.18 -.12 -.18 -.20* 

11. Instability 1 (W) .54*** .36*** .48*** .48*** .44*** .31** .42*** .40*** 

12. Instability 1 (H) .18 .54*** .15 .51*** .15 .34*** .16 .39*** 

13. Marital Quality 1 

      (W) 

-.33*** -.26** -.30** -.30** -.28** -.25* -.22* -.22* 

14. Marital Quality 1    

(H) 

-.29** -.66*** -.23* -.47*** -.27** -.40*** -.23* -.42*** 

15. Age 1 (W) -.02 -.12 -.02 -.16 -.02 -.07 .05 -.15 

16. Age 1 (H) -.07 -.08 -.02 -.07 -.03 .02 .16 -.03 

27. Dyadic Income 1 .06 .10 .16 .08 .04 .09 .16 .06 

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001; W = wives, H = husbands; Attach = attachment 

insecurity; Stress = Total number of stress events experienced in the last year or ever; 
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Instability = Marital instability; Income = total combined income of both spouses per 

month. 

 Similar to husbands’ in Group 1, Group 2 wives’ report at Wave 1 of the number 

of stressful life events experienced in the last year or ever did not significantly associate 

with either their own or their spouses’ mean attachment scores at any wave.  However, 

husbands’ report of stressful life events at Wave 1 significantly correlated with their 

wives’ mean attachment at Wave 1 (r = -.23, p < .05) and their own mean attachment at 

Wave 5 (r = -.20, p < .05).  None of the demographic variables were significantly 

associated with husbands’ or wives’ mean attachment at any time point. 

Unconditional Model Results 

Dyadic growth curves of husbands’ and wives’ attachment insecurity were 

estimated in the same model.  The unconditional models with and without the group 

analysis showed excellent fit to the data.  See Table 2.4 for fit indices. 

Table 2.4. Model Fit Indices for Unconditional and Conditional Dyadic Growth 

Curves of Attachment Insecurity. 

 χ2(p-value) df Robust 

CFI 

Robust 

TLI 

Robust RMSEA  

(90% C. I.) 

No Grouping Model (N = 294) 

Unconditional 18.70 (p = .66) 22 1.00 1.003 .00 (.00 - .05) 

Conditional 111.96 (p = .33) 106 .998 .995 .01 (.00 - .04) 

“History of Therapy” Model (Group 1) (n = 198) 

Unconditional 18.99 (p = .39) 44 .999 .998 .02 (.00 - .07) 

Conditional 108.08 (p = .05) 160 .989 .975 .04 (.00 - .06) 

“No History of Therapy” Model (Group 2) (n = 96) 

Unconditional 26.95 (p = .39) 44 .999 .998 .02 (.00 - .07) 

Conditional 82.94 (p = .05) 160 .989 .975 .04 (.00 - .06) 
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Unconditional intercept and slope without grouping.  To examine 

decontextualized average attachment change for the entire sample, the researcher tested 

an unconditional model.  On average, husbands’ attachment insecurity scores at Wave 1 

(the intercept) were low but significant, where the mean estimate for the sample was b = 

2.24 (β = 2.39, p < .001).  Wives’ average attachment estimates at Wave 1 (intercept) 

were low, though also significant, averaging b = 2.00 (β = 2.32, p < .001).  On average, 

husbands’ attachment insecurity was estimated to increase by b = .03 units each year (β = 

.19, p < .05), and wives’ attachment insecurity was estimated to increase at a rate of b = 

.07 units (β = .52, p < .001) each year. 

Unconditional intercept and slope with grouping.  On average, wives in Group 

1 (History of Therapy) displayed initial attachment insecurity levels of b = 2.10 (β = 2.40, 

p < .001), and husbands in Group 1 had a Wave 1 average of 2.37 (β = 2.42, p < .001).  

Wives significantly increased in their attachment insecurity over time at a rate of b = .07 

units (β = 0.58, p < .001).  Husbands in Group 1, on the other hand, did not display 

change significantly different from no change (b = .02, β = .12, p = .29), indicating they 

remained relatively secure throughout the study.  In Group 2 (No History of Therapy), 

wives had an intercept estimate of b = 1.82 units out of 7.00 (β = 2.14, p < .001) of 

attachment insecurity at Wave 1, and husbands reported similar levels of attachment 

insecurity (b = 1.94, β = 2.40, p < .001).  In Group 2, husbands displayed a significant 

increase in attachment insecurity at a rate of b = .08 units (β = .33, p < .01) each year, and 

wives also significantly increased in their attachment insecurity at a rate of b = .04 units 

(β = .30, p < .05) each year.  Unconditional intercept results show that couples in both 
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groups were fairly secure at Wave 1, with scores below the 4.00 anchor.  Table 2.1 

displays fit indices for each model at the unconditional and conditional levels of analyses. 

Conditional Model Results: No Grouping 

The first hypothesis was stressful life events would significantly predict higher 

initial attachment insecurity as well as greater insecurity over time, when controlling for 

marital instability, marital quality, and demographics (i.e. age, ethnicity, income, and 

site).  To test hypothesis 1, all predictor and control variables were added to the 

unconditional model.  Robust model fit indices for the model without grouping showed 

good fit to the data.  In this model, however, neither husbands’ nor wives’ slopes 

displayed change significantly different from no change in their attachment security.  

With that in mind, interpretation of regression results related to the dyads’ slopes is 

limited. Figure 2.1 displays the conditional model using the entire sample, highlighting 

the significant paths. 
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Figure 2.1. Latent basis growth model with predictors and controls - No Groups. Note. 

Solid lines indicate significant paths. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

Path analyses: No grouping.  Continuous total scores of stressful life events 

were not significant predictors for husbands’ or wives’ intercepts and slopes, and 

hypothesis 1 was not supported.  However, husbands’ report of marital instability (b = 

.90, β = .50, p < .001) and marital quality (b = -.33, β = -.24, p < .001) at Wave 1, and 

wives’ report of marital quality at Wave 1 (b = -.11, β = -.13, p < .01) all significantly 

associated with husbands’ intercepts of attachment insecurity.  Similarly, wives report of 

marital quality (b = -.33, β = -.36, p < .001) and instability (b = .90, β = .50, p < .001) and 

husbands’ report of marital quality were all significant predictors of wives’ intercepts of 
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attachment insecurity.  Husbands report of marital instability at Wave 1 (b = -.12, β = -

.27, p = .001) and couple ethnicity (b = -.08, β = -.16, p < .05) were the only significant 

predictors of their own slope of attachment.  Similarly, wives’ report of marital instability 

(b = -.11, β = -.37, p = .001) was the only significant predictor of their own slope of 

attachment.  Table 2.2 below displays the path coefficients for the model estimating 

attachment change for the entire sample, without grouping. 

Table 2.5. Conditional Linear Growth Model Predicting Attachment Trajectories 

for Husbands and Wives: No Grouping (N = 294). 

  Wives Husbands 

  Intercept Slope Intercept Slope 

Predictor 

Variables 

β b(SE) β b(SE) β b(SE) β b(SE) 

History of 

Therapya 

 .02  .03(.06) -.02 -.01(.02) -.08 -.15(.07)* -.01 -.00(.02) 

History of 

Therapyb 

-.08 -.15(.07)* -.01 -.00(.02)  .02  .03(.06) -.02 -.01(.02) 

Within-Study 

Therapy Usea 

-.00 -.01(.09)  .20  .06(.04)  .07  .13(.09) -.00 -.00(.04 

Within-Study 

Therapy Useb 

 .07  .13(.09) -.00 -.00(.04 -.00 -.01(.09)  .20  .06(.04) 

Stressful Life 

Eventsa 

 .03  .02(.02)  .05  .01(.01) -.02 -.02(.02)  .10  .01(.01) 

Stressful Life 

Eventsb 

-.02 -.02(.02)  .10  .01(.01)  .03   .02(.02)  .05  .01(.01) 

Marital 

Instabilitya 

 .50  .90(.12)*** -.37 -.12(.03)*** -.01 -.02(.10)  .01  .00(.03) 

Marital 

Instabilityb 

-.01 -.02(.10)  .01  .00(.03)  .50  .90(.12)*** -.37 -.12(.03)*** 

Marital 

Qualitya 

-.36 -.33(.06)***  .01  .00(.01) -.12 -.11(.04)** -.12 -.02(.01) 

Marital 

Qualityb 

-.12 -.11(.04)** -.12 -.02(.01) -.36 -.33(.06)***  .01  .00(.01) 

Agea  .01  .00(.01) -.05 -.00(.00)  .02  .00(.01) -.01 -.00(.00) 

Ageb  .02  .00(.01) -.01 -.00(.00)  .01  .00(.01) -.05 -.00(.00) 

Couple 

Ethnicityc 

-.03 -.06(.11)  .05  .02(.03)  .07  .16(.09) -.16 -.08(.04)* 

Monthly 

Income 

-.01 -.01(.03)  .01  .00(.01) -.07 -.06(.04) -.06  .01(.01) 

Site -.02 -.05(.11) -.08 -.03(.03) -.02 -.04(.11) -.12 -.05(.03) 



Texas Tech University, Rachael A. Dansby, May 2018 

 38 

Note. a = Wives, b = Husbands. cCouple Ethnicity: 1 = Both European American, 0 = All 

Others. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

Grouping Results 

The second research question was “What are the average estimated trajectories of 

attachment for adult heterosexual couples who have never had contact with therapy 

versus those who have?”  To explore this question, first a grouping analysis was added to 

the conditional model.  Robust model fit indices when using a grouping analysis showed 

good fit to the data (See Table 2.4). Group 1 had a χ2 = 108.079 and Group 2 

demonstrated a χ2 = 82.936.  Figure 2.2 displays the latent growth model for Group 1, 

couples where either one or both partners had a history with therapy services. 
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Figure 2.2. Latent basis growth model with predictors and controls - Group 1 (History of 

Therapy). Note: Solid lines indicate significant paths. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

Group 1 path analyses.  When the conditional model was examined by group, 

husbands who reported a history of therapy use by either themselves, their partner, or 

both (Group 1) displayed significant increase in attachment insecurity over the five waves 

of the study.  Husbands in Group 1 began at a mean estimated intercept of b = 2.95 (β = 

3.11, p < .01), and showed an estimated increase in slope at a rate of b = .49 (β = 2.88, p 

< .05) per year, ending the study at an estimated mean of b = 4.91.  Unlike husbands in 

Group 1, wives did not show any significant change in their levels of attachment 

insecurity in the conditional model.  Wives in Group 1 had an estimated attachment 
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insecurity intercept of b = 2.99 (β = 3.20, p < .01) at Wave 1 and displayed a non-

significant slope of b = .39 (β = 2.62, p = .075), which indicates the change they 

experienced was not significantly different from zero.  Table 2.6 displays the 

unstandardized and standardized path coefficients for Group 1. 

Table 2.6. Conditional Linear Growth Model Predicting Attachment Trajectories 

for Husbands and Wives: Group 1 (n = 198). 

  Wives Husbands 

  Intercept Slope Intercept Slope 

Predictor 

Variables 

β(S

E) 

b(SE) β(S

E) 

b(SE) β(SE) b(SE) β(SE) b(SE) 

Within-Study 

Therapy Usea 

-.03 -.06(.10)  .17  .06(.04)  .05  .10(.10)  .08  .03(.04) 

Within-Study 

Therapy Useb 

.05 .10(.10)  .08  .03(.04) -.03 -.06(.10)  .17  .06(.04) 

Stressful Life 

Eventsa 

 .01  .01(.03)  .08  .01(.01) -.00 -.00(.03)  .09  .01(.01) 

Stressful Life 

Eventsb 

-.00 -.00(.03)  .09  .01(.01)  .01  .01(.03)  .08  .01(.01) 

Marital 

Instabilitya 

 .46  .84(.15)*** -.38 -.13(.04)**  .01  .01(.13) -.07 -.02(.04) 

Marital 

Instabilityb 

 .01  .01(.13) -.07 -.02(.04)  .46  .84(.15)*** -.38 -.13(.04)** 

Marital 

Qualitya 

-.39 -.36(.08)*** -.05 -.01(.02) -.12 -12(.05)* -.15 -.03(.02) 

Marital 

Qualityb 

-.12 -12(.05)* -.15 -.03(.02) -.39 -.36(.08)*** -.05 -.01(.02) 

Agea  .02  .00(.01) -.10 -.00(.00) -.00 -.00(.01) -.01 -.00(.00) 

Ageb -.00 -.00(.01) -.01 -.00(.00)  .02  .00(.01) -.10 -.00(.00) 

Couple 

Ethnicityc 

-.01 -.02(.14)  .06  .02(.04)  .06  .16(.12) -.13 -.06(.04) 

Monthly 

Income 

-.02 -.02(.03)  .03  .00(.01) -.05 -.04(.04)  .11  .02(30)* 

Site -.06 -.14(.15)  .04 .02(.04) -.05 -.12(.17) -.10 -.05(.04) 

Note. a = Wives, b = Husbands. cCouple Ethnicity: 1 = Both European American, 0 = All 

Others. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.  

Figure 2.3 below introduces the conditional model for Group 2, highlighting the 

significant paths. 
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Figure 2.3. Latent basis growth model with predictors and controls - Group 2 (No History 

of Therapy). Note. Solid lines indicate significant paths. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

Group 2 path analyses.  Husbands who reported no history of therapy use 

(Group 2) did not display significant change in their attachment scores over time.  They 

began, on average, at b = 4.16 (β = 5.10, p < .001) out of 7.00 at Wave 1 and virtually 

remained at that level throughout the study, with a non-significant estimated slope (b = -

.54, β = -2.34, p = .26).  Likewise, wives in Group 2 (i.e. no history of therapy use) did 

not display significant change over time (b = -.36, β = -2.69, p = .31).  They began the 

study at an average of b = 3.34 units (β = 4.10, p < .01), and essentially remained there 
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throughout the study.  Table 2.7 displays the unstandardized and standardized path 

coefficients for Group 2. 

Table 2.7. Conditional Linear Growth Model Predicting Attachment Trajectories 

for Husbands and Wives: Group 2 (n = 96). 

  Wives Husbands 

  Intercept Slope Intercept Slope 

Predictor 

Variables 

β b(SE) β b(SE) β b(SE) β b(SE) 

Within-Study 

Therapy Usea 

 .16  .36(.28) -.16 -.06(.08) -.02 -.05(.21) -.31 -.21(.12) 

Within-Study 

Therapy Useb 

 .09  .20(.26)  .04  .01(.06)  .04  .31(.19)  .21  .13(.12) 

Stressful Life 

Eventsa 

 .15  .09(.05) .07 .01(.02)  .02  .01(.05)  .01  .00(.02) 

Stressful Life 

Eventsb 

-.10 -.05(.04) .02 .00(.01)  .08  .04(.05) -.25 -.04(.02)* 

Marital 

Instabilitya 

 .50 1.05(.27)*** -.03 -.01(.04)  .12  .25(.16)  .15  .09(.09) 

Marital 

Instabilityb 

-.29 -.61(.24)* .07 .03(.01)  .17  .35(.24)  .04  .03(.10) 

Marital 

Qualitya 

-.17 -.14(.09) .09 .01(.01)  .02  .01(.05) -.12 -.02(.02) 

Marital 

Qualityb 

-.24 -.31(.12)** .02 .00(.03) -.52 -.66(.13)***  .30  .12(.06) 

Agea -.23 -.04(.02) .49 .01(.01) -.20 -.04(.02)  .24  .01(.01) 

Ageb  .25  .04(.02)* -.22 -.01(.01)  .19  .03(.02) -.12 -.01(.01) 

Couple 

Ethnicityc 

-.14 -.26(.15) .00 .00(.05)  .06  .12(.12) -.08 -.04(.06) 

Monthly 

Income 

 .04  .06(.18) -.00 -.00(.05) -.05 -.07(.14) -.08 -.04(.05) 

Site  .15  .26(.17) -.29 -.08(.05)  .10  .18(.16) -.12 -.06(.07) 

Note. a = Wives, b = Husbands. cCouple Ethnicity: 1 = Both European American, 0 = All 

Others. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

Comparing Group Differences 

Intercept differences.  To test for significant differences between the intercepts 

of husbands and wives’ attachment in Group 1 versus husbands and wives in Group 2, the 

researcher conducted two independent samples t-tests, one for wives and one for 

husbands.  Assuming equal variances, independent samples t-test for husbands’ estimated 
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intercepts of attachment of Groups 1 and 2 showed the groups to be significantly different 

(t = -8.88, p < .001, 90% C.I.: 0.94 to 1.48).  Results from the t-test analysis for husbands 

also showed Group 1’s estimated attachment intercept to be statistically greater than 

Group 2 (p < .001).  A comparison of wives using an independent samples t-test revealed 

the two groups were not significantly different (t = -4.81, p > .05, C.I.: -.35 to -.35). 

Slope differences.  Despite the significant intercept differences between the 

groups (when comparing husbands to husbands and wives to wives), independent 

samples t-tests showed no significant group differences (thusbands = -1.70, p = .09; twives = 

1.62, p = .11). 

Comparing Gender Differences 

Intercept differences.  The third research question was, “What are the average 

trajectories of attachment for men and women, and are there differences on the basis of 

gender?”  To explore whether differences exist between husbands’ and wives’ estimated 

intercepts of attachment insecurity in each model, the researcher used independent 

samples t-tests, assuming unequal variances.  For the model without the grouping 

variable, husbands’ intercepts were not significantly different from their wives in their 

estimated attachment (t = -3.70, p > .05).  For the “History of Therapy” Group (Group 1), 

independent samples t-test revealed no significant differences between husbands and 

wives estimated intercepts of attachment insecurity (t = -0.75, p > .05).  Finally, for the 

“No History of Therapy” Group, an independent samples t-test revealed no significant 

differences between husbands and wives’ estimated intercepts of attachment insecurity (t 

= 10.35, p > .05). 
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Slope differences.  While there were no significant differences in attachment 

slopes between husbands and wives in each group, independent samples t-tests of 

attachment slopes revealed significant gender differences.  In Group 1, husbands’ slopes 

were statistically less than wives (t = 4.76, p < .001), and in Group 2, husbands’ slopes 

were also statistically less than wives (t = 5.43, p < .001).  Independent samples t-tests 

suggest there may be gender differences in attachment change, where husbands change at 

a slower rate than wives. 

