
International Journal of Advanced Research and 

Multidisciplinary Trends (IJARMT) 
     An International Open Access, Peer-Reviewed Refereed Journal 

 Impact Factor: 6.4       Website: https://ijarmt.com          ISSN No.: 3048-9458 

 

Volume-1, Issue-2, October – December 2024                                                                               245       

THE ROLE OF ATTACHMENT STYLES IN ADULT RELATIONSHIPS: 

A REVIEW OF CONTEMPORARY PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH 

 

Mansi 

Research Scholar, Department of Psychology, MDU Rohtak (Haryana) 

mansi891999@gmail.com 

 

ABSTRACT 

Attachment theory, initially developed to understand infant-caregiver bonds, has profoundly 

influenced the study of adult interpersonal relationships. This review synthesizes peer-

reviewed research from 2000 to 2025, to examine how attachment styles—secure, anxious, 

avoidant, and disorganized—shape adult romantic and social relationships. The article explores 

their impact on relationship satisfaction, emotion regulation, communication patterns, and 

conflict resolution strategies. Through a critical lens, it evaluates the theoretical and 

methodological strengths and limitations of contemporary studies, emphasizing the robustness 

of attachment theory while identifying gaps in measurement precision, cultural applicability, 

and longitudinal depth. Implications for clinical practice and directions for future research are 

discussed, advocating for diverse samples and innovative methodologies to advance the field.  

INTRODUCTION 

Attachment theory, pioneered by John Bowlby (1969) and extended by Mary Ainsworth 

(Ainsworth et al., 2015), posits that early interactions with caregivers form internal working 

models (IWMs) that guide interpersonal expectations across the lifespan. In adulthood, these 

models manifest as attachment styles—secure, anxious, avoidant, and disorganized—shaping 

romantic and social relationships. Secure attachment fosters trust and intimacy, while insecure 

styles often lead to relational challenges, such as fear of abandonment (anxious), discomfort 

with closeness (avoidant), or inconsistent behaviors (disorganized). Since Hazan and Shaver’s 

(1987) seminal application of attachment theory to romantic love, research has proliferated, 

exploring how these styles influence relationship dynamics. 

This review synthesizes contemporary psychological research, focusing on peer-reviewed 

studies to examine the role of attachment styles in four key domains: relationship satisfaction, 

emotion regulation, communication, and conflict resolution. By critically analyzing the 

strengths and limitations of current literature, the article addresses methodological challenges, 

such as measurement biases and cultural limitations, while avoiding speculative claims. The 

review concludes with clinical implications and recommendations for future research, 

emphasizing the need for longitudinal designs, cross-cultural perspectives, and refined 

measures of disorganized attachment.  

Theoretical Foundations of Attachment Styles in Adulthood 

Attachment theory posits that IWMs, formed through early caregiver interactions, shape 

perceptions of self and others in relationships (Bowlby, 1969). Secure attachment, 

characterized by confidence in relational availability, contrasts with insecure styles: anxious 

attachment, marked by preoccupation with rejection; avoidant attachment, defined by 
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emotional distance; and disorganized attachment, reflecting incoherent relational strategies due 

to unresolved trauma. Hazan and Shaver (1987) extended these concepts to adult romantic 

relationships, conceptualizing love as an attachment process rooted in IWMs. 

Contemporary research has shifted toward dimensional models of attachment, with anxiety and 

avoidance as orthogonal axes (Fraley & Waller, 1998). The Experiences in Close Relationships 

(ECR) scale (Brennan et al., 1998) measures these dimensions, offering greater precision than 

categorical approaches like the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; Main & Goldwyn, 1994). 

However, debates persist regarding the stability of IWMs over time and their applicability 

across cultural contexts. For instance, Thompson et al., (2022) argue that while IWMs exhibit 

relative stability, life events and relational experiences can modify attachment orientations, 

necessitating longitudinal investigations. Similarly, cultural variations in caregiving practices 

challenge the universality of attachment constructs, particularly in collectivist societies where 

interdependence may alter attachment expressions (van IJzendoorn & Sagi-Schwartz, 2008). 

These theoretical developments frame the subsequent analysis of attachment styles’ impact on 

adult relationships.  

Attachment Styles and Relationship Satisfaction 

A robust body of literature links attachment styles to relationship satisfaction, with secure 

attachment consistently associated with positive outcomes. Feeney (2008) found that securely 

attached individuals report higher levels of trust, commitment, and interdependence, fostering 

resilience against relational stressors. A longitudinal study by Chopik et al. (2013) 

demonstrated that secure attachment predicts relationship longevity, with couples exhibiting 

secure orientations reporting greater satisfaction over time compared to those with insecure 

styles. This stability is attributed to secure individuals’ ability to maintain balanced 

interdependence, fostering mutual support and emotional intimacy. 