Discussion 

Overview 

 Dyadic longitudinal analyses of attachment style change show this sample of 

heterosexual married couples as beginning the study relatively secure at intercept (with 

means < 4.00) but slowly rising over time when examined apart from contextual factors 

such as marital quality and instability, demographics, and theoretically supported 

variables.  The same held true for the models ran per group.  Interestingly, however, 

when these contextual factors were added to the LGC model with the entire sample, as 

well as for the models applied per group, most significant effects on the slopes 

disappeared.  Only husbands in Group 1 displayed change significantly different from 

zero after controls and predictors were added.  With that in mind, the findings are 

discussed in light of the research questions and hypotheses. 

Study Contributions 

Research question 1 and hypothesis 1.  The first research question asked, “What 

is the average trajectory of attachment for adult heterosexual couples when taking into 
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account relevant controls and theoretically supported predictors?”  The researcher 

hypothesized that when controlling for marital instability, marital quality, and 

demographics (i.e. age, ethnicity, and income), stressful life events would significantly 

predict higher initial attachment insecurity as well as greater insecurity over time.  In the 

model ran for the entire sample, contrary to expectations, the number of stressful life 

events reported by husbands and wives at Wave 1 was not a significant predictor of a 

higher intercept of attachment insecurity or the slope of attachment over time.  Thus, the 

first hypothesis was not supported by the data.  In past literature, stressful life events and 

transitions have been implicated as reasons why people become more insecurely attached 

(see Davila et al., 1997; Hamilton, 2000; Unger & De Luca, 2014; Waters, et al., 2000a).  

One possible reason why my findings do not align with existing literature is that perhaps 

the effects of stressful life events or transitions are not so much in the total number 

experienced over time but in the qualitative impact of particular events on a person’s felt 

sense of security, which point to measurement issues in the stressor events scale, 

discussed further in the context of study limitations. 

Research question 2.  The second research question asked, “What is the average 

estimated trajectory for adult heterosexual couples who have never had contact with 

therapy versus those who have?”  Results demonstrated only husbands in Group 1 had a 

slope significantly different from no change, and all others demonstrated continuity of 

attachment across the course of the study.  Couples in Group 2 did not significantly 

change in their attachment, which could be an indicator they were not clinically 

distressed to have sought therapy.  Additionally, as t-tests showed, only husbands 
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intercepts were significantly different; wives in both groups were not significantly 

different from one another.  With that in mind, it appears that for wives in this sample, 

whether they or their spouse had ever sought therapy was not an important factor in their 

estimated intercepts of attachment insecurity.  However, history of therapy-use by either 

husbands or their wives does seem to be an important factor in understanding husbands’ 

initial estimated attachment.  What t-test results also suggest is that husbands from Group 

1, where either they or their wives had ever sought therapy, had a statistically higher 

estimated intercept of attachment insecurity than husbands who had never attended 

therapy.  While we cannot know what type of therapy husbands/wives in Group 1 had 

contact with prior to the study, these results do not necessarily suggest that contact with 

therapy adversely affected their attachment security. 

Use of therapy during the study.  In addition to examining couples’ history of 

therapy contact, the researcher also tested whether beginning therapy during the study 

was a predictor of attachment intercept and slope for the entire sample as well as for both 

groups.  Results indicated that whether husbands or wives began therapy during the study 

was not significantly associated with either their intercepts of attachment or their slopes.  

Similar to the History of Therapy variable, “Therapy Use during the Study” was a 

dichotomous variable based on participants’ endorsing “yes” or “no” to the question, 

“Did you go to therapy in the past year?”  With this information, the researcher can only 

conclude that attendance or lack thereof in some type of therapy is insufficient to 

significantly affect attachment change. 



Texas Tech University, Rachael A. Dansby, May 2018 

 47 

Research question 3.  My third research question asked if there were gender 

differences in how attachment changes.  Independent samples t-tests revealed there were 

no significant differences between the intercepts of husbands’ and wives’ attachment 

insecurity for either group as well or for the entire sample.  However, independent 

samples t-tests revealed significant slope differences between husbands and wives, where 

wives had a greater slope.  This finding is interesting, because all wives’ conditional 

slopes showed continuity, not change, whereas husbands in Group 1 demonstrated 

significant change.  From an attachment theory perspective, which asserts that attachment 

is universal (Bowlby, 1958, 1969/1982), perhaps there are no real gender differences in 

how people experience attachment needs or how they change in attachment security over 

time. 

Unexpected Findings 

Marital instability.  Bivariate correlations of the raw data revealed a positive 

correlation between husbands’ marital instability at Wave 1 and their mean attachment 

scores at Waves 1 and 3, indicating that the higher one is in marital instability, the higher 

one also is in attachment insecurity, as one would expect from an attachment theory 

perspective.  However, in Group 1, husbands’ marital instability at Wave 1 had a 

negative estimated relationship with their own attachment insecurity slope, suggesting 

that the higher husbands scored in instability, the slower they increased in their 

attachment insecurity (slope was significantly positive).  A similar effect was also seen 

for wives’ report of marital instability (as partner and actor effects were constrained to be 

equal). 
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When considering this confusing result, there may be measurement errors at play, 

such as testing bias, influencing how people perceived their own attachment at 

subsequent time points (Brewer, 2000).  Participants may have regarded themselves as 

more secure than they might actually have been before encountering a situation (e.g. 

participation in research or therapy) that exposes the truth to them (i.e. ignorance is bliss).  

As they took the ECR-S year after year, their perceptions of themselves may have 

become more accurate, and they may have rated themselves more severely than in 

previous periods when they were less cognizant of their own attachment and marital 

instability.  This would appear as if participation in research or therapy, for example, 

made a participant become less secure, but it also may simply be an indicator that there 

are problems with how attachment security is being measured longitudinally.  Given the 

extensive efforts of attachment researchers to be more cooperative with each other, it 

appears best practice for attachment style measurement in research would be some 

combination of interview and self-report measures whenever possible. 

Another possible explanation for this finding is that attachment insecurity as a 

concept experiences a ceiling effect, where one cannot become infinitely more insecure.  

If that is the case, then in comparison with husbands in Group 1 who began the study 

with lower levels of marital instability and attachment insecurity, the husbands who 

scored higher on both measures would have less room to become more insecure over 

time, thereby changing at a slower rate than those who had more room to change. 

Demographic effects.  Although previous literature suggested that future 

attachment research should include gender, age, and income as possible predictors in 
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future models (Seedall et al., 2015), this sample did not reveal any significant regression 

effects for age or income, and with the added actor/partner constraints added, no gender 

effects were observed for the predictor variables.  There was only one significant effect, 

couple ethnicity, on husbands’ slope in the model using the entire sample.  However, 

interpretation of this effect is limited, because husbands’ mean estimated slope in this 

model was not significant.  So even though the specific effect of ethnicity was significant, 

it cannot be trusted when considering the broader picture.  This sample was normally 

distributed around age but somewhat skewed around income, where participants reported 

a combined mean income of $6,000 per month with some extreme outliers (e.g. 

$70,000/month) that may affect the results despite using an estimator designed to handle 

non-normal samples.  

One possible explanation for the lack of significant effects found is that this 

sample was also skewed at Wave 1 toward lower levels of insecurity.  Perhaps for people 

who are already more secure, income or age will not have as big effects.  A larger sample 

with a more normal distribution of attachment security scores is needed to test whether 

demographic variables such as age, gender, ethnicity, and income are indeed significant 

predictors of attachment change. 

Clinical Implications 

 On a surface level, the results suggest that contact with any type of therapy made 

husbands in this sample more likely to have higher attachment insecurity at the beginning 

of the study than those without such history.  This is certainly not proof that therapy 

makes attachment insecurity worse, as we have some literature that says therapy has been 
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helpful in decreasing attachment insecurity (Johnson et al., 2015).  It is a well-known 

axiom in the field of marriage and family therapy that often problems seem to get worse 

before they get better, as seen in some previous research on the influence of EFT on 

couple attachment, where some wives increased in their anxiety during treatment and did 

not come back down before the end of the study (Seedall et al., 2015).  Perhaps 

attachment insecurity is like any other problem that responds by seeming to get worse 

before it improves. 

 Clinicians hoping to help their couples reduce attachment insecurity may spend 

some time with each member of the couple and find out the specific issues and events 

that stand out as important in forming their attachment style and how they bond to their 

partner.  This would constitute conducting an attachment history (see Dansby et al., 2017 

and Woolley, n.d.).  Clinicians should ask about any trauma or abuse that happened to 

clients, how emotions and vulnerability were handled in clients’ families of origin, what 

connection and comfort looked like for clients, and questions about those they felt safe 

with and could depend upon growing up.  These questions help therapists ascertain how 

secure or insecure clients’ relationships were in childhood and open the door for 

therapists to assess how clients would answer those same questions in their current 

romantic relationship.  Then, clinicians will be able to tailor treatment to address those 

specific wounds and help them find healing and connection. 

Additionally, if clinicians desire to use quantitative assessments with clients to 

ascertain current attachment style, they should consider the strengths and drawbacks of 

the two prominent existing measures, the Brief Accessibility, Responsiveness, and 
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Engagement (BARE; Sandberg et al., 2012; Sandberg et al., 2016) scale or the 

Experiences in Close Relationships (ECR; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998) scale.  The 

BARE asks clients to identify concrete attachment behaviors that may make it easier to 

give an accurate report of how their attachment style plays out behaviorally.  On the other 

hand, the ECR asks questions related to participants behavioral and subjective 

experiences with their current romantic partner, which reveal different aspects of 

attachment orientations than what the BARE provides.  Clinicians should select a 

measure based off what type of information they are looking for per the treatment goals 

and client needs. 

Limitations and Future Research 

 This sample is predominantly European American, relatively high in income, high 

in reported marital quality, and on average, low in reported marital instability, making 

them a fairly well-adjusted sample.  These factors limit the generalizability of the results 

to less adjusted couples.  Future research should examine dyadic attachment change over 

time for couples of lower socioeconomic statuses (SES), more diverse racial 

stratification, and experiencing more relationship distress.  Lingering research questions 

include, “Do couples of lower SES demonstrate more varying or stable attachment 

trajectories compared to couples of mid to upper SES?” which could be examined using 

growth mixture modeling (Jung & Wickrama, 2008).  Also, “How are attachment 

trajectories of clinically distressed couples similar to or different from low-distress 

couples?” which could be examined using a latent basis growth curve analysis with 

additional independent samples t-tests. 
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 Another major limitation in this study is the dataset’s information on therapy use. 

While couples were asked to write in what type of therapy they sought prior to and during 

the study if they endorsed they had sought therapy, not everyone provided this 

information, and it was not in a quantified format.  This constraint forces me to limit my 

conclusions on the effect(s) of contact with therapy for couples both prior to and during 

the study, because I cannot definitively say what type of therapy they received or for 

what purpose.  Future research should examine attachment style growth with a quantified 

therapy use variable that specifies type of therapy, length of therapy, and exact time since 

therapy ended.  Though this may be ambitious, ideally, future longitudinal research on a 

larger scale would include quantifiable questions related to model of therapy used as 

well. 

 Related to this, due to the smaller sample size of couples who endorsed remaining 

married to the same partner throughout all five years of the study, there were not enough 

couples to examine the model for three groups related to history of therapy: both partners 

attended, only one spouse attended, and neither spouse attended.  With the current data, I 

combined into one group those where both partners sought therapy and where only one 

had ever sought therapy.  With a larger sample to work with, future research could 

examine if there are any differences in attachment style change between those where both 

partners attended therapy and where only one sought therapy. 

 Another limitation related to measurement lies with the Stressor Events Scale, 

where the impact of stress from various types of events on couples’ attachment security 

may be more qualitative.  Currently, the measure accounts for the presence of such events 
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but does not take into account quality of coping, resilience, or other factors that 

contribute to how couples interpret whether an event is a relationship crisis or not 

(McCubbin & Patterson, 1983).  Future research could explore the influence of stressful 

live events on attachment security qualitatively, perhaps through phenomenology, which 

allows for a deep exploration of participants’ experiences of a shared event or quality 

(Creswell, 2013). 

 Though this study intentionally sought to examine relationship specific (RS) 

attachment in heterosexual couples (to examine RS gender differences), that also meant a 

number of people were excluded.  For example, it excluded all couples who separated 

and divorced during the study as well as those who lost a spouse to death and may have 

remarried, who would likely have very different RS attachment trajectories than those 

who remained married to the same partner throughout the study.  The exclusion of these 

couples may help explain the lack of variability and significant path results.  Since the 

lack of partner effects suggests the data can be examined from a non-dyadic perspective, 

future research could incorporate couples who were originally excluded from the study to 

both increase statistical power and potentially find more predictors of change. 

 Finally, one potential limitation deals with the attachment measure used by the 

researchers in the Flourishing Families Project.  While the full ECR-R (36 items) has 

shown good reliability and validity, the entire measure was not given to participants.  The 

selected questions may not have been sufficient to adequately capture participants’ 

attachment security.  Unfortunately, the results of this study are unable to put to rest the 

quandary of whether it is possible for participants to accurately self-report on their 
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attachment or whether it is best measured via observation by a third party.  Future 

research could use an experimental design where some are assigned to a self-reporting 

group and the others to an interview/observational group. 

 Though there were not many significant findings, this study contributes valuable 

knowledge to our understanding of couples’ attachment over multiple years.  For 

example, preliminary examination of the impact of therapy attendance on husbands’ 

attachment suggests the importance of paying close attention to how males respond in 

therapy and how active they are in therapy.  Further, this study provides important 

preliminary evidence on what attachment looks like for couples who endorse no history 

of contact with any type of therapy services.  For this sample, they began at lower levels 

of attachment insecurity than their therapy-attending counterparts and their trajectories 

did not significantly change over time.  This may indicate there are a number of couples 

who manage their attachment bond effectively without therapy and are in no need of 

therapeutic services.  If this is the case, it prompts the question of what are those couples 

doing that clinically distressed couples could learn from?  Finally, gender differences in 

change exist, highlighting the importance of taking gender into account in treatment.  
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CHAPTER III 

 CONSTRUCTING A THEORY OF WOMEN’S POSITIVE  

ATTACHMENT STYLE CHANGE 

Abstract 

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to develop a grounded theory of women’s 

positive attachment style change. Sample: This study used 15 women (86% Caucasian) 

who met the inclusion criteria of having a history of attachment insecurity and showed 

evidence of positive attachment style change. Method: The grand tour research question, 

how does attachment change positively for women, was explored using constructivist 

grounded theory and semi-structured interviews emphasizing processes of positive 

attachment change. Results: The results describe a process model of change hinging on 

three categories.  The first category was meta-conditions of positive attachment change 

such as “being intentional,” and “having surrogate attachment figures.”  The second 

category was making intrapsychic changes, comprised of “redefining identity and worth” 

and “relinquishing the victim mentality.” The third category was making interpersonal 

changes, involving “family of origin work” and “reaching outward” in building more 

secure relationships with others. Discussion: Clinical implications include the importance 

for clinicians to be surrogate attachment figures for clients.  Implications for personal 

growth emphasize the importance of committing to the process and seeking a mentor 

after whom to model secure ways of being.  Community outreach implications highlight 

the power of investing in others as a good friend and/or a mentor.  Future research should 

expand this model to include men and underrepresented groups such as people of color.  
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Introduction 

The aim of this study was to develop a theory of positive attachment change, 

which describes how adult women with a history of attachment insecurity grow in 

attachment security.  It is important to understand how positive attachment change 

occurs, because to remain insecurely attached is financially (Ciechanowski, et al., 2002), 

relationally (Dutton & White, 2012), and physically costly (McWilliams & Bailey, 2010).   

While insecure attachment is associated with financial, relational, and physical 

costs, those with secure attachment may be more likely to survive major health conditions 

like cancer (McWilliams & Bailey, 2010), incur fewer health care costs, and be less 

likely to have major depression (Ciechanowski et al., 2002).  Likewise, securely attached 

people tend to have overall healthier and more satisfying friendships and relationships 

(Weimer, Kerns, & Oldenburg, 2004) and more positive interpersonal expectations than 

those with insecure styles (Rowe & Carnelley, 2003).  They also experience more 

positive emotions and stronger self-esteem (Lopez, 2009), and they display more self-

reflection and stronger metacognitive abilities than those with insecure attachment, which 

can help them cope with stress in healthier ways (Fonagy & Target, 1997).  People with 

more secure attachment also tend to see themselves as worthy of love (Mikulincer & 

Shaver, 2007), which is important for relationships to be healthy.  Further, a few 

established therapeutic approaches cite attachment change as an anticipated result of 

treatment (e.g. Emotionally Focused Therapy [EFT], Johnson, 2004; Attachment-Based 

Family Therapy, Diamond, Diamond, & Levy, 2014), but the exact processes by which 
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adults make those changes, both within and outside of psychotherapeutic treatment, could 

be better understood.   

Literature Review 

The Development of Attachment Styles 

According to attachment theory, people’s lived experiences with their caregivers 

in infancy and early childhood produce attachment bonds (Bowlby 1969/1982; 

Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  These bonds are formed especially during times of distress 

and are either stabilized or revised based on these interactions (Bowlby 1958; 

1969/1982), and they are particularly relational, as infant and mother must be attuned to 

communicate emotions and attachment needs (Parker et al., 2012).  Bonds will be more 

or less secure or insecure, depending on how available and responsive the caregiver is to 

the child’s needs (Bowlby 1969/1982).  Child-caregiver attachment forms the basis for 

how people will interact in close relationships in adulthood and are thought of as 

“models” or “styles” of attachment (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970).   

Beyond infancy, attachment theory suggests people will project the symbolic 

expectations they had of their caregivers onto other close relationships, either expecting 

others to be dependable, trustworthy, and safe, or not, as well as projecting their own 

sense of worthiness of love and care (Bowlby, 1958; 1969/1982).  These close 

relationships could be intimate, romantic relationships, platonic friendships, ongoing 

relationships with family members, or in some cases, psychotherapists (Mikulincer & 

Shaver, 2007). 
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How Attachment Styles Change in General 

There has been a plethora of attachment-related research, though empirical 

qualitative reports examining attachment change are sparse.  For an estimated 70% of 

people, existing research predicts that attachment styles from infancy will remain about 

the same into and throughout adulthood, leading some researchers to believe attachment 

styles are more disposed toward continuity than change (Waters et al., 2000a; 2000b; 

2000c).  While attachment styles are formed early in people’s lives and, for the most part, 

continue to inform how people view and interact with self and others, Bowlby 

(1969/1982) argued these working models are “always subject to revision and updating in 

response to subsequent social experiences” (as cited by Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007, p. 

118).  Each new experience provides either confirming or disconfirming evidence 

regarding what people previously believed about themselves and others.  Consistent with 

Bowlby’s idea, one study found 30% of participants in a female-only sample experienced 

a change in their attachment style over a two-year period (Davila et al., 1997).   

 This suggests theoretically that attachment styles among women can change 

depending on how they experience others after their initial models are formed.  Other 

researchers also assert attachment styles are about both stability and change, where both 

are needed in various contexts (Waters et al., 2000c), and people “constantly construct 

their experience of attachment in interactions” in close relationships (Johnson & Whiffen, 

1999, p. 371).  Thus, the argument is no longer whether attachment is only stable or only 

changing but rather when, how, and under what conditions does it change or remain 

constant.   
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Early theoretical arguments about what may contribute to people’s constructions 

of their attachment realities include “habitual ways of regulating their emotions and 

cognitive processes that may be heavily influenced by the past, such as selective 

attention, memory encoding, and inference and explanation processes” (Collins & Read, 

1994; as cited by Johnson & Whiffen, 1999, p. 371).  Other ways attachment styles may 

change are through new information and interactions with intimate partners in the present 

(Johnson & Whiffen, 1999).  Theoretically, this means that when one’s partner responds 

to his/her proximity-seeking behavior in unexpected ways, his/her concept of how secure 

the relationship is gets revised.  Based on Bowlby’s original conceptualization of 

attachment styles as changeable, as well as the subsequent supporting evidence, I also 

take the stance that attachment styles can and do change in adulthood.  Thus, for this 

study, the primary question is not if attachment styles change but rather under what 

conditions do they change? 

Positive Attachment Change 

 Researchers have posited and explored a few areas that may help explain how 

positive attachment style change occurs. The first is the theory that positive change is 

possible when people have flexible (or less rigid) original cognitive models of self and 

other, though this was not derived empirically (Davila et al., 1997). This supposition 

comes from Bowlby’s notion that insecure attachment styles are only a problem when 

they are applied in a rigid way to novel situations or relationships in distress, which then 

interferes with relationship repair (Bowlby 1969/1982; Johnson & Whiffen, 1999).  From 

this angle, it seems reasonable that therapy, for example, (which helps people find new 
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coping and communication skills, ways of interacting, etc.) should be effective for 

changing attachment styles from insecure to secure.  Second, one recent study found 13% 

of new mothers classified as “earned secure” and identified two potential pathways for 

earning secure attachment: 1) emotional support from an alternative support figure, and 

2) more time spent with a therapist (Saunders, Jacobvitz, Zaccagnino, Beverung, & 

Hazen, 2011).  

Time spent with a therapist may prove to be an important avenue for positive 

change. However, type of therapy, specifically couple’s therapy, has shown inconsistent 

evidence of promoting positive attachment style change (Johnson & Whiffen, 1999; 

Johnson et al., 2015; Seedall et al., 2015).  In fact, recent evidence suggests some 

experience positive attachment change in the context of couple’s therapy while others do 

not (Seedall et al., 2015).  In Seedall and colleagues’ (2015) study specifically, couples 

with higher attachment anxiety exhibited increased insecurity part-way through therapy 

(2-3 sessions in) and did not move back toward security by the end of the study (6 total 

sessions).  Johnson et al. (2015) also set out to examine avoidance and anxiety across 8 

sessions of couples’ therapy, finding women’s attachment anxiety the only construct that 

showed significant decline, and that was still minute.  On the other hand, Burgess Moser 

et al. (2016) demonstrated significantly decreased anxiety and avoidance in relationship-

specific attachment following an average of 21.3 sessions of couple therapy using EFT 

(ranging from 13 to 35), where attachment anxiety reduction was due to completing a 

blamer-softening event.  The difference in length of treatment between the studies by 

Seedall et al. (2015), Johnson et al. (2015) and Burgess Moser et al (2016) may help 



Texas Tech University, Rachael A. Dansby, May 2018 

 61 

corroborate Saunders et al.’s (2011) conclusion that time spent with a therapist is an 

important factor.  Additionally, other studies reported positive attachment style change 

following the course of individual therapy (e.g. Daniel, 2006), psychoanalytic inpatient 

treatment (Fonagy et al., 1996), as well as group therapy formats (e.g. Kinley & Reyno, 

2013).  Clearly, further exploration is needed better understand why attachment changes 

for some and not for others. 

Determining if Attachment Style Change Has Occurred 

Preferably, research would track attachment styles in real time from infancy to 

adulthood, interviewing participants along the way about processes related to their 

positive change when it occurs.  However, longitudinal databases with qualitative 

attachment style data either do not exist or are not advertised as available for public use, 

leaving researchers to rely on retrospective methods.  Notably, one potential issue with 

retrospective research on attachment is how people’s attachment with their current 

romantic partners may influence how secure or insecure they recall their relationships 

being with their mothers and/or fathers growing up (Hazan & Shaver, 1987).  However, 

with no publicly available, longitudinal database containing attachment data from infancy 

into late adulthood, retrospective research is sometimes the only method available to 

examine attachment change research questions. 

One interview-based measure used numerous times in previous research, the AAI 

(George, Kaplan, & Main, 1996), is a retrospective measure that asks adult participants to 

recall their relationships with their primary caregivers to help determine their current and 

past attachment styles.  While the use of the AAI has been documented in several studies 
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(e.g. Roisman et al., 2007; Saunders et al., 2011; Worley, Walsh, & Lewis, 2004), there 

are several reasons why it was not a good fit for this study.  First, it requires extensive 

training before a researcher is allowed to conduct an interview.  Second, it is an 

extremely lengthy interview process to determine attachment style, and the purpose of 

this study was to understand the processes of change, requiring a briefer measure to use 

as a screening tool.  Other existing instruments for measuring attachment security are the 

Brief Accessibility Responsiveness and Engagement Scale (BARE; Sandberg, Busby, 

Johnson, & Yoshida, 2012) and the Experiences in Close Relationships Scale-Short Form 

(ECR-S; Wei, Russell, Mallinckrodt, & Vogel, 2007), both of which have shown good 

reliability and validity. 

Gaps in the Literature 

A major gap in the attachment styles literature is the absence of an empirically 

derived model explaining how people change from insecure to secure attachment and 

under what conditions.  There is more evidence for what might cause a person to move 

from security to insecurity (e.g. Davila et al., 1997; Hamilton, 2000; Waters, et al., 

2000a) than how positive change occurs.  While some quantitative research on earned 

security identifies two possible explanations for positive change (i.e. emotional support 

and time with a therapist; Saunders et al., 2014), attachment change literature lacks an 

empirical study exploring a wider set of possible explanations.  This pervasive lack of 

specific knowledge about attachment style change supports the use of grounded theory 

methodology to better understand the processes people use to move from insecure to 

secure attachment styles. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this grounded theory study was to better understand the process of 

positive attachment style change in women and to develop a theory explaining the 

processes involved in positive change.  Positive attachment style change refers to the shift 

in attitudes and behaviors associated with insecure (anxious/avoidant) attachment toward 

attitudes and behaviors aligned with secure attachment.  The grand tour research question 

explored in this study was: How do women with a history of attachment insecurity 

become more secure?  Secondary research questions included: Does therapy play an 

important role for participants?  And what specific conditions make positive attachment 

change possible? 

Grounded Theory Methodology 

Theoretical Framework 

 This study used constructivist grounded theory as outlined by Charmaz (2014).  

Grounded theory is designed to help the researcher move beyond description and to 

construct a theory about a human process, which in this case is positive attachment 

change. A fundamental tenant of grounded theory is that the theory is grounded in the 

data, or the experiences of the participants. The constructivist tradition also does not 

share the positivist assumptions of Glaser and Strauss’s (1976) original methodology.  

Rather, the researcher is an active participant in the development of the theory.  

According to Charmaz (2014), the constructivist perspective “shreds the notion of a 

neutral observer and value-free expert” (p. 13). Thus, a grounded theory is a co-

construction of both the participants’ data and the researcher’s interpretations.  A 
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constructivist grounded theory design is ideal for understanding positive attachment style 

change, because attachment is an inherently interpersonal process, best understood in the 

context of relationships (Johnson & Whiffen, 1999).  Therefore, understanding how 

attachment styles change naturally lends itself to a co-creative process between 

participants and the researcher. 

Researcher Characteristics 

In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary instrument used for data 

collection (Charmaz, 2014; Creswell, 2013), and I conducted all of the interviews.  I am a 

European American, Protestant Christian female in my late 20s.  I have advanced training 

in attachment theory and practice my own clinical work from an attachment lens.  I am 

aware of my own attachment history and relationships, and I approached the study with 

an assumption that positive attachment change was not only possible but also that the 

qualifying participants had indeed experienced positive change and could speak to how 

positive change occurred.  At the time of the study, I was completing a doctoral degree in 

marriage and family therapy. 

Sampling and Participants 

This study received approval from an Institutional Review Board prior to 

recruitment and data collection.  I recruited participants through convenience and 

snowball sampling (Nelson & Allred, 2005) via social media and email listservs of 

marriage and family therapists (MFTs), emerging MFT professionals, and therapists with 

training in Emotionally Focused Therapy.  Prior to completing the screening survey, all 

potential participants read an informed consent and endorsed agreement to participate in 
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the study upon qualifying.  Every 20 people who took the screening survey were entered 

into a random drawing for a $15 gift card.  The screening survey consisted of 16 

modified ECR-S questions, 8 for childhood and 8 for adulthood (See Appendix C).  

Eighty-two people began the screening survey, of which 68 completed and provided their 

contact information to participate in a follow-up interview.  Of them, 20 people (male and 

female) qualified for the study, and 15 women agreed to participate in the interview.  The 

following inclusion criteria were used: participants need to (a) endorse an insecure 

relationship with primary caregivers in childhood (ECR-S sum score > 24), and (b) 

demonstrate a decrease in total ECR-S scores between the childhood to adulthood 

questionnaires. 

All participants completed a demographic questionnaire during the screening 

process (See Appendix D).  Participants for this study included 15 females.  Eleven 

(73%) endorsed being in their first marriage, and four (26%, one each) endorsed 

single/never married, dating/in a committed relationship, divorced, and widowed.  

Thirteen (86%) identified as Caucasian (including European and European-American), 

one (6.6%) as Hispanic/Latina, and one (6.6%) as Iranian.  Eight (53%) participants were 

between the ages of 26 and 35, two (13%) were between 36 and 45, three (20%) 

participants were between 46 and 55, and one (6.6%) was age 55 or older. One (6.6%) 

participant’s terminal degree was High School/GED, 4 (27%) had bachelor’s degrees, 7 

(47%) had a master’s degree, and three (20%) had a doctoral or advanced professional 

degree (e.g. law or medical). Participants also endorsed the range that best described their 
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gross annual income: $0 - $20,000 (n = 1), $21,000 – 40,000 (n = 4), $41,000 – 60,000 (n 

= 2), $61,000 – 80,000 (n = 2), and $81,000 and above (n = 6). 

Participants were located across the United States (Montana, Texas, 

Massachusetts, Virginia, North Carolina, and Colorado) and represented a variety of 

spiritual/religious affiliations including Catholic (n = 2), Protestant (n = 7), Jewish (n = 

1), Muslim (n = 1), LDS (Mormon; n = 1), Agnostic (n = 2), and spiritual but not 

religious (n = 1). Two-thirds of the sample reported receiving training in psychotherapy 

(EFT = 4; general MFT = 4; LPC = 2), and the remaining one-third (n = 5) did not report 

having any therapeutic training. 

Interview Procedure 

 Those qualifying as securely attached as adults with a history of insecurity in 

childhood were interviewed in-depth using a semi-structured interview guide (See 

Appendix E).  Most interviews were conducted via phone or secure video-conference, as 

many participants were scattered across the United States.  When possible, local 

participants gave their interview in person at my private therapy office.  All interviews 

were audio recorded for later transcription by members of the research team.  Interviews 

lasted approximately 1 hour, and all participants who completed an interview were 

compensated with a $20 gift card for their participation at the end of the study. 

All participants were asked to tell their story of how they became more secure in 

their relationships, and I asked follow-up questions based on their responses. As new 

ideas emerged from interviews, I modified the interview guide as needed to reflect the 

emerging categories and themes (Charmaz, 2014).  For instance, I asked participants if 
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stubbornness or a similar characteristic described them, as it consistently emerged as an 

important condition of positive attachment change in early interviews. 

At the conclusion of each interview, I asked participants for consent to ask 

follow-up questions as analysis progressed and ultimately review a copy of the drafted 

results and provide feedback, to which all agreed.  Masters and doctoral students in 

marriage and family therapy, who acted as transcriptionist members of the research team, 

assisted in transcribing some of the interviews.  I reviewed each transcript alongside the 

audio recordings to check for accuracy and further immerse myself in the data. 

Data Analysis Methods 

Interviews were uploaded into the qualitative analysis software, TAMS, which 

was used at each stage of analysis.  In the open coding phase, I coded the interviews in 

line-by-line fashion using gerund (-ing) descriptions to capture nuanced actions and 

attachment changing processes of the participants (Charmaz, 2014). Some examples of 

early codes generated from the open coding process were: Accepting Self, Finding 

Alternative Attachments, Learning to Meet Own Needs, Trying New Things, Trusting 

People, and There Must Be More.  In the focused coding stage of analysis, I gathered 

frequently occurring or analytically strong open codes in an iterative fashion to help me 

refine, sort, and synthesize data as she continued to interview participants (Charmaz, 

2014).  At this stage, sample focused codes included: Developing Surrogate Attachments, 

Opening up to Others, Being Intentional, and Making Changes with Family of Origin. 

Throughout the analysis process, I wrote memos to develop my ideas about how 

people increased their attachment security, as well as to describe the changes and 
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emergence of categories, identify supporting beliefs and assumptions, situate categories 

within the emerging theory, and sharpen my comparisons (Charmaz, 2014).  Theoretical 

sampling and axial coding, latter phases of analysis, occurred simultaneously and 

recursively.  In theoretical sampling, data collection was categorical to develop each 

category’s properties until no new properties emerged (Charmaz, 2014).  In axial coding, 

categories were related to subcategories as the analysis moved up the levels of abstraction 

toward theory building.  After fracturing the data during initial coding, Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) view axial coding as a way to bring it back together.  As analysis 

progressed throughout the study, I arranged themes and categories into a model that 

provides an explanation of the process of positive attachment style change for women.  

Trustworthiness and Credibility 

 It is important to use multiple means of establishing trustworthiness in qualitative 

research so the results can be established with rigor and credibility (Creswell, 2013).  In 

this study, I took multiple, distinct trustworthiness approaches.  First, as participants 

described their journeys of positive change, I listened for their abilities to tell their 

histories clearly and coherently according to the practice of interviewers using the AAI 

(Main et al., 2008).  Second, a doctoral student in marriage and family therapy served as 

a secondary coder and met with me to discuss similarities and differences in codes and 

collaboratively generate ideas related to theory development.  Third, a copy of a drafted 

results was sent to each participant, inviting them to provide feedback regarding the 

extent to which the narrative represented their personal journey of attachment growth.  

Nine participants responded with feedback.  Finally, I used multiple external auditors to 
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provide feedback on the coherence and the clinical and research applicability of the 

results. 

 Ethical implications and anticipated risk.  This study was respectful of 

participants by taking a tentative and deferential approach to interviewing, which allowed 

the participants the space to be the experts of their own stories.  While a constructivist 

approach to grounded theory means the researchers and participants co-create meaning, I 

refrained from imposing my interpretations on the data without checking them with the 

participants.  The anticipated risk to participants was minimal, as the focus was on 

positive shifts in participants’ lives that led to more secure attachment. 

Results 

Description of Emergent Theory 

The theory of women’s positive attachment style change developed from 

participants’ responses is best understood as containing three major categories, presented 

in bold font with solid-framed circles in Figure 3.1.  The first category is meta-conditions 

of positive attachment style change that span time and act as a thread tying together the 

other two primary categories and other micro processes.  The foremost meta-categories 

for all participants were “Being Intentional” and “Having Surrogate Attachment Figures,” 

through whom they saw new possibilities modeled for them.  Their significance is 

symbolized by solid-framed boxes in Figure 3.1.  If participants were not intentional, 

positive change would not have happened, and participants described the irreplaceable 

benefit of having someone after whom to model self-worth and relationships. 
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The second category is making intrapsychic changes, which involves processes at 

the intrapsychic level, or changes within people as conditions of positive attachment 

change.  The most important of which for all participants was “redefining identity and 

worth,” symbolized by a solid box in Figure 3.1.  The third category, making 

interpersonal changes, involves processes at the interpersonal level, or actions that 

participants took with others that helped them move toward secure attachment.  

Participants had to make changes along two arms: “Family of Origin Work” and 

“Reaching Outward.” The most important of these were “Making Peace with the Past” 

for the family of origin work, and “Taking Small Risks with Trust” for the Reaching 

Outward work, also represented by solid boxes. 

Changes at the interpersonal and intrapsychic levels influence one another, which 

are represented in Figure 3.1 by the cycle between the two categories, though the 

relationship is not equal.  This is displayed by a thick blue arrow proceeding from 

“Making Intrapsychic Changes” toward the cycle and a thick blue arrow within the cycle.  

Based on participants’ accounts, they could make intrapsychic changes before making 

interpersonal changes and still experience some positive change.  However, they could 

not make interpersonal changes without also making intrapsychic changes.  The cycle 

comes into play once participants actively make both types of changes.  This process is 

then ongoing and recursive, so for example, at some point, the changes participants made 

interpersonally helped them continue to grow intrapsychically, and vice versa.  There is 

also a relationship between “redefining identity and worth” and “relinquishing the victim 

mentality,” where some participants who initially saw themselves as victims had to give 
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that up as they engaged in the process of “redefining identity and worth,” represented in 

the figure by the bi-directional arrow.  Finally, while the solid boxes represent essential 

aspects of attachment change that all participants experienced, the dotted-lined boxes 

represent either less-crucial aspects or aspects experienced by the majority of the sample 

but not all participants.    
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Figure 3.1. Process Model of Women’s Positive Attachment Style Change.
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Meta Conditions of Positive Attachment Style Change 

The meta-conditions of positive attachment change occur iteratively with 

participants’ interpersonal and intrapsychic changes.  They are conditions that either 

acted as facilitators of change in both areas or ensured continued progress toward secure 

attachment.  These include being intentional about attachment focused change, going 

through rough patches, overcoming barriers and setbacks, therapy and self-help, and 

having surrogate attachment figures. 