In contrast, anxious attachment is associated with lower satisfaction due to heightened 

sensitivity to rejection. Campbell and Marshall (2011) found that anxiously attached 

individuals engage in hypervigilant behaviors, such as excessive reassurance-seeking, which 

can strain partnerships and reduce partner satisfaction. These behaviors often stem from fears 

of abandonment, leading to cycles of neediness and conflict. Avoidant attachment similarly 

undermines satisfaction, as individuals prioritize emotional independence over intimacy. 

Butzer and Campbell (2008) reported that avoidant individuals experience lower sexual and 

relationship satisfaction, reflecting discomfort with emotional and physical closeness. This 

detachment often manifests as reduced responsiveness to partners’ needs, eroding relational 

quality. 

Disorganized attachment, though less studied, is linked to erratic relational patterns that 

destabilize relationships. Paetzold et al. (2015) noted that disorganized individuals oscillate 

between approach and avoidance behaviors, leading to inconsistent partner interactions and 

reduced satisfaction. The scarcity of research on disorganized attachment in adulthood limits 

comprehensive conclusions, but preliminary evidence suggests its detrimental impact on 

relational stability. 
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The literature benefits from robust methodologies, including longitudinal designs and validated 

measures like the ECR (Brennan et al., 1998). These tools provide reliable assessments of 

attachment dimensions, enhancing internal validity. However, reliance on self-report measures 

introduces risks of social desirability bias, particularly among anxious individuals who may 

overreport distress (Fraley et al., 2015). Additionally, the predominance of Western, 

heterosexual samples limits generalizability, as cultural norms influence relational expectations 

(van IJzendoorn & Sagi-Schwartz, 2008). For example, collectivist cultures may prioritize 

familial interdependence over romantic intimacy, potentially altering attachment dynamics. 

Future research should incorporate diverse populations and observational methods to capture 

naturalistic relational behaviors, thereby enhancing ecological validity. Mixed-method 

approaches, combining self-reports with partner reports, could further mitigate bias and deepen 

insights into dyadic processes.  

Attachment Styles and Emotion Regulation 

Attachment styles profoundly influence emotion regulation, shaping how individuals manage 

affective experiences in relationships. Securely attached individuals exhibit adaptive emotion 

regulation, using partners as secure bases to cope with stress. Mikulincer and Shaver (2013) 

found that secure attachment is associated with lower emotional reactivity and greater reliance 

on constructive coping strategies, such as problem-focused coping and seeking social support. 

This adaptability enhances psychological well-being and relational harmony, as secure 

individuals effectively modulate stress responses. 

Anxiously attached individuals, conversely, tend to hyperactivate their attachment system, 

amplifying emotional responses to perceived relational threats. Sheinbaum et al. (2015) utilized 

experience sampling to demonstrate that anxious individuals report heightened negative affect 

in daily interactions, reflecting poor emotion regulation. This hyperactivation often manifests 

as rumination or excessive reassurance-seeking, exacerbating relational tension. Avoidant 

individuals employ deactivating strategies, suppressing emotions to maintain distance. Debrot 

et al. (2020) found that avoidant attachment moderates the psychological benefits of physical 

touch, with avoidant individuals deriving less emotional comfort from affectionate contact, 

which limits their ability to co-regulate with partners. 

Disorganized attachment complicates emotion regulation, with unresolved trauma leading to 

dissociative or erratic responses under stress. Paetzold et al. (2015) suggest that disorganized 

individuals struggle with coherent emotional strategies, often exhibiting heightened arousal or 

detachment in response to relational stressors. A systematic review by Eilert & Buchheim  

(2023) further linked insecure attachment (anxious and avoidant) to dysregulated autonomic 

nervous system responses, such as elevated cortisol levels during conflict, underscoring the 

physiological underpinnings of attachment-related emotion regulation. 

The integration of physiological measures, such as cortisol levels and heart rate variability, 

strengthens the evidence linking attachment to emotion regulation (Eilert & Buchheim, 2023). 

These objective metrics complement self-reports, reducing reliance on subjective data. The 

AAI, despite its resource-intensive nature, provides rich narrative insights into disorganized 

attachment, enhancing construct validity (Thompson et al., 2022). However, small sample sizes 
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in physiological studies limit generalizability, particularly for disorganized attachment, which 

is underrepresented in non-clinical populations. Additionally, the complexity of measuring 

dynamic emotional processes in real-world settings remains a challenge, as laboratory-based 

assessments may not capture naturalistic responses. Future research should prioritize 

ecological momentary assessments and cross-cultural studies to explore how cultural norms 

shape attachment-related emotion regulation. Multimodal approaches, integrating self-reports, 

physiological data, and partner observations, would provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of these processes.  