Being intentional about attachment-focused change.  Perhaps the most crucial 

and core element to participants’ change toward greater attachment security is realizing 

that change does not happen by accident.  The process of change is hard, grueling 

sometimes, and many participants described how they had to be intentional at several 

different junctions of their journey. This was especially true in overcoming setbacks and 

barriers, illustrated in Figure 3.1 by the solid green line linking the two meta-conditions.  

For example, one woman likened the process of being intentional to “learning it’s really 

not just going to be a switch, it’s kind of an ongoing battle.”  Another said it simply: “It 

was a very conscious effort, something I had to be very intentional about.”  For some, 

they had to be intentional about engaging in self-reflection or mindfulness, and for others, 

this influenced being very intentional about their words and actions with friends, family, 

spouses, and even children.  One participant summed up the importance of pursuing 

growth, saying, “Now growth doesn’t mean I necessarily have to continue in therapy, but 

I have to grow. It’s why I went back to school and got a doctoral degree, it’s why I’ve 

pursued EFT. I just can’t stop growing.” 
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The double life of stubbornness: The importance of resolve in change.  A sub-

category demonstrating how attachment change is an intentional process is the shift 

participants described from stubbornness to resolve.  Every participant described 

themselves as either stubborn, determined, unwavering, or persistent.  The majority of the 

sample resonated with “stubborn.”  I found this curious, because the concept of 

stubbornness does not fit with secure attachment descriptions in the literature, yet many 

people who gained security described themselves as such.  Initial analysis led me to try 

and rename the concept into language more fitting with existing descriptions of secure 

attachment.  However, emergent concepts contrary to the guiding theory should be 

explored for what they are (Charmaz, 2014). 

Further conversations with participants revealed there may be two sides to the 

trait my participants called “stubborn,” where one side is marked by the kind of bull-

headedness people associate with stubbornness, and the other is more like resilience, 

resolve, and the unwavering will to persist in a positive process.  There is an old saying 

that a person’s greatest weakness can also be their greatest strength, suggesting traits that 

have a downside also have an upside.  As one woman put it: 

Early in my childhood and my early adulthood, stubbornness was really like my 

biggest fault. It’s, “You’re going to be right or nothing at all.” And then I think as 

I work to grow emotionally, that stubbornness has exactly helped me get to where 

I want to be. You know use it for good not for evil, right? 

Both stubbornness and resolve include a kind of persistence.  Yet the difference is the 

direction in which a person persists.  Stubbornness describes the time in my participants’ 
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lives when they persisted in patterns keeping them stuck in insecure strategies.  For 

example, one person remarked, “I think that’s why it took me so long to figure out how to 

form a secure attachment, because I’m very stuck in my ways.” 

However, when they resolved to change, it was like nothing could stop them from 

growing into greater security.  For example, one participant said, “I don’t often describe 

myself as stubborn, but when I have my mind made up, I would say I am unwavering.”  

When asked what role she saw unwavering playing in her growth toward security, she 

linked it to a change in her knowledge of her value and worth, an intrapsychic change:  

Once I discovered I have value apart from everyone else…It’s like I’ve decided 

my time and energy is valuable so I’m gonna spend it on people who also value 

me instead of people who I want to value me. 

At times, participants’ stubbornness contributed to their going through rough patches, 

discussed next. 

Going through “rough patches”: The setbacks and barriers to growth.  

Change rarely occurs in a clean, straight line, so it is expected when attempting to make 

positive changes in their lives, participants would experience some setbacks.  Participants 

were all asked if they experienced moments or seasons of falling back into old habits, and 

they all affirmed they did.  For example, one said, “I think there are definitely setbacks, 

because it’s so easy to fall back into what your normal is…familiarity always outweighs 

comfort.”  Another woman described her process as, “It’s a lot of falling and then 

realizing, oh, this place isn’t good.  And then figuring out, okay, where did I go 

[wrong]?”  Additionally, several people described how they would test their closest 
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relationships to see if they would truly hold up.  As one woman said, “I would test my 

friends…you see how much you can push them away before they just run away.”  

However, despite the occurrence of setbacks and barriers along the road toward greater 

security, participants were all able to find meaning in the rough spots.  As one participant 

said, “But I was able to learn in that moment how when things fall apart, other things 

really do come together.” 

Overcoming setbacks and barriers.  Just as every participant endorsed 

experiencing ups and downs in their journeys toward security, they also described ways 

they overcame those potential barriers to growth.  When asked what helped them 

continue to pursue security, one of the most common responses was, as one person said, 

“Lots of practice,” which carries with it a sense of resolve and intentionality. 

Setting boundaries with others: Finding one’s own voice.  Another way 

participants overcame barriers to their growth and continued pursuing security was by 

learning how to set boundaries with people and finding their voice.  Many times, these 

were immediate family members who had been insecure figures for participants growing 

up.  As one said, “Learning to set boundaries was huge, and I’m still having to do that 

with my brothers.”  At other times, participants had to set boundaries with friends or 

abusive people.  One woman told how her spouse assisted: “It’s okay to say, ‘Hey, I don't 

feel comfortable with this’ or ‘I don't like this.’  I found my voice by him being silent.” 

Practicing self-care.  Not only did participants need to learn how to set 

boundaries with others and speak up for themselves, but they also needed to incorporate 

habits to take care of themselves.  I saw this as important, because the majority of this 



Texas Tech University, Rachael A. Dansby, May 2018 

 77 

sample described pre-transformation behaviors aligning with an anxious attachment style, 

and as such, they often over-gave of themselves in an attempt to gain closeness, comfort, 

security, and connection.  For example, one person said, “When you’re lacking the 

attachment to your caregiver, you’re constantly trying to make up for that and find it.  

And so, you’re overly caretaking, and trying to prove your worth.” 

As participants prioritized self-care, several people remarked how practicing 

aspects of mindfulness were helpful.  One said, for example, “I do a lot of meditation, 

[which] has been really helpful.  The guided meditations just reminding me to let go and 

forgive myself and be good to myself.”  Several people found mindfulness important in 

their process of learning how to revise their approach to conflict resolution.  Practicing 

self-care was something participants saw directly impacting the security of their 

parenting, their role as spouses, and more, as shown by one woman who reported, “I am 

realizing I am a much better mother, a better partner, a better everything if I take the time 

to do those things.” 

Revising how they approach conflict.  The level of a person’s attachment security 

is easily identified by the process of conflict and conflict resolution in relationships.  As 

such, it was one area that had to change for participants to increase their security.  One 

woman, who grew up in a high conflict home, remarked how her husband helped her 

adjust her comfort level to being in a low conflict marriage:  

I think after just 2-3 years of realizing there was nothing to fight about, and there 

was nothing that I could say or do that was gonna make my husband recant on the 
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vow that he made to me…he allowed me that space to heal my heart and just learn 

to be comfortable with low conflict. 

Another woman, said: “I started to deal with family the way [my aunt] taught me and 

from soaking up watching them.”  The process of revising how they approached and 

handled conflict also seemed tied to another meta-theme of seeing new possibilities 

through surrogate attachment figures. 

Having surrogate attachment figures: Seeing new possibilities.  For 

participants to learn new ways of approaching relationships, conflict, and conflict 

resolution more securely, they had to first observe it personally, and they frequently did 

so in the context of surrogate attachment relationships, another major meta-condition of 

positive attachment change.  These surrogate attachment figures were sometimes adults 

who acted as early parent figures, college mentors, friends, church communities, spouses, 

and sometimes therapists. 

Early parent figures.  For some whose journey toward security began while still 

minors, these surrogate figures tended to be safe adults who took participants under their 

wings in various ways.  Multiple participants also learned social skills, like how to 

manage conflict differently, from their surrogate attachment figures.  For one participant 

who turned to an extended family member when her own parents were the sources of 

insecurity, observing a new way of behaving in relationships made a big difference in her 

ability to reach out: “I think having my aunt and seeing that relationship and her reaching 

out, you know, it kind of dissolved the fear of it.” 
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God and faith communities.  Several people in my sample are people of faith, a 

few of whom identified as Jewish, Muslim, or Mormon, and the majority identified as 

Catholic or Protestant.  The Catholic and Protestant participants spoke the most about 

how God and people in their faith communities served as models of secure attachment for 

them.  For one, this figure was a church youth minister.  She recalled, “I did grow. 

Because he was so smart. He really cared. When you look at somebody and talk to 

somebody, he stared right in your face and right in your eyes, and he was so in the 

moment.”  For another, who saw the Bible as God’s words to her, said, “Mentally, I knew 

what [Christian] Scripture said…it said He was going to use it for good. But actually, 

letting it take root was two different things. Once it did, it’s like a measure of grace is 

increasingly taking root.”  Another described how her relationship with God assisted her 

in forgiving those who hurt her: 

[Being close now] is also due to…me learning more about God and the way that 

He forgives us and the nuances that come with that.  Because it’s hard to grow up 

in a situation where somebody allowed somebody else to hurt you and then just 

completely forget that person and move on with life…So that relationship with 

God really helped me forgive my mom. 

Catholic and Protestant participants also found it helpful to encourage themselves by, as 

one participant said, “Shifting focus to and being thankful for when God’s been faithful.  

Looking back at what He’s done and remembering.”  Unfortunately, the participants from 

other faiths or spiritual worldviews did not refer to if or how their faith/spirituality played 

a role in their attachment change. 
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Spouses.  For married participants, spouses were cited several times as the 

primary attachment figure of their adult lives, playing a leading role in helping them 

grow in security.  For example, one participant valued that her husband helped her 

become more comfortable with less conflict in their relationship by setting conversation 

boundaries.  This prompted her to reflect on conflict, saying: 

Really the changing force for me was I had somebody who dug his heels in and 

said, ‘I’m not going anywhere, for better or for worse, and things are things are 

worse right now, but you’re gonna get on board with this.’ 

Mentors and friends.  Others described having mentors or friends who were 

living out a more secure story.  Sometimes, these mentors volunteered their presence in 

participants’ lives.  At other times, participants sought out various people to learn from: 

“I knew I wanted to do it differently, but I didn’t want to dwell on what was bad.  So, I 

sought out people that looked like they were doing well.”  Regarding friendship, one 

participant noted “I think the bulk of the work was done with friends.  Certain key 

friendships have shown me that certain people can be depended on more than I have 

known.”  And still another cited friendship as a key part of their growth in learning how 

to distinguish between safe and unsafe people: “Developing really good friendships that 

were reciprocal instead of one-sided showed me it wasn’t all people that were like that. I 

had the ability to look at both [positive and negative relationships] and say, ‘This one is 

better.’” 

The salient piece between participants was how surrogate attachment 

relationships modeled for participants what secure attachment could look and feel like, 
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and they were then able to imagine a more secure life, how relationships could be 

different, and how peace with themselves could also be attainable.  As one woman said, 

“If I had never seen [a secure example] and only had bad experiences, I know [change] 

would have been a lot harder.”  While these relationships were invaluable to the process 

of positive attachment change, there were also changes that had to occur at an 

intrapsychic level in order for transformation to continue.  For many, therapy, education, 

or self-help was a bridge to making intrapsychic and interpersonal changes. 

Using therapy, education, & self-help strategies.  Almost everyone in the 

sample (n = 11) reported attending therapy at some point in their journey toward secure 

attachment, and for some, participating in ongoing therapy throughout their lives. 

Participants attended individual, couple, and group therapy, or some combination of the 

three.  The most commonly-cited foci of therapy were relationship education, couple 

therapy, and trauma-focused therapy. 

 Relationship education and couple therapy.  Some took advantage of events like 

Hold Me Tight workshops or marriage retreats in an effort to increase the security of their 

intimate partnerships.  One participant recalled attending an attachment-based marital 

workshop, “It was more of just trying to deepen our connection and find more security.”  

That experience, for her, gave her a taste of what attachment-focused therapy could do 

for their relationship, and she commented, “I wanted more.  So, we went and did a two-

day retreat. Two days, just therapy. I think it he calls it an intensive.”  For that participant 

and her spouse, it ended up being the kick-start to relationship-saving work: “I don’t 

know where he would've been sleeping if we had not done that work.” 
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 Trauma-focused therapy.  One of the other most commonly cited forms of 

therapy that participants sought as a means of healing wounds and creating secure 

attachment was trauma-focused therapy.  Several reported using eye movement 

desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR), and others used dialectical behavior therapy 

(DBT).  Still others found trauma-healing in the context of groups, as with one woman 

who joined a church group specifically for survivors of childhood sexual abuse or as in 

the case of another woman who joined a community group of survivors of domestic 

violence. 

Attachment-altering interventions in therapy. So, what worked in therapy for 

these participants?  One participant gave a vivid account of how her EFT therapist 

intervened in a powerful way: 

He said something like, “I don’t know where you are Susan, and it really concerns 

me, it really bothers me, I need you here with me.” And I could feel this part of 

me perk up from the back of the room and kind of come forward, and go, “Oh 

really? You really need me?”... It felt like a lighthouse on the shore beaming my 

boat in through these dark rocks. 

Another participant, who saw a Narrative therapist, commented that Externalizing and 

Re-Membering made the biggest impact on their growth toward greater security.  For this 

woman, going through the process of Re-Membering allowed her to sift out the voices in 

her life that were critical and unhelpful and identify and retain the figures that believed in 

her and communicated her high value to her: “It was so eye opening, wow! What they 
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would sing in my ears! Because they were telling, literally, to all the extended family, 

‘This girl is a piece of diamond, you don’t know. She is gifted!’ 

Formal and informal education and self-help.  Education and continuous 

learning contributed to participants’ increased comfort with who they are and feeling 

more secure in their relationships.  “I think the more education I get, the more I’m able to 

apply it to my own life.”  Another participant described how her learning process in EFT 

came into play in her own therapy with her husband: 

I was gone. But because [the therapist] was so phenomenal when she was working 

with him, and he was coming right along with her, I was like “I’m learning so 

much about EFT with this, let’s just see where this goes.” It was like doing 

supervision when I was watching her work with my husband. 

More informally, many participants found various self-help books to be beneficial, 

influencing both the intrapsychic and interpersonal changes they were making. 

Making Intrapsychic Changes 

 For positive change to reach greater depths, internal changes at a cognitive, 

emotional, and spiritual level had to take place before if not simultaneously with 

interpersonal changes.  For this sample, intrapsychic changes involved growing in 

security by redefining their identity and discovering the magnitude of their worth as a 

human being, and for some, giving up the mentality of victimhood.  These two 

intrapsychic changes sometimes influenced one another, represented by the bi-directional 

arrow in Figure 3.1. 
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Redefining identity & realizing one’s own worth.  Another crucial part of 

growing toward a more secure attachment style is the redefinition of one’s identity.  For 

many, one important condition of this micro process was having a moment where they 

realized, “This isn’t who I want to be.”  They needed to desire to not only do something 

different, but to also be transformed themselves.  For those of the Christian faith, there 

was also the condition of allowing their faith to reform their identity.  For example, one 

woman recalled going through a faith-based book, “Search for Significance,” with one of 

her mentors.  Redefining identity also involved intentionally reframing self-doubts as lies 

and reframing negative qualities into strengths.  As one participant said, “Realizing how 

much of all of these things that I had walked through were really just lies…Recognizing 

that was huge.” And another commented she was able to keep moving forward by 

reminding herself, “Fight, like an ongoing battle of fighting the lies with truth.  Saying 

no, no.  That’s not who I am.”  My participants described seeing themselves differently in 

part as a result of the journey and partly as a function of it.  For example, seeing 

themselves differently involved self-acceptance and realizing, they have significance.  

Sometimes this was facilitated by a professional, as one person said, “So, counseling 

helped me realize, ‘Just me, just who I am, and that’s good enough.’”  Believing they 

were enough relates both to redefining their identity and realizing their worth. 

Many participants noted receiving explicit and implicit messages in childhood 

that they had little value in and of themselves.  So, part of the transformation of self as 

they became more secure was realizing, as one person put it, “I’m not broken,” and “I am 

enough.”  Once participants saw themselves as having great value, their self-esteem rose, 
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and often, they were able to then treat others better, from a more secure stance, because 

they loved themselves better. 

Relinquishing the victim mentality.  Relinquishing the victim mentality seemed 

to be a life-changing experience for several of my participants on their journey toward 

greater attachment security and part of the process of redefining identity.  As a sample 

that contained many women with childhoods marred by trauma, abuse, or parental mental 

illness, it is not surprising some developed a victim-perspective on life.  However, they 

also cited giving up that mentality was crucial for their growth, as it allowed them the 

ability and freedom to take additional security-growing actions.  As one participant put it, 

sometimes you just have to be “knocked off your high horse,” to see there are other ways 

of living.  Interestingly, several people described a type of entitlement to act a certain 

way because of the circumstances they grew up in, so being humbled was key to 

developing a mentality of strength and resilience more consistent with a secure 

attachment style. 

 Being receptive to the “checks and balances”.  Part of losing the victim 

mentality involved participants being more open to feedback intended to hold them 

accountable.  Being receptive to accountability is one component of the “overcoming 

setbacks and barriers” meta-process that played a particularly important role in the micro-

process of “losing the victim mentality.” Not only was it important to be open to 

feedback when it came, but it was also essential to seek out people who would be 

supportive, as one participant put it, “I think it’s always good to have supportive family 
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and friends who can kind of be that check and balance for you.” One participant affirmed, 

saying: 

For me it was about being receptive to [feedback]. To get myself to a place where 

I could hear it, where my husband would be like, “Okay, I think we’re having this 

issue, can we talk about it?” Or having a friend say, “Well maybe we’re 

overreacting a little bit.” Just being mindful and allowing yourself the space to 

hear that constructive feedback.  

 Taking responsibility for self.  Another means of relinquishing the victim 

mentality includes acknowledging how one might have inflicted hurt or wounds out of 

their own wounded state. In victimhood, everything that goes wrong is always somebody 

else’s fault.  One participant realized this tendency in herself and said, “I grew up with 

blamers…it was always someone else’s fault, [and] I started to recognize that pattern in 

myself.”  My participants noted they discovered that when they intentionally owned their 

own actions, roles, and parts to play in their relationships, their interactions could get 

better.  For example, one participant said: 

You have to hit the equivalent of rock bottom in your relational interactions to 

understand that you might be the common denominator.  What are you doing that 

is driving these people away?  Or what are you doing that is poisoning these 

relationships, and how can you improve upon that? 

Sadly, many described going through several failed relationships with significant others, 

friends, and even colleagues before they learned they needed to own their part in conflict 
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and relational problems.  One person saw taking responsibility for her actions as 

involving “forgiving myself for the sins I committed because of the abuse.” 

Making Interpersonal Changes 

Making interpersonal changes occurred along two dimensions for participants.  

The first encompassed “family of origin work”, beginning with participants changing 

views, expectations, and feelings toward their parents or primary childhood caregivers.  

Family of origin work continued into interacting differently with parents/caregivers as 

participants’ security grew stronger.  The second arm of making interpersonal changes 

was classified as “reaching outward,” where participants took steps in behaving more 

securely with people outside the family (e.g. friends, coworkers, community groups).  

This arm began with a willingness and openness to try something new and taking small 

risks in with trust.  As participants grew in security, they were able to take more 

advanced steps with others, including becoming an attachment figure or mentor to 

someone else. 

Family of origin work part I: Making peace with the past.  One process was 

essential to changing one’s attachment toward more security is dealing differently with 

one’s family of origin.  In this sample, all of the participants had remarkably negative 

childhood/adolescent experiences with their caregivers, several experiencing abuse and 

traumas of different forms.  Before they could move forward in their efforts to become 

more secure, they had to intentionally shift in how they thought about, felt about, and 

interacted with their families of origin.  For example, some participants described 

choosing to stop striving for their parents’ approval and stop basing their sense of worth 
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on whether or not they received such approval: “It’s easier to be okay with you when 

you’re not trying to be who…you think they want you to be.”  

Knowing “there is more”.  Interacting differently with families of origin often 

began with an awareness that there must be more to life and relationships than what 

participants grew up knowing.  This also relates to the recognition participants had about 

themselves, their identity, and their character. One said, “I just knew there’s more to it 

than this. I mean from a young age, my aunt said I would always take notes in church, 

like I always wanted more out of relationships.”  Related to this and the process of taking 

responsibility for self is the recognition of one’s own insecurity and that something needs 

to be done about it. For example, another participant commented, “I think the objective 

awareness that my mother didn’t even trust herself helped me learn that if I wanted to be 

different, then I had to learn to do that.”  She went on to describe how that made a 

difference for her: “So, I think once I made that realization, that objectively my mother 

couldn’t trust others but even more so couldn’t trust her own opinion, I told myself I 

didn’t want that. So that awareness helped change it for me.” 

Reframing parents’ problems.  Once participants had this realization, they were 

able to reframe their parents’ problems.  For example, they reframed parents’ problems as 

their own insecurities or identified negative family patterns their parents had gotten stuck 

in, and as a result, did not know how to be a secure parent.  A participant with training in 

marriage and family therapy saw it as, “The more I differentiated myself, the more that I 

could see how she was still highly emotionally reactive.”  Another participant described 

how they were able to see their parent differently once their worth and identity were in 
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place: “Once that kind of clicked, the change of focus, I started to see that maybe my 

mom’s problem was her own insecurity.”  This reframing extended for many into a later 

ability to see their parents as doing the best they knew how to do. 

Setting boundaries with caregivers.  Many participants also described the 

necessity of learning to set boundaries with their parents, one example of the meta-

process of overcoming barriers and setbacks to growth influenced interpersonal changes.  

Sometimes this meant limited contact of all kinds, and other times it meant the 

participants would be assertive whenever parents attempted to re-enact old patterns of 

insecurity. For example, one participant said: 

I was finally able to put a stop to certain things, like my dad talking to me 

inappropriately, and able to stand up to him and say, ‘I don’t like it, and if you 

want to have a relationship with me then stop.’  And it was almost like [realizing I 

was worthy] empowered me to do that.  I felt like I didn’t have to put up with it 

anymore, because I was worthy of better. 

Gaining a new understanding of their worthiness of love was linked to their ability to do a 

multitude of security-enhancing actions, including setting boundaries and forgiving those 

who hurt them. 

Forgiving caregivers.  At some point, most participants described times when 

they intentionally chose to forgive their parents, primary caregivers, or an early 

attachment figures who had wounded them.  This involved being able to move beyond 

hurt and anger.  One participant shared her understanding of the purpose of forgiveness 

when she said, “Forgiveness, in my experience, is not about the other person. Forgiveness 



Texas Tech University, Rachael A. Dansby, May 2018 

 90 

is so I can set myself free, so I can heal.”  In some ways, forgiveness appears connected 

also to participants’ reframing their parents’ problems as their own attachment insecurity.  

For example, another said, “It started with me getting past the hurt and not being angry 

with what I had had to walk and coming to appreciate that walking through what I did it 

has made me a lot more.”  And still another chose forgiveness after observing the 

consequences of how her mother handled hurts: “She’s really put me through a lot, but I 

do forgive her because I’ve seen what holding on to that bitterness has done to her.” 

Family of origin work part II: Revisiting caregivers with a new lens.  After 

participants made peace with the past, they often described revisiting their caregivers 

from a new stance.  Once able to reframe their caregivers’ insecure behavior, some 

described having new and different conversations with their families.  For example, one 

woman said, “[My therapist] gave me some insight in sharing someone else’s story of 

pain.  So, I was able to revisit my mom with a new lens.  That was growth also.  That was 

a huge step forward.”  While others realized they could not have ideal relationships with 

their families, they chose not to cut them off but maintained ties with firmer boundaries.  

As one participant said, “I forgive my mom, but it’s interesting, because I’ve had to place 

a little bit of distance there for us to have any kind of a healthy relationship.” 

Part of revisiting caregivers with a new lens involved conversations about the 

forgiveness that participants already extended in their hearts toward their caregivers as 

they made peace with the past.  For example, one participant described her changed 

relationship with her mother as, “We still do have our issues, but I think she respects that 

I’ve stepped out of that mold, and so it was really good to facilitate [a] conversation with 
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her about forgiveness.”  Revisiting caregivers with a new lens sometimes also served as 

an eye-opening experience for participants about the disparities between how they grew 

up and the person they wanted to be.  This was a catalyst for a shift in identity, one of the 

intrapsychic changes.  One participant put it this way: 

I didn’t realize it until I went shopping with my mother again and she would ask 

me five times in a row the same exact questions about the same exact garment, 

and I remember thinking to myself, “Shit, is that me? This lack of trust extends so 

deeply…she can't even trust her own likes and dislikes and style.” I think that was 

the start of it. I realized I have my own style, I have my own opinions, and that 

trusting of myself extends to the trusting of others. 

The realization that trusting oneself extends to the trusting of others appeared to be a 

bridge in the process of growth for participants from their family of origin work to their 

relationships outside the family, with friends, communities, and significant others. 

Reaching outward part I: Taking small risks with trust.  A common mid-level 

process between doing family of origin work and making advanced steps in behaving 

more securely with others was learning how to open up and take baby steps with trust.  

The following sections each describe commonly described examples of taking baby steps 

with trust. 

 Joining a community.  The first way participants began the initial process of 

building more secure relationships with others was by joining a community.  A 

community was defined as any group of people who shared similar values, interests, or 

goals.  For some, their communities were ones of faith.  Others found communities in 
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institutions of higher education or in interest groups.  One participant found an accepting 

community in the military, which she found helpful, saying, “A lot of people you’re 

friends with, and you go on the field with, go on missions with, they usually accept you 

for whoever you are. Doesn’t matter what you look like, your beliefs, whatever the case 

is.”  Joining a community and getting involved with its members also necessitates 

opening oneself up to connection. 

 Being open to like-hearted connection.  The second early condition of growing 

in security with others was having an openness and willingness to connect with other 

people of “similar values,” as one participant stated, particularly with those who desired 

“depth” in the relationship.  One person put it in terms of learning about trust: “I think 

slowly learning what trust entailed was something I had to do for myself.”  Likewise, 

being open to connection was an active, intentional process for some, as one participant 

described, “I think for me, [it is] actively working on the willingness to trust that 

someone will be here despite whatever it is that comes our way.”  Finally, the risk 

inherent in the willingness to open oneself up to connection is described by this 

participant as a “leap of faith”: 

I think it’s always a leap of faith.  A willingness to set aside your own ego and 

objectively give someone the benefit of the doubt.  Instead of letting your anxiety 

take over.  All of the time there is a trust issue is usually stemming from the 

possibility of something.  If you let that fear guide what you’re thinking and 

feeling, then you're working against yourself and the relationship. 
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In addition to being open to connection, early process steps in reaching outward include 

having shared experiences with others who understand the difficult times one has been 

through. 

 Having shared experiences and someone who understands.  The third condition 

in the early process of taking baby steps with trust was having people with whom 

participants shared experiences and who understood what they had been through or were 

going through.  For example, one participant described creating a closer relationship with 

her father once she joined the military and was able to share the experience of being a 

serviceperson with him: “Once I got away from all that and joined the service and 

everything, my dad and I created a stronger relationship, you know, we started talking 

more and swapping war stories and that sort of thing.”  For another participant, it was 

helpful having a family member who understood through shared experience of what the 

participant had gone through. She said: 

I think it was really a process.  I fortunately had people in my family, actually my 

mom’s sister, [who] understood what I was walking and had kind of experienced 

the same thing with my parents.  And her being a sounding board but then to also 

know that she had experienced some of those same things…just kind of gave me a 

different view of the situation. 

Apart from family, many participants described having friends who filled the role of an 

understanding person with shared life experiences.  As one female participant shared 

about her best friend, “We had very similar paths, but we both have gotten ourselves to a 

much better place, so it’s really great, because we understand each other’s journey, we 
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understand what it took to get to where we’re at.”  Having someone understand what 

participants were going through because they shared a similar experience seemed 

particularly necessary in cases where participants had suffered from domestic violence or 

abuse.  As one woman put it, “It definitely helps to have people who know what you've 

been through and can relate… And I can look at them and I can easily see it wasn’t their 

fault, so why would it be mine?”  Finally, a crucial condition of participants’ ability to 

continue to grow in attachment security was receiving support from their communities 

and surrogate attachment figures. 

 Receiving support.  Support came in a variety of forms and from a number of 

sources.  In a spirit of transparency, one participant acknowledged that her journey 

toward security contained both strengths and vulnerabilities when she described herself 

as, “certainly determined at times, but also knowing that I really need support in order to 

achieve.”  One participant recalled receiving a lot of support from her individual therapist 

as they worked the long process of helping her create an earned security: 

She’s been very affirming.  And said, “You know, there’s a way through this. 

We’re doing well. I know where we’re at, I know this process.  I know this is hard 

for you, but I know where we’re at and we’re talking about this and you’re going 

to get there.”  So, she does affirm and validate. 

For others, this support came from intimate partners, as in this example: “There were 

several times when he would just be like, ‘I can't believe your parents would treat you 

like this.’ He was like my night and shining armor who would stick up for me.”  While 

support from others is necessary for movement toward greater security, there may also be 



Texas Tech University, Rachael A. Dansby, May 2018 

 95 

times when one must support themselves, as this participant describes her work in 

individual therapy, “giving more support to that part of myself that has those longings… 

strengthening and using my adult self to help get those longings met.”  As participants 

became more comfortable taking baby steps with others, they were able to take their 

positive attachment change to the next level. 

Reaching outward part II: Advanced steps to increasing security.  Once 

participants began to see themselves as worthy, valuable, and enough, many described 

being able to reach out to others in new ways.  At a basic level, they became more 

intentional about treating others better. 

Being a good friend.  One of the first advanced steps in the process of increasing 

attachment security involved making a shift from always needing something from others 

to balancing that with “being a friend to other people” in return.  As one participant 

described her realization: “I find that people who are struggling and do that are so needy 

that it pushes people away.  So, the other half of that is being a friend and being willing 

to like, those two have to go together to have real relationships.”  This participant seems 

to understand that allowing oneself to need others and depend on them as well as being 

someone others can depend on are two irreplaceable ingredients for secure relationships.  

Another participant articulated this same need for both when she said it is about “being 

willing to be real but walk the real with someone else too.”  One woman took her 

description a step further as she reflected on her actions after friends had been so 

supportive of her: 
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Me and one other gave her the simultaneous space and shoulder that she needed. 

So, like I had been the one to acknowledge that I could sense she was feeling bad, 

even though she didn’t say anything to anyone. Like I made that leap for her. 

Though the early steps of opening up to others likely feel hugely risky for many people in 

the early stages of earning a secure attachment, once they acclimate and become more 

comfortable with that way of being, not only does it get easier to risk, but it also is easier 

to acknowledge that leaning on others and allowing them to lean on us feels good. One 

participant described it similarly: “And whether it’s me leaning on a person or a person 

leaning on me, it feels good either way. It’s certainly a mutually beneficial thing that I try 

not to take for granted when it happens.” 

Becoming an attachment figure.  An action similar to but a step beyond “being a 

good friend” is that of actively becoming an attachment figure or mentor to someone else.  

As participants advanced in their growth toward greater security, many described seeing 

the necessity of and gaining the ability to share their stories of pain and in so doing, turn 

their pain into ways of helping others.  One woman put it this way: 

As I started to heal myself, I started to realize I was a part of something bigger 

than myself. That this was a divine gift and that my life had meaning way beyond 

my little corner of the world that I lived in. That tiny little place. And that I 

needed to give back. 

Another woman described how turning her own story into something that helped others 

was been a motivation for her. She said, “That’s always been my drive.  That was my 



Texas Tech University, Rachael A. Dansby, May 2018 

 97 

goal, if I can figure this out, I can turn around and help hundred if not thousands.”  

Likewise, being a secure figure for others served as a driving force in their own process:  

I couldn’t just do this for myself and my children, to put my marriage back 

together and have been a model for them. I am an extremely hard worker, and I 

am doing a lot to help the community and help the world. That is my drive. 

One participant, after realizing she could not have succeeded in her own journey 

without the benefit of having experiences with secure figures, described how she and her 

husband decided to pay it forward via foster care: “Also, my husband and I do have a 

heart to foster, and I think that’s probably part of where that comes from. A lot of them 

don’t know how to connect…because they have never had a positive experience.”  When 

asked what advice would she give to others wanting to earn their own security, another 

participant took an approach seen in Emotionally Focused Therapy, where change 

happens experientially, and said, “You know [I would] reach for them and help them 

experience that [for themselves].” 

Also, as several of the participants in this sample are psychotherapists themselves, 

many commented on how their own attachment growth has spilled over into their work 

with clients, becoming an attachment figure for them in the context of therapy. As one 

said, “And I do that with my clients. I mean it’s a parallel process…I don’t have to 

reinvent the wheel after [my therapist] and I went through so many iterations of how to 

do this.” 

Pursuing like-hearted connection.  Once participants were more comfortable 

with the idea of connecting with people, the process extended from simply being open to 



Texas Tech University, Rachael A. Dansby, May 2018 

 98 

like-hearted connection to actively pursuing it.  As one participant stated, “I think the 

more comfortable I am with myself, I will seek out relationships that are more compatible 

with who I am.”  It was also important to identify specific qualities that stand out as being 

like-hearted with one’s own values in relationships.  For example, “I have a handful of 

really close friends, but those relationships are so much more meaningful because they’re 

based on truth and love and respect.”  For many, pursuing connection has long been part 

of their pattern, but it began as anxious pursuit, as with this person: “I think I've always 

wanted to connection. Sometimes I would seek it our so much that it would be off putting 

to others. But certainly, once you feel that closeness, that connection, of course I want 

more.” 

The Interaction between Interpersonal Changes and Intrapsychic Changes 

The process of making interpersonal changes often occurred cyclically with 

making intrapsychic changes for participants.  Sometimes, participants changed 

interpersonally while making the internal changes involved with relinquishing a victim 

mentality and redefining their identity and worth.  For example, taking baby steps with 

trusting others sometimes helped them see themselves in a more positive, worthier light.  

Others, however, began by focusing on the internal changes that ultimately enabled them 

to interact differently with others.  As indicated by the unequal arrows and cycle in 

Figure 3.1, participants could not successfully make interpersonal changes without also 

making intrapsychic changes, whether previously or simultaneously.  On the other hand, 

participants could make intrapsychic changes without simultaneously making changes 

interpersonally.  Further, the meta-conditions of positive attachment change facilitated 
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both intrapsychic and interpersonal changes.  For example, surrogate attachment figures 

often helped participants redefine their identity and worth as well as take new steps in 

relationships.  Also, the process of making intrapsychic changes was described as 

difficult and lengthy for many, demonstrating the experience of barriers and the need to 

display persistence and intentionality in overcoming the barriers to continue growing. 

Discussion 

Overview 

 The grand tour research question for this study was simple, what is the process by 

which people increase their attachment security?  Results show that such a process is far 

from simple and is, in fact, quite lengthy.  Many participants in this sample described 

working intentionally for multiple years, and in some cases, multiple decades.  In no case 

did greater security come by accident.  Across the board, being intentional about making 

changes in how one saw themselves, how one interacted in relationships, and how one 

handled the inevitable rough patches that come with growth was a core condition of 

earning more secure attachment.  People with earned security are those with currently 

secure attachment representations but recall insecure, poor parent-child relationships in 

childhood (Saunders et al., 2011).   

 Many participants attended therapy and cited both the work done in therapy and 

the relationship with the therapist as useful in helping them earn security.  Similar results 

were found by Saunders et al. (2011), where earned-secure women reported attending 

therapy more often and more long-term than insecure or continuously secure women.  

Interestingly, the current study had several women who endured childhood abuse but 
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have not continued that pattern with their own children, and child abuse literature has 

also connected breaking the cycle of abuse with attending long-term therapy (at least 2 

years) and having a close relationship with a non-abusive adult (Egeland, Jacobvitz, & 

Sroufe, 1988).  Previous research has surmised the effectiveness of long-term therapy 

may be due to the therapist being a surrogate attachment figure who also helps clients 

revise their reflective functioning abilities (Saunders et al., 2011).  Reflective functioning 

is the skill of reflecting on personal experiences and deducing the mental states of oneself 

and others (Steele & Steele, 2008), which is linked to the AAI’s definition of earned 

secure attachment, which is having negative parent-child relationships but being able to 

coherently and clearly recall their experiences (Main, Goldwyn, & Hesse, 2008).  

Breaking the cycle of abuse, gaining reflective functioning, and working closely with 

therapists on these goals were also described by the participants of the current study. 

The process of positive attachment change also required participants to make 

peace with their families of origin, which were the roots of their attachment insecurity.  

Additionally, participants had to dig deep within themselves and allow themselves to be 

personally transformed in regard to their understanding of their identity and worth.  

Specifically, many had to stop seeing themselves as the victim of their circumstances 

before they could move forward and take hold of a more secure life.  Finally, participants 

all described taking part in various forms of what I termed, “reaching outward.” They 

could have pursued security just for themselves or kept it to themselves; instead, they 

passed it on by helping others, becoming a secure figure or mentor for someone else, and 

being a good friend.  In tandem, working on all three of these major lines (relationship to 



Texas Tech University, Rachael A. Dansby, May 2018 

 101 

family of origin, relationship with self, and relationship with others) resulted in increased 

security for participants. 

Study Contributions 

 The results of this grounded theory study provide additional insight on how 

women increase their attachment security.  The grand theory of attachment by Bowlby 

says attachments are formed very early in a person’s life through the level of accessibility 

and responsiveness a primary caregiver provides to a child (Bowlby, 1958).  Ongoing 

experiences either confirm or revise initial impressions.  For years, researchers have 

assumed that once a primary style of attachment is established in childhood, it will not 

alter much as the child grows (Waters et al., 2000a; 2000b; 2000c).  The main exception 

to this described in the literature is when people with previously secure, or mostly secure, 

attachment experience a traumatic event or series of events and go through a painful or 

extremely stressful life transition and slip backwards into either primarily anxious or 

avoidant behaviors (Davila et al., 1997; Hamilton, 2000; Unger & De Luca, 2014;).  In 

light of the literature, my grounded theory offers support for the idea that it is possible for 

positive change to occur, that is, people can move from using insecure strategies to gain 

connection and comfort to using secure approaches.   

The ability to earn security is more clearly seen for women, at this point, than for 

men, but the results do not by any means disqualify men from the ability to gain security.  

Several participants remarked how they and their husbands grew together in many ways, 

which suggests there are likely more men than who volunteered to participate in this 

study who have a testimony of earned security to tell.  Further, this study advances the 
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work of researchers such as Saunders et al. (2011) and explicates in greater detail the 

intricate process of earning secure attachment for women.  Additionally, this study 

involved singles as well as married participants, and overall, the process of change was 

similar for both groups.  The primary difference was in who participants named as 

surrogate attachment figures.  Singles did not name spouses or romantic partners as such 

figures (for obvious reasons), but rather cited friends, mentors, therapists, or extended 

family members.  That said, married participants did not rely solely on their spouses, 

either, and also grew in the context of friendships, therapy, and mentoring relationships. 

Study Implications 

 Practically speaking, the results of this study suggest several implications for 

practitioners as well as those wishing to increase their own security or get involved in 

community outreach and help others.  Clinically, almost all participants endorsed having 

attended some type of therapy along their journey and that therapy helped them grow.  

Participants had therapists from a variety of orientations including EFT, Narrative 

therapy, DBT, EMDR, Object Relations, Psychoanalytic, psychodrama, various group 

therapy approaches, and pastoral counseling.  Those with childhood abuse or other forms 

of trauma specifically cited the necessity of working with a therapist trained in some form 

of trauma-focused therapy, such as DBT or EMDR, in addition to other approaches. 

In typical therapy, however, when attachment security was a goal, one of the most 

commonly repeated helpful aspects of therapy was the therapist.  Specifically, how the 

therapist was engaged with them in the present moment, how they validated the 

participants, and how, in cases of long-term therapy, the therapist never gave up on the 
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participants or quit the process.  In these ways, regardless of theoretical orientation, it 

seems that the therapists modeled secure attachment for their clients, giving them 

opportunities to witness new possibilities for their lives and arenas for safely taking the 

risks necessary to grow into security.  The one notable exception related to orientation 

was psychoanalytic therapy.  Due to the structure of psychoanalytic therapy, where the 

client never sees the therapist’s face, and the therapist rarely if ever self-discloses, many 

participants who had worked with a psychoanalytic therapist found it largely unhelpful 

for attachment-related goals. 

For those wishing to increase their own security but are unsure how, the first 

implication for them is that earning attachment security is a process, and often a long and 

involved process.  It requires commitment, resolve, and sometimes even some 

stubbornness to never give up. A person has to really want it for it to happen, because it 

does not happen by accident.  The second implication for those desiring to increase their 

own security is that therapy with an attachment-oriented therapist will likely be beneficial 

in the process, and it is worthwhile to seek it out.  If therapy is not a viable option, it is 

still very important to surround oneself with people who share one’s desire for 

connection and will hold themselves and others accountable.  People may also find self-

help books useful.  A few participants cited specific books covering topics such as 

emotional abuse (Lundy Bancroft’s, “Why Does He Do That?”), psychological abuse 

(Shannon Thomas’ “Healing from Hidden Abuse”), and building one’s spiritual identity 

(Lysa Terkheurst’s, “Uninvited: Living Loved When You Feel Less Than, Left Out, and 
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Lonely” and Robert McGee’s, “The Search for Significance: Seeing Your True Worth 

Through God’s Eyes”) that were helpful parts of their change process. 

Finally, this study holds important implications for community outreach.  All of 

the participants in this study benefitted from having other people step into their lives and 

be surrogate attachment figures for them.  In turn, some participants also articulated a 

desire to pay it forward and help other children through fostering.  Not everyone can 

feasibly foster or adopt children, but those are not the only ways in which participants 

were aided along their own journeys.  Their stories tell us that volunteering oneself as a 

mentor, giving of oneself as a good friend (available and responsive, while also setting 

boundaries), or taking a young person under one’s wing and teaching them survival, 

social, and emotional skills all make a difference.  Many participants had only one or two 

people who came to mind as being influential in their growth, which suggests it does not 

take an army of people to increase another person’s attachment security—it only takes 

one or two.  As such, the results provide narrative support for such programs as Big 

Brothers, Big Sisters or other similar programs, as they are designed to match 

disadvantaged children, who often grow up in insecure homes, with a mentor who can 

show them new possibilities for life. 

Limitations and Future Research 

One of the limitations of this study was the lack of male representation in the 

sample.  A quick review of published articles around attachment change showed 

primarily female samples (e.g. Davila et al., 1997; Saunders et al. 2011).  While several 

males took the screening survey for this study, very few met the interview criteria, and 
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fewer still ultimately agreed to an interview.  Anecdotal evidence from couples’ 

therapists suggest men present more often with avoidant tendencies, and women are more 

likely to demonstrate an anxious style (personal communication, Sanderfer, 2016).  

Davila et al., (1997) studied a sample of women and found approximately 30% of them 

changed styles, particularly if they were originally more anxiously attached.  On the other 

hand, avoidant attachment is marked by discomfort with closeness, vulnerability, and 

depending on others, and previous research suggests avoidant attachment styles may be 

more resistant to change (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  This may help explain why so 

few men met the screening criteria of exhibiting positive attachment change in this study.  

The small number of male study qualifiers may be an indicator that there are fewer men 

than women who experience positive attachment change.  However, to make more 

definitive conclusions, there is still a need to investigate whether gender differences exist 

in how people increase their attachment security.  Future researchers could ask, “How do 

men with avoidant attachment styles make positive relationship changes?”  “Do men and 

women, regardless of insecure attachment style, use similar or different strategies to 

increase their attachment security?” and “Is positive attachment change more likely to 

occur if a person, regardless of gender, comes from a predominantly anxious style?” 

 Another limitation to this study was relying on participants’ self-report of 

attachment style change without being able to have an observer corroborate their change 

as it occurred.  While steps were taken to ensure that each participant indeed experienced 

a positive change and therefore met the inclusion criteria, future research could track 

participants’ positive change in real time and interview them about the process 
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subsequently.  Additionally, future research could screen participants using the AAI, 

which includes an observer in the process of identifying current attachment style (Main et 

al., 2008). 

 The participants in this sample also shared a characteristic of having remarkably 

severe childhood experiences, such as childhood sexual abuse, physical, psychological, or 

emotional abuse, parents with severe mental illnesses like bipolar disorder and 

alcoholism, or parents who physically abandoned them.  Several also reported 

experiencing various forms of domestic violence as they aged.  The results of this study 

subsequently suggest that positive attachment change is possible for people, primarily 

women, who came out of extreme childhood situations.  Interestingly, Saunders et al. 

(2011) used a sample of low risk mothers, and many of them demonstrated positive 

change as well.  Future qualitative studies, particularly grounded theory analyses, should 

employ theoretical sampling of those from low-risk, average childhoods and screen them 

for positive attachment change.  Researchers could ask, “Is positive attachment change 

more likely to occur or simply more easily identified in the lives of people with 

remarkably insecure childhoods?” and “Do the processes of positive attachment change 

differ for people with more average childhood upbringings from those with more severe 

experiences?” 

A third potential limitation to generalizability is the possibility that so many 

women in the sample endorsed using therapy, self-help, education, and relationship-

enhancement groups like Hold Me Tight due to my sampling strategy.  While I advertised 

heavily on social media with public posts, I also sent study advertisements to a large 
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international listserv of EFT-therapists and a large listserv for students and emerging 

professionals in MFT, which could mean a large percentage of the audience who 

responded to my inquiry were already pre-disposed toward therapy and relationship 

enhancement strategies.  On the other hand, several participants in my sample used 

therapy or some form of self-help/education but were not therapists themselves, which 

may lend credibility to the helpfulness of therapy or self-help/education in its own right. 

A fourth limitation to the generalizability of this study is that 80% of my sample 

reported being Caucasian, and women of color formed a stark minority.  Though this 

ratio was not intentionally created, as participants were included on the basis of 

demonstrating positive attachment change, it does leave a few questions for future 

research to explore. First, researchers could ask, “Is positive attachment change more 

likely to occur for people with privileged statuses in regard to race and income? And if 

so, why?” Second, “Do people of color and lower socioeconomic statuses incur different 

barriers to positive change than Caucasian and higher socioeconomic status individuals?” 

Third, “Do people of color use means of positive attachment change that are ethnically 

unique?” Finally, “How prominent of a role does race and income play in people’s ability 

to earn secure attachment?” 

 Finally, there are always limitations to research when conditions are self-reported 

and subjective by nature.  Participants retrospectively recalled the state of their childhood 

attachments on the screening survey, the memories of which, as some have theorized 

(Hazan & Shaver, 1987), can be influenced by the quality of their current relationships 

and circumstances.  It is possible that because participants were in relatively secure 
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places in life and relationship that they remembered their childhoods more harshly.  

However, as participants told their stories to the primary investigator, they did so with 

hallmark signs of people with secure attachment (George, Kaplan & Main, 1996) and 

described new found characteristics (e.g. believing themselves to be worthy of love and 

basing their sense of self on non-contingent sources; Park, Crocker, & Mickelson, 2004 ) 

that are theoretically consistent with existing literature (see review by Mikulincer & 

Shaver, 2007).  This study did not seek to be an objective examination of attachment 

change but rather sought to hear participants’ perspectives on their own lives as to what 

they found helpful in feeling more secure with themselves and in their relationships. 

Other questions for future research also emerged from the results of this study.  

First, being intentional and employing resolve was an important mechanism of change in 

this sample, but the question remains, “Where do people get this kind of intentionality 

and resolve?” Future research could explore this further.  Additionally, as several women 

in this sample noted how they and their husbands grew in attachment security together, 

future research could ask, “What percentage of male partners in relationship with females 

who earned secure attachment also experience positive attachment change?” and “How is 

a dyadic process of earned security similar to or different from an individual process of 

change?” Future studies also need to be intentional about gathering more male 

participants so that these questions can be answered empirically and not just theoretically.  

Finally, this sample reported being middle-to-upper class in income, and many of them 

sought therapy as part of their process of earning secure attachment. A lingering question 
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is then, “What might a poorer, less therapy-accessing group do to earn secure attachment, 

and would they be able to do so?”  
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CHAPTER IV 

 GLOBAL DISCUSSION 

The aim of this dissertation was two-fold.  The first goal was to examine how 

attachment changes in adulthood for couples over a multi-year period.  This aim was 

accomplished through dyadic latent growth modeling of secondary data.  The second goal 

was to explore how attachment changes positively, from insecure to secure.  This aim 

was accomplished through constructivist grounded theory methodology. 

Major Findings 

 Study 1: Chapter 2.  The primary findings of Chapter 2 were, first and foremost, 

that no one except husbands in Group 1, where one or both partners had sought therapy 

of some kind prior to the start of the study, displayed significant estimated change in 

attachment security over time.  Further, results were surprising by indicating the predictor 

variables, which were included based on anticipated significance from the literature, held 

no significant weight in affecting attachment security over time.  Another unanticipated 

finding from this research was that the model showed more parsimony when actor and 

partner effects were added to the predictors, demonstrating the predictor variables had 

equal effect on the intercept and slopes of attachment, regardless of gender.  This may 

suggest that attachment operates similarly for men and women, and perhaps it is best 

thought of as a relational process rather than a gendered, relational process. 

The surprising finding from Chapter 2 was how those (both men and women) who 

reported higher marital instability at the beginning of the study also displayed a slower 

rate of increase in attachment insecurity than those who reported lower marital instability.  
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As this finding was unexpected and seemingly counterintuitive, I explored a few possible 

explanations.  First, as bivariate correlations showed, those already higher in marital 

instability are also more insecure at Wave 1, and therefore, it could be they had less room 

to increase in insecurity than those who began the study at lower levels of marital 

instability and attachment insecurity.  Second, this raises the question of whether 

attachment insecurity may experience a ceiling effect, where a person cannot become 

infinitely more insecure.  From this perspective, as those initially higher in marital 

instability further increase in attachment insecurity, their rate of increase slows as they 

approach the ceiling.  However, this should be explored further. 

 Study 2: Chapter 3.  In Chapter 3, results showed positive attachment change in 

women occurred in three parts, intrapsychic changes, interpersonal changes, and meta-

relationships and processes that spanned time and the course of change.  The primary 

intrapsychic changes that occurred in order for women to increase in secure attachment 

were in their identities and in their sense of self-worth.  When it came to making 

interpersonal changes, participants did so in two directions: “Revisiting the past” and 

“Reaching outward.”  Revisiting the past was about changing how participants interacted 

with their parents or primary caregivers from childhood, especially changing their 

expectations of them, forgiving them, and setting boundaries with them.  Reaching 

outward first involved participants taking baby steps in trusting friends and significant 

others, and then, as participants grew in their security, they sought, for example, to 

become secure figures for others. 
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Finally, there were five meta-themes that influenced both the intrapsychic and 

interpersonal changes participants made.  The first major meta-theme was that positive 

attachment change is a complex, intentional process that takes time.  In no case did a 

participant increase their security quickly.  For participants to rise above losing hope 

during such a long process, most participants had to decide that the journey was worth 

however long it took and however difficult it became.  In fact, going through rough 

patches and overcoming those potential barriers to their growth were two other meta-

themes that cut across the other major processes of positive attachment change.  Also, 

going to therapy, pursuing education, or using self-help strategies was another cross-

cutting meta-theme that helped participants make both intrapsychic and interpersonal 

attachment changes.  Finally, having surrogate attachment figures and seeing new 

possibilities through them was the fifth meta-theme that cut across all other processes of 

positive attachment change.  Having a figure to model what a secure relationship could 

look like, as well as how secure people handle processes like conflict and attachment 

emotions, was an important component in participants’ change.  Many remarked they 

could not have become more secure without these relationships. 

Cohesion of Dissertation  

 The global purpose of this dissertation was an examination of the processes of 

change in adult attachment styles.  As a body of work, it paints a picture of attachment 

change that would not be visible with the results of one study alone.  For example, the 

direction of change in Study1 was negative, and the direction of change in Study 2 was 

positive.  Additionally, history of therapy and current use of therapy from Study 1 appear 
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to bear no weight on the trajectories of couples’ change, which might lead one to 

conclude therapy has no bearing on attachment.  However, the qualitative testimonies of 

many of the participants in Study 2 demonstrate that therapy often played a vital role in 

their positive change processes.  What Study 1 could not ascertain due to limits of how 

the data were collected was what type of therapy participants used, their reasons for 

seeking therapy, what their roles in therapy were, and how long they attended.  These 

factors are important to understand the impact of therapy, as shown by other facets of 

Study 2, such as how participants had to be intentional and relentless in their pursuit of 

more security.  It holds true that they also had to be intentional and relentless during 

therapy as well, not just passive attendants.  Additionally, in order for attachment to be 

affected by therapy, it may be that attachment-based orientations and compatible 

interventions are necessary to implement.  At the very least, Study 2 shows that both 

internal and interpersonal changes are crucial parts of the process of positive change, so if 

a therapy approach does not attend to one or both of those areas, attachment cannot be 

expected to change. 

 Another component that presents a new picture when considered from the results 

of both studies is the role of stressful life events on negative attachment change.  The 

existing literature citing change has mostly told a story of negative change, and stressful 

life circumstances such as childhood maltreatment or parental mental illness (Davila et 

al., 1997; Hamilton, 2000; Unger & De Luca, 2014; Waters, et al., 2000a).  From the 

existing literature alone, one might conclude that if a person experiences those types of 

events or circumstances, they will be insecurely attached afterwards.  However, the 
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participants in Study 2, who all experienced positive shifts in their attachment security, 

had extremely negative experiences earlier in their lives, including childhood sexual 

abuse, parental mental illness, and parental incarceration.  Additionally, in Study 1, the 

number of stressful life events (e.g. death of a child, death of a parent, loss of a job) failed 

to be a significant predictor of participants’ negative change as was expected based on 

existing literature.  What this may suggest is that insecurity cannot be predicted by the 

mere presence or accumulation of such events.  Perhaps what participants in Study 2 had 

that those in others’ studies who experienced negative change did not was a resilience 

and perseverance to overcome their circumstances and the setbacks they encountered as 

well as possible resources that helped them make the positive changes they sought. 

Clinical and Research Implications 

The culmination of this dissertation provides a few implications for clinicians.  

The participants of Chapter 3 emphasized their therapists often held the role of 

attachment figure along their journey.  In EFT, the participants specifically implicated the 

therapeutic relationship in addition to model-based interventions in positive attachment 

change.  In light of this, cultivating and maintaining a secure therapeutic alliance appears 

important for a therapist to be a secure surrogate attachment figure for clients.  Other 

models’ interventions such as externalizing the problem and re-membering from the 

Narrative approach, and the trauma protocol from EMDR and DBT were also stand-out 

interventions.  As discussed in Chapter 3, many of the participants in this sample were 

victims of some type of trauma, and for these, targeting trauma-healing in therapy was 
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necessary.  Thus, if clients have histories of trauma and/or abuse, one recommendation is 

that clients alongside the attachment-based work. 

Considering therapy from the perspective of both studies, Chapter 2 suggests 

merely attending therapy is likely insufficient to affect attachment change.  Though not 

all participants from Chapter 3 used an attachment-oriented therapist, many who attended 

therapy were familiar with attachment theory and seemed to make the connections 

between principles of attachment and their therapeutic experiences.  Further, for change 

to occur, especially positive change, the role, agency, and intentionality of the client may 

bear more weight than does the therapeutic approach of the therapist.  Research on 

common factors, which show client factors to account for 40% of change and a 

therapist’s model or approach to account for 15% corroborates this assertion (e.g. 

Lambert, 1992). 

Future research would benefit from datasets containing quantifiable therapy 

variables denoting type of therapy used (i.e. individual, couple, family, or group) and 

purpose for attending therapy (e.g. marital problems, trauma, parenting).  Otherwise, 

researchers will continue to be restricted in which questions can be explored using 

existing data with large samples. 

Additionally, questions remain regarding gender differences in positive 

attachment change.  Future studies could ask, “What paths or strategies do men use to 

increase their security that women have not already reported using?”  “How do societal 

messages and expectations of men’s emotional behavior in relationships affect their 

process of attachment change?”  “Are men more likely to ascribe to predominantly 
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avoidant attachment strategies, and if so, how does their process of change or non-change 

differ from men who ascribe to predominantly anxious strategies?” 

Limitations and Conclusion 

Several limitations to this dissertation should be examined.  Although Study 1 in 

Chapter 2 makes important advances in our knowledge of attachment change for couples 

grouped by history of therapy use, information was lacking in the existing dataset 

regarding type of therapy used, purpose of therapy, and levels of commitment and action 

in therapy.  Additionally, this study only included data from heterosexual couples who 

remained married throughout the study, and the excluded couples’ trajectories may have 

been different and provided additional information on change.  Another limitation in 

Study 1 is that the number of couples in the No History of Therapy group may not have 

been adequate power to discern the presence of small effects.  Finally, the impact of 

stressful life events was considered from an additive perspective, and individual stressful 

events were not examined due to the already large number of estimated parameters.  

Given a larger sample, examining the effects of separate negative or stressful life events 

could have revealed different results. 

Additionally, in Study 2, the initial interview qualifiers were women, and the 

results thus demonstrate a model of positive change for women, leaving male voices 

unaccounted for.  As most of existing literature on attachment change has used fully or 

predominantly female samples, our knowledge of male attachment change is weak.  

Further, the sample size in this study met the minimum of 15 participants, and a slightly 

larger sample would have strengthened the study. 
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Despite the limitations of this dissertation, this project culminated in two novel 

pieces of literature that will contribute valuable information to the area of attachment 

change research.  These studies offer insight into how attachment is measured and 

examined, how the impact of therapy on attachment is tested, and provides a theory of 

how positive attachment changes occurs for women, something the field has entirely 

lacked prior to this dissertation.  The results of this dissertation provide thought-

provoking implications for clinicians and relevant directions for future research. 
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Findings: This study is now approved. Thank for you making the changes as requested. 

Best wishes on your research!  

Expiration Date:   Aug 31, 2018  

 

Dear Dr. Spencer Bradshaw, Nicole Springer, Douglas Smith, Rachael Dansby, Megan 

Story, Kelsie Krupitzer, Lauren Creger, Kiarra Watts, Karis Finch, Benjamin Finlayson, 

Shelby Sewell:  

 

A Texas Tech University IRB reviewer has approved the proposal referenced above 

within the expedited category of:  

6. Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made for research 

purposes.  

 

7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited 

to, research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, 

cultural beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey, 

interview, oral history, focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or 

quality assurance methodologies.  

 

The approval is effective from Sep 18, 2017 to Aug 31, 2018. The expiration date must 

appear on your consent document(s).  

 

Expedited research requires continuing IRB review. You will receive an automated email 

approximately 30 days before Aug 31, 2018. At this time, should you wish to continue 

your protocol, a Renewal Submission will be necessary.  Any change to your protocol 

requires a Modification Submission for review and approval before implementation.  

Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Review (PAR). A PAR investigator may 

contact you to observe your data collection procedures, including the consent process. 
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You will be notified if your study has been chosen for a PAR.  

 

Should a subject be harmed or a deviation occur from either the approved protocol or 

federal regulations (45 CFR 46), please complete an Incident Submission form.  

 

When your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please use a Closure 

Submission to terminate this protocol.  

 

Sincerely,  

 
Kelly C. Cukrowicz, Ph.D.  

Chair, Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board  

Associate Professor, Department of Psychological Sciences  

357 Administration Building. Box 41075  

Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075  

T 806.742.2064 F 806.742.3947  

www.hrpp.ttu.edu  

 

  

http://www.hrpp.ttu.edu/
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 B. BLANK COPY OF GROUNDED THEORY INFORMED CONSENT 

Dear Potential Research Participant: 

 

You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Rachael A. Dansby, 

M.MFT, LMFT-A, a doctoral candidate in Marriage and Family Therapy at Texas Tech 

University. The purpose of this research is to understand how people become more secure 

in their adult relationships when they grew up within insecure relationships with their 

caregivers. 

 

If you would like to participate, you will be asked to complete an online screening survey 

so that Ms. Dansby can determine if your experiences are a good fit with the research 

questions.  You may choose to stop participating in the survey at any time.  If you meet 

participation criteria, you will be redirected to a new screen which will ask you to provide 

your phone number or email address so that the research team can contact you about 

scheduling an individual, face-to-face or online interview with Ms. Dansby. 

 

If you choose to participate, the interview will last approximately 45-60 minutes, 

depending on your responses, and you may be asked for a brief, follow-up interview to 

help Ms. Dansby clarify emerging results. During the interview(s), you will be asked 

questions about factors that helped you become more secure in your relationships over 

time. You may choose not to answer these questions if you wish. If at any time during the 

interview you become distressed, you may ask Ms. Dansby to stop. In addition, she can 

provide you with mental health resources if you feel speaking with a therapist would be 

helpful to you. After your interview has been transcribed verbatim, you will receive a 

copy of it to help the researchers check for accuracy. 

 

No known physical, social, or legal risks are expected from participating in this research. 

However, you may experience emotional discomfort while recalling experiences related 

to your relationships with your caregivers in childhood.  Your decision to take part in the 

study is completely voluntary. You are free to choose not to take part in the study, and 

you may choose to not answer specific questions during the interview(s).  Your decision 

whether or not to participate will in no way affect your relationship with or Texas Tech 

University. 

 

Every 20 people who complete the screening survey will be entered in a drawing for a 

$15 Amazon gift card (you’ll have a 1 in 20 chance of winning). Volunteers who 

participate in the interview portion of the study will be compensated for their time with a 

$20 Amazon gift card at the end of the study. Additionally, you may find that 

participating provides a useful opportunity to explore your process of growth and positive 

change in feeling secure in relationships. 

 

You will be asked to indicate your agreement to participate in this study at the bottom of 

this screen. Selecting “Yes” means you agree to take the survey and participate in any 
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additional interviews if you qualify. Selecting “No” means you do not wish to participate 

in any part of the study, including the screening survey.   

 

If you participate in the interview portion of the study, your interview(s) will be audio-

recorded and transcribed. Your name will not be associated with the audio recording or 

the typed transcript, and other identifying information will be disguised on the transcript 

as well as in all research publications and presentations. Everything shared with the 

researcher in the study will be confidential to the extent allowable by the laws of the State 

of Texas.  If during the interview(s) you report current and ongoing abuse of a child, 

dependent adult, or disabled person, Ms. Dansby is required by law to report this 

information to the appropriate authorities. All typed transcripts will be stored securely on 

Dropbox.com. Audio data will be saved on a secure USB drive that will also be locked in 

Ms. Dansby’s office at Texas Tech University. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact Ms. 

Dansby at (806) 834-8463 or rachael.dansby@ttu.edu You may also contact Texas Tech 

University’s Office of Human Research Protection Program for questions regarding your 

rights as a research participant at (806) 742-3947. HRPP at Texas Tech University has 

approved this research study until August 31, 2018. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Rachael A. Dansby, M.MFT, LMFT-A 

Doctoral Candidate 

Dept. of Community, Family, & Addiction Sciences 

Marriage and Family Therapy Program 

Texas Tech University 

 

 

Kelly C. Cukrowicz, Ph.D. 

Chair, Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board 

Associate Professor, Department of Psychological Sciences 

T: 806. 742.2064 

www.hrpp.ttu.edu 

 

Do you agree to participate in the screening survey and any subsequent interviews if you 

meet study criteria? 

Yes  No 

Electronically sign your name below, certifying you are at least 18 years old and agree to 

participate in the following screening survey and, upon qualification, subsequent 

interview(s). 

____________________________________  
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 C. GROUNDED THEORY SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE 

Instructions: The following statements concern how you felt as a child in your 

relationships with your parents or primary caregivers. Respond to each statement by 

indicating how much you agree or disagree with it. Mark your answer using the following 

rating scale: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

1. It helped to turn to my caregivers in times of need. 

2. I needed a lot of reassurance that my caregivers loved me. 

3. I wanted to be close to my caregivers, but I kept pulling away. 

4. I found that my caregivers didn’t want to get as close to me as I wanted them to. 

5. I turned to my caregivers for many things, including comfort and reassurance. 

6. My desire to be very close sometimes scared my caregivers away. 

7. I tried to avoid getting too close to my caregivers. 

8. I often worried about being left or abandoned by my caregivers. 

 

Instructions: The following statements concern how you feel in your closest relationships 

in the present, which could be with a romantic partner, best friend(s), and/or family 

members. We are interested in how you generally experience relationships, not just in 

what is happening in a single, current relationship. Respond to each statement by 

indicating how much you agree or disagree with it. Mark your answer using the following 

rating scale: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

1. It helps to turn to loved ones in times of need. 

2. I need a lot of reassurance that I am loved by loved ones in my life. 

3. I want to get close to loved ones, but I keep pulling back. 

4. I find that loved ones don’t want to get as close as I would like. 

5. I turn to specific loved ones for many things, including comfort and reassurance. 

6. My desire to be very close sometimes scares loved ones away. 

7. I try to avoid getting too close to loved ones. 

8. I often worry about being abandoned by loved ones. 

Scoring Information: 

Anxiety Subscale = 2, 4, 6, 8 

Avoidance Subscale= 1 (reverse), 3, 5 (reverse), 7 

Adapted from: Wei, M., Russell, D. W., Mallinckrodt, B., & Vogel, D. L. (2007). The 

experiences in Close Relationship Scale (ECR)-Short Form: Reliability, validity, and 

factor structure. Journal of Personality Assessment, 88, 187-204.  
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 D. DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 

The purpose of the questionnaire is for you to provide some basic background 

information about yourself to help the researcher understand the context you bring to this 

study. 

 

1. Gender: 

_____ Female _____ Male  

 

2. Relationship Status: 

___ Single, never married ___ Dating/In a committed relationship         

___ Married, first marriage ___ Married, second+ marriage ___ Widowed, not 

remarried ___ Divorced 

 

3. Age: 

___ 18-25 ___ 26-35 ___ 36-45 ___46-55 ___ 56 and over  

 

4. Highest Level of Education: 

___ High School/GED ___ Bachelors  ___ Masters  ___ PhD 

 

5. Gross Annual Income: 

___ $0-$20,000 ___ $21,000-$40,000  ___ $41,000-$60,000          

___ $61,000-$80,000  ___ $81,000 and above 
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 E. GROUNDED THEORY INTERVIEW GUIDE 

1. Tell me about your journey to become more secure…what were your initial steps? 

2. Were there any influential relationships that helped you become more secure?  If 

so, please tell me about them and in what ways were they helpful? 

3. Sometimes when we start to make a change in our lives, we take one step forward 

and two steps back. So, how have you overcome barriers to your growth toward 

greater security? 

a. What helped you open up to others and trust they would still be there for 

you in your vulnerability? 

4. What specific factors do you think were important in your growth process toward 

becoming more securely attached? 

5. Would you describe yourself as stubborn, determined, persistent, or with another 

similar characteristic? If so, what role do you think that characteristic played in 

your process of earning security? Did it help or hinder you? 

6. For participants of faith: What role do you see your faith/relationship with God 

playing in you becoming more secure? 

7. What advice for might you give to someone wanting to increase their felt sense of 

security? 
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 F. SAMPLE GROUNDED THEORY TRANSCRIPT 

Participant ID: 09 Date of Interview: 10-27-17 

P =  Participant  R = Researcher 

R: You might not have felt very close to people or they may not have been as close to 

you as you may want them to be. Would you say that’s true for you? 

P: Absolutely. 

R: Great. Well what I’m really hoping to learn about it is how did you get from point A to 

point B, to where you are now, and what helped you along in that journey. Does that kind 

of make sense? 

P: Yes. 

R: Perfect. I’ll just kind of open the floor initially for you to just tell me about your story. 

How things have changed for you, what was really instrumental for you, and I’ll just kind 

of ask questions along the way. Does that sound okay? 

P: Sure. 

R: The floor is yours, tell me a bit about your story. How did you get to where you are? 

P: Well, I grew up in a home where I was abused and primarily by my dad. My mom was 

kind of the enabler. For that reason, and just because she was just emotionally shut off. I 

felt like she never cared, well I felt like she cared but I felt like she didn’t love me 

necessarily. I felt more like a hindrance. She an I had a relationship, it just wasn’t very 

good because I always felt like sort of a burden to her. So that was kind of how I grew up. 

I had a few people in my life that I was really able to count on. Well really just one, my 

great-grandmother. And I was able to kind of count on her. Anything she said she was 

going to do, she did. And she was very nurturing. So, growing up I always kind of 

wanted to be like her. 

R: Ah, got ya. So, she was kind of a role model for you. 

P: Right. There was a real conflict there as well because her daughter hated her. And that 

was really an odd thing for me to view, growing up. And as I got to a cognitive level 

where I was able to understand, this is really happening, she is really mean to her.  

R: Oh wow. 

P: Through all of that my great- grandmother still loved her and would give her anything 

she wanted. She loved her through all of that but my grandmother was still ugly to her. 

SO that was weird for me. So, I always wanted to emulate my great-grandmother in how 
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I dealt with relationships with people because I felt like she was caring and loving and 

you always know how she felt. So that’s what I kind of did and through that I’ve been 

hurt a lot but I don’t know, not that it was worth it, but I’ve learned for all of those 

relationships. I’ve learned from each time that something was happened that I guess the 

warning signs in another relationship. Hearing the warning signs of people who are just 

trying to take advantage or people who are trying to manipulate you. 

R: Yeah sure. I’m wondering about that piece. Being able to recognize those warning 

signs. What do you think it is that helped you recognize what those were? 

P: I think being hurt repeatedly. And then just coming to kind of a place where moving to 

Lubbock to go to school and meeting people who weren’t like that. And developing some 

really good friendships that were reciprocal instead of one sided kind of showed me that 

it wasn’t all people that were like that. That wasn’t normal. Having that positive side to 

counteract the negative that was going on I had the ability to look at both and say this is 

one that is better. 

R: absolutely. I hear a couple of pieces in there. You unfortunately had a lot of painful 

experience that you were able to learn from, fortunately. Then kind of moving away and 

getting out of the environment you had been in, meeting new people, experiencing people 

who were different than you had always known. Seeing there was something different out 

there. 

P: Right. 

R: Awesome. That’s really good. Sorry that was sort of a side note. 

P: You’re fine. Anyways that’s how I started looking at the differences and when I 

actually consciously sat down and thought about how I wanted to spend my life and how 

I wanted relationships to be in my life and during all of this time my family relationships 

were here and there hit and miss kind of. It seemed like after I moved out, my mom and I, 

our relationship started getting better. I don’t know why. Particularly after my father died 

we were able to really once she was able to recognize the things that he has done that 

were wrong, and it sounds bad but her accepting her role in that….and we are very close 

now. Even a lot of that is due to our relationship improving over the years, but also me 

learning more about God and the way that He forgives us and the nuances that come with 

that. Because it’s hard to grow up in a situation where somebody allowed somebody else 

to hurt you and then just completely forget that person and move on with life. I really 

struggled with that for a while and what that looked like in the big picture. So that 

relationship with God really helped me forgive my mom.  

R: Absolutely. I’m just taking some notes here. So, I’m curious about, that piece about 

your relationship with God really helping your relationship with your mom. How did you 

really learn to lean in or press into your relationship with God in order to allow that to 

have the effect that it did. Does that make sense? 
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P: It does. A lot of that is really because of my husband because when he and I got 

married. Ever since we’ve known each other we’ve had an open dialogue about God, the 

bible, and God’s plan for us, and everything else. But over the years that we’ve been 

married he has been instrumental in helping me see that God is a loving God and loving 

Father to us, because when I did not have a good earthly father example it was hard for 

me to accept that, like I always believed in God and tried to follow what I thought the 

bible was telling me to do, but it was hard for me to view God as a father. Does that make 

sense? 

R: It does. 

P: So, I think seeing first hand, his dad with him, and through our discussions and lots of 

study and stuff like that. It changed my perspective on what a father could be. Then that 

kind of opened my eyes to okay God is a father to us and He is loving and kind and 

wrathful but He is kind and He’s just, so I think that is how that developed. With a lot of 

study and lot of discussion with him and seeing a lot of earthly father examples that were 

wonderful. 

R: Yes, absolutely, can I see that. I’m curious if you noticed any, in addition to seeing 

fathers in a new light and seeing God as a father in a new light as well. If in addition to 

this process you started to see yourself differently? 

P: I did. It took me a long time, I think a little longer than the father part, but there came a 

point where I realized that no I wasn’t worthy of the cross, but that’s what God did for 

me anyway because He loves me, and in that sense, it made me worthy. Does that make 

sense? It’s sort of convoluted. 

R: Yeah, I think so. There was something about Him choosing to do it anyway that made 

you worthy. 

P: Right. 

R: I think that word worthy stands out to me so such. And a part of this research is, there 

seems to be a piece that inevitably at some point in people’s growth that yes there are 

external factors, maybe how we relate to other people outside of us. but there are internal 

factors too about how we see ourselves, do we see ourselves as worthy love, or good 

relationship, or connection, so it’s sounding like at some point that started to click for 

you. That even though you weren’t worthy of the cross, because he did it anyway that 

made you worthy.  

P: Yeah. 

R: Is there anything around that new sense of worthiness that you maybe didn’t have 

before that you could share. 
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P: You know it really helped me, one of the jumping off points for me was, when I first 

started to realize that maybe I was worthy of God’s love and all of that stuff that goes 

along with that, stuff that goes along with that, I’m not trying to discount it but you know 

what I mean. I was finally able to put a stop to certain things like my dad talking to me 

inappropriately and able to stand up to him and say I don’t like and if you want to have a 

relationship with me then stop. And it was almost like it empowered me to do that. 

Because I felt like I didn’t have to put up with it anymore because I was worthy of better. 

God created me for better things. That certainly helped my physical self just because I 

didn’t have to have that there anymore. 

R: I can see that. I think that’s a really good too, empowering. There’s something about 

that that gave you a lot of strength and courage it sounds like too. 

P: Yes. 

R: Yeah. So, from that would you say that’s kind of where you are now? I ‘m seeing a bit 

of timeline or growth process where once, through your husband’s help you were able to 

see God as a father differently, and once you were able to see Him differently you were 

able to believe that He loved you, and once you were able to believe that He loved you, 

you began to believe that you were worthy of that love. Once you were worthy of that 

love, once you believed that, you were able to start to set some boundaries with people 

and feel empowered by that. Is that the end of the timeline or is there more? 

P: No that’s not the end of the timeline, that was several years ago now. I think I still 

have trouble setting boundaries with people because I want to help them. So, I have been 

better about being able to do that I just, every once in a while. I think that really what it 

comes down to for me, I’m very stubborn and if I feel like there’s more that I can do I 

will. Almost to a detriment sometimes. And I’m beginning now to realize that God is 

God and I’m not. And this has been a thing for the last year or so for me. And so, I still 

try to be in control sometimes when I’m not. Does that make sense. 

R: It does. I find it very curious that you just used the word stubborn because hands 

down, everyone who I have talked to so far has said the same thing. So that is one piece 

I’m trying to make sense of. For some people, they conceptualize this stubbornness, you 

worded it: if there’s more that I can do I will. I’m wondering where you think that comes 

from for you? 

P: So, I have a couple of theories on that because it’s something I’m trying to figure out 

for myself. One of my theories is that because I had no control when I was growing up 

over anything, I try to have control now, so that I can be empowered. And that has been 

part of my struggle in life is finding my empowerment in not so great ways. You know 

what I mean? Just because I can feel empowered in a situation doesn’t mean I should. I 

think that’s because of me growing up and not having any power at all. And not even 

having the power to feel a certain way. My other theory is that nobody helped me when I 

was a kid. CPS was even called at one point and nobody helped. So, I feel like 
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particularly for children and battered women I will go so far and trying to help that I 

almost won’t quit and sometimes I need to. Because I’m not God and sometimes I try so 

hard to help, I don’t know if I overstep, but it’s a hard line. 

R: Absolutely. It’s so personal for you. It really touches you, in a deep place, when you 

encounter someone with perhaps a similar story to you. It makes a lot a sense that it 

wrenches your heart, it moves you powerfully. I can appreciate the struggle there in 

knowing when to stop and let God be God and take over. I think those two theories make 

a lot of sense to me. One of the things I think about this kind of stubbornness, in light of 

the theory I’m working under which is attachment theory, stubbornness as a word doesn’t 

necessarily fit with the theory, so I haven’t quite figured out how it fits in yet. Because it 

certainly seems to be a part of everyone’s experiences. But I wonder, for some people, 

they described it maybe, like, woke up or had an awakening to the longing for connection 

that maybe were always there, but maybe they never allowed themselves to pursue or 

believed could be possible. And others described I have always had that longing and I 

over-pursued and pushed even to where I even people away. Do either of those camps 

seem to fit for you? 

P: The second one is more me. I don’t think I push people away, but I enabled them to 

take advantage of me. Because I would do anything for them. Because I wanted that 

connection, I wanted that acceptance and I mean I was very codependent for a long time 

and looking back now I can see a lot of relationships where I was very dependent on that 

person for things that almost seem ridiculous to me now. 

R: I’m curious. One thing I’m trying to make sense of is if the stubbornness that you are 

all describing for me, if that is in anyway connected to which camp you might fall in. 

Whether it was like yours and some other people I’ve talked with about longing so much 

that we either push people away or we don’t push away that are taking advantage of us. 

Or if that stubbornness in anyway is connected to the camp of I finally woke up to the 

fact that I could have connection and that it was possible and I have hope for it now. I’m 

wondering if you see any connection between those two things for yourself? Or if they 

feel separate. 

P: I’m not sure. But good question. I think there is probably some underlying 

stubbornness because, we have a saying square paper- round hole, you can try to get it in 

there but it’s not going to and you just keep on, keep on, keep on, but you can’t change 

people, they can only change themselves and time after time I thought this time it will be 

different and this person will treat me this way instead of going back to this. So, I can see 

some underlying stubbornness of me thinking it will change this time, it will be different 

and not even because this person said things will be different, because God forbid I 

actually approach them and say, “hey I don’t like being treated this way” because then 

they might leave. You know, I think, I can definitely see a connection there in my 

stubbornness holding on to certain ideas about people. 
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R: You strike me as a person who, you really maybe to fault or to detriment to yourself, 

you believe the best in people. Even if they are not treating you as they should or others 

as they should you see the potential, perhaps, in them to be better. To be a good friend, or 

a good parent or a good person who treats people well. Would you say that fits for you? 

P: Yeah. 

R: Okay. And it sounds like that keeps some hope alive for you. 

P: It does. 

R: Yeah, maybe that too is part of “maybe it will be different this time.” 

P: I think so. 

R: Okay. That is super helpful. I’ve been wracking my brain over that to try make 

connections. This might be one of those areas, you know in this research, sometimes we 

come back to interviewees we’ve talked to already with follow up questions to try and 

clear up some areas that are kind of fuzzy still. I have a feeling this will be one of those 

areas, depending on my remaining interviewees. I would invite you, if you care to, to 

continue maybe thinking about how those maybe connected for you, and if anything 

comes to you and your more than willing to let me know if something came up for you 

and I would love to sit down with you again if that’s the case. It’s totally voluntary, it’s 

not mandatory at all. I think it’s just such an interesting part of the stories, including 

yours, about some little piece about what helps them become more secure in their 

relationships. So, I’m wondering, because it seems like maybe stubbornness has a 

double-edged sword. It can be positive and keep us going or it can be to our detriment. 

So, I’m wondering for you what had to happen with your sense of persistence or this 

stubbornness that allowed it to work for you and not against you? 

P:  I think so, I had a really interesting relationship with one of my sisters in law, she is a 

beautiful person but very needy. She was traumatized as a child and then adopted by a 

family who continued to traumatize. And she has held on to that for so many years and it 

has been a source of constant aggravation for her. And her and Is relationship was one 

sided for many, many years. It was the kind of relationship where when she needed 

somebody I was the one she came to, when she needed someone to be real with, I was the 

one she came to. But when everything was okay, I was dropped. We went through that 

for probably about 10 years and I finally was just like I’ve had enough, I’m done with 

trying to change this person, I’m done trying to, doing the same thing and expecting a 

different result. This is not going change and that’s okay, it has to be okay. It has to be 

okay that this is something that either A. she’s capable of or B. something she’s willing to 

do. I did not invest as much or if I did invest the way I had before, I did not expect 

anything more than what I received in the past. I think that really helped me because it 

was this one person and the pattern was the same. Super high needs for 3 or 4 weeks and 

then one or two weeks of basic friendship type tasks and then she doesn’t reach out or 
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need me or anything for like for 4 months and then it would start over again. So, I just 

decided I would still be there but I wouldn’t drop anything and go to the detriment to my 

husband or my kids. And that really helped me be able to see that I was in charge of me 

and it wasn’t okay for me to be upset when I continued to put myself in the same 

position. So, the factor there that I could change is me and not her. So, I think that really 

helped me move along. 

R: I can definitely see that. Was it something that just clicked for you one day or how do 

you think you came to that place where you realized if I keep doing the same but 

expecting different results, I’m not going to get anywhere and I can’t change anybody 

else but I can change myself.  

P: I think it was kind of a, something that had to stew for a while and it had to, I 

remember having to go through the cycle a few times while I was thinking about this and 

really having to decide if that was how I wanted to handle things. Because again I’m kind 

of a control freak and I feel like I can help I’m going to. So, I had to say okay “who is 

really in charge here?” And it wasn’t me. There was a lot of prayer and a lot of thought 

and conversations with my husband. It was never something I said to her, I just handled 

things differently. I was still there for her and did stuff for her but it was different. So, it 

wasn’t just an ah ha moment okay I’m done, it was a lot of thought, because again I’m 

stubborn, so there was a lot of thought and time and energy making that decision and it 

was a very difficult one to make. 

R: No, I can imagine because that went kind of counter to everything that you knew 

about how to handle relationships up until that point. 

P: Exactly. 

R: it sounds like he was also very supportive and encouraging in that process. 

P: absolutely. 

R: When you think about your growth process overall, form a more insecure place, to 

where you are now, including your husband, were there any other people or groups or 

programs or anything like that helped you out along the way. 

P: I think I’ve always been really active in church. Because I’ve stayed home a majority 

of our marriage. I go to the ladies-bible classes and there are a lot of older women and I 

think that even though I don’t necessarily remember a time speaking with them about this 

necessarily, I think just their wisdom and support, I mean those ladies have been through 

some stuff. And they really, there’s a particular set of ladies, went to church with them 

for about 7 years, they really were wonderful to me and built me up in ways I didn’t even 

realize I needed. Just the friendships that developed there, so I have to say church is a 

place where I really got a lot of support. And I’ve made some friends along the way who 

have also been a big support but other than that. You know I have an aunt right now who 
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for the last few years has been a really strong support for me and we can just sort of talk 

about anything. 

R: One of the things I’m curious about are barriers to growth. Often in any life journey 

we can come up upon barriers, potholes, walls, whatever you would like to call them. 

That if we don’t do something with them, they would stop our progress. I’m wondering if 

you’ve had any of those types of moments or issues or events that feel like barriers that 

you were able to overcome? 

P: You know I have a real weakness when it comes to children. It doesn’t matter how old 

they are, how many problems they might have, I am very weak when it comes to children 

and even the average person who is weak for children, I put them to shame. I have a real 

weakness when it comes to them and anything they might need and anything, I want to 

help so badly those who have been in situations like I was in. I think it is a barrier for me, 

I think sometimes I put myself in the place of God still, and when I am not equipped to 

handle a situation it’s hard for me to recognize. Is that kind of what you’re talking about? 

Cause that’s the only thing that’s like glaring in my personality right now. 

R: Sure, sure, absolutely. It sounds very, just form the story you told me so far, it sounds 

very adaptive where that came from. That was part of what you had to do as a child, 

growing up it was a part of your survival strategy. So, it would make sense that, that 

might come up for you again as an adult. So, I’m wondering for you, what has been the 

most helpful strategy to overcome that barrier and to keep pressing forward. 

P: It’s a lot of prayer and trying to listen to what God is saying. Whether that be though 

my husband or not. Because he is usually able to recognize it before I am. And so that’s 

pretty much it. 

R: The sounds really pretty important that one, that your husband recognizes that and that 

he shares that with you and it sounds like you trust him enough and his perspective so 

that you’re able to receive that feedback. Would you say that’s true? 

P: Yeah. Sometimes I don’t right away but yes. 

R: Sure sure, eventually. And remind me, some about how you were able to develop that 

kind of trust with your husband? 

P: Oh goodness, we’ve known each other for so long. We started out as just friends and 

really, we could talk about anything from day one. It was really a very open relationship, 

it was kind of one of those blessings that God gave me early on with him, that I was just 

very comfortable with him, which was interesting because I did not open up too many 

people. So, I think it was just something God gave me with him. But over the years that 

we’ve been friends and then getting married, we’ve been through a lot and he’s always 

been my rock, he’s always been there. Even if he didn’t have the answer he tried. I think 

when you go through as much as we’ve been through it either destroys your marriage or 

makes it more solid and ours solid. 
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R: Absolutely. I think those types of difficulties you’re absolutely right, they are a huge 

test to a couple’s bond that holds them together, I can imagine if you have been though a 

number of things, that you would be very very strong on the other side of them. That’s 

really cool. One of the last questions I have is, if you had a chance to mentor someone 

who was kind of wanting to go through the same journey you’ve been on, they wanted to 

do something different in their life. They wanted to increase their felt sense of security in 

relationships and they wanted to see themselves differently and they came to you and 

they said “what advice do you have for me, where do I start, how can I do this? 

P: I would tell them that they need to start with God and to keep Him in focus at all 

times. And to be honest with themselves and the people they encountered. Not that they 

had to tell their story to everyone they encounter but to be honest and intentional with 

what they were saying and what they were doing knowing themselves what they wanted 

out of said relationship. Is this going to be an acquaintance, or is this going to be a 

friendship or is this going to be something more? Because I think that so often, 

particularly with people who have been hurt, it’s hard to be honest. It’s hard to be honest 

with others but it’s hard to be honest with yourself. So, I think that’s really the important 

thing. 

R: Absolutely. If they had some follow up questions for you about well what advice 

would you give me if I’m having some trouble, if I’m struggling being able to be honest 

and intention with who I am and what I want. How do I do that, how do I work for that? 

P: I would ask them if they even knew and what do they want from their life? I think 

particularly for me, not having anything control over anything as a child, it was hard for 

me to settle on something. Everyone always asks you want you want to be when you 

grow up, well I didn’t get that option. I popped off one day with something and my 

parents wanted me to do that and so did my grandparents and if I changed my mind I was 

going to get in trouble. I think if you’re raised like that it’s hard to make decisions for 

yourself and stick to them or make a decision and go “you know this isn’t really who I 

am”, and to have the courage to change it or cut people out of your life that are harmful to 

you or not helping you with your goal. But I think that that’s the advice I want to give 

them is do you really know what you want to do, do you really know who you want to be. 

I think just listening to God, because I think even when He doesn’t come out and give us 

a big, big sign, I think he whispers to us and He lets us know what He wants for our lives 

and we have to be quiet enough to hear the whisper. 

R: I kind of hear in that maybe you might encourage that person to ask themselves not 

just what do I want for my life, who do I want to be, but who does God say I am? 

P: Exactly. 

R: “What does he say he has in mind for my life.” 

P: Right. 
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R: Yeah. That’s powerful stuff. 

P: God is pretty amazing. 

R: Isn’t He? He’s pretty big. He blows me away every day. 

P: Me too. 

R: Well is there anything else that you can think of that I didn’t ask about, or we didn’t 

have time to talk about today, or we haven’t talked about already that you feel like that is 

kind of big part of your story, a big way you have been able to increase your security. We 

haven’t talked about already 

P: I don’t think so I think we’ve probably. I think it all just comes back to God. I don’t 

want to sound like broken record. 

R: That’s okay. I do agree. There have been a few participants, yourself included, who 

have talked about God being a super instrumental part of their story. So, I may come back 

to the few of you who have mentioned about that if I have additional questions. Because 

there may be some parts of the theory that I’m trying to build that are pretty specific for 

people of faith and other parts that may be more general for everyone. So, if you’re okay 

with me kind of coming back with some follow up questions toward the end of the study, 

I may do that. Because sometimes we can say, in all honesty and truth, that it does come 

back to God. Sometimes kind of digging into that a little bit and teasing that a part and 

looking at the smaller pieces embedded in that on how to actually do that, that ca be 

really helpful to other hoping to increase their own security or they’re a helper and 

they’re trying to help someone else. Because I know people of faith still have some really 

big tough questions about God, about tough or bad things that happen in life. So, if 

you’re okay with that I may come back with some follow up questions. 

P: Sure, that’s not a problem at all.  
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 G. SAMPLE ANALYTIC MEMOS 

Early Stage Memo 

Participant 02 describes a few factors instrumental to her change process: 

Narrative therapy and 2, positive, nurturing extended family members. She went 

to therapy herself and also learned and became certified in narrative therapy. For 

her, externalizing the voices of insecurity and engaging in the process of Re-

Membering were what laid the foundation of secure sense of self. Two people 

whose influence she retained were family members who saw and voiced her great 

worth and value, esteeming her as “like a diamond” and also were intentional 

about spending time with just her; they also nurtured her personally and 

professionally. One common thread between participant 01 and 02 is their 

attitude of “I’ll prove you wrong.” It produced determination, motivation, and a 

drive that nothing could stop. Some of that stubbornness seems personality 

based/cultural and part of it seems to come from a desire for their adult lives to 

be better than their parents’ 

 

Late Stage Memo 

So, there seem to be (1) a path of change on how a person processes his/her 

insecure bond with their bio-parent(s), (2) a path where they begin to deal with 

the intrapsychic parts of attachment, like realizing new desires they have or new 

characteristics they want to hold. This also involves redefining their identity, 

including reassessing their value and worth. (3) A path where they begin 

exercising and growing their abilities to form secure attachments with new 

people, whether that’s with surrogate parent figures, friends, and/or spouses. And 

(4) a path where they become a secure attachment figure for others. This may 

happen in being a more secure figure for one’s own children, for children in 

one’s community, by “giving back” in friendships and being a good friend, or 

facilitating new, more secure conversations with one’s own family of origin. 
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