Attachment Styles and Communication 

Effective communication is a cornerstone of relationship quality, and attachment styles 

significantly shape communicative behaviors. Securely attached individuals engage in open, 

constructive communication, fostering mutual understanding and relational cohesion. Feeney 

and Noller (1991) found that secure individuals use supportive verbal behaviors, such as 

validation and active listening, during conflict discussions, promoting collaborative problem-

solving. This communicative openness enhances partner trust and strengthens relational bonds. 

Anxiously attached individuals often exhibit emotionally charged communication, driven by 

fears of rejection. Pietromonaco and Barrett (2006) observed that anxious individuals are prone 

to negative verbal cues, such as blame or criticism, which escalate conflicts and undermine 

relational harmony. These behaviors reflect an underlying need for reassurance, often 

perceived as demanding by partners. Avoidant individuals, by contrast, adopt emotionally 

distant communication strategies, such as stonewalling or topic avoidance. Overall et al. (2016) 

found that avoidant partners’ withdrawal during conflict discussions predicts lower partner 

satisfaction, as it hinders mutual engagement and resolution. 

Disorganized attachment is associated with inconsistent communication patterns, oscillating 

between hypervigilance and withdrawal. Paetzold et al. (2015) suggest that unresolved trauma 

disrupts coherent dialogue, leading to unpredictable verbal and nonverbal behaviors. However, 

the limited empirical focus on disorganized attachment in communicative contexts restricts 

definitive conclusions, highlighting a critical research gap. 

Observational methodologies, such as videotaped interactions, enhance the ecological validity 

of communication studies by capturing real-time dynamics (Feeney & Noller, 1991). However, 

subjective interpretation of communicative behaviors introduces potential coder bias, 

particularly when distinguishing subtle differences between attachment styles. The reliance on 

laboratory-based settings further limits generalizability, as naturalistic communication may 

differ significantly. Cultural variations in expressive norms also warrant attention, as 

collectivist cultures may prioritize indirect communication, potentially altering attachment-

related patterns (van IJzendoorn & Sagi-Schwartz, 2008). Future research should employ 

naturalistic observations and cross-cultural designs to elucidate context-specific 

communication dynamics. Additionally, integrating partner perspectives through dyadic 

analyses could clarify how attachment styles interact to shape communicative outcomes.  
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Attachment Styles and Conflict Resolution 

Conflict resolution is a critical determinant of relationship longevity, and attachment styles 

shape how individuals navigate disputes. Securely attached individuals employ integrative 

strategies, balancing self and partner needs to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes. Rholes et 

al. (2001) found that secure individuals are more likely to compromise and engage in 

collaborative problem-solving, enhancing relationship stability. This adaptability stems from 

their confidence in relational security, allowing them to approach conflicts constructively. 

Anxious attachment is associated with maladaptive conflict resolution, characterized by 

heightened emotional reactivity and difficulty de-escalating disputes. Campbell and Marshall 

(2011) reported that anxious individuals’ fear of abandonment leads to persistent conflict 

engagement, often exacerbating tensions through accusatory or defensive behaviors. Avoidant 

individuals, conversely, disengage from conflict to maintain emotional distance. Overall et al. 

(2016) noted that avoidant partners’ withdrawal predicts unresolved conflicts, reducing 

relationship satisfaction and fostering resentment. 

Disorganized attachment complicates conflict resolution, with individuals exhibiting 

unpredictable behaviors, such as sudden escalations or detachment. Paetzold et al. (2015) 

suggest that unresolved trauma contributes to these inconsistencies, though empirical evidence 

remains sparse due to challenges in measuring disorganized attachment in adulthood. 

Longitudinal and dyadic designs strengthen the literature by capturing bidirectional influences 

between partners during conflict (Rholes et al., 2001). These approaches illuminate how 

attachment styles interact to shape resolution outcomes. However, varying definitions of 

“conflict” across studies hinder comparability, as some focus on frequency while others 

emphasize intensity or resolution strategies. The focus on romantic relationships also overlooks 

other relational contexts, such as friendships or workplace dynamics, where attachment may 

play a similar role. Future research should standardize conflict metrics and explore non-

romantic relationships to broaden applicability. Cross-cultural studies are also needed to 

examine how cultural norms, such as conflict avoidance in collectivist societies, moderate 

attachment effects.  

Methodological Considerations in Attachment Research 

The study of attachment styles in adult relationships has advanced significantly, yet 

methodological challenges persist. Self-report measures, such as the ECR (Brennan et al., 

1998), offer scalability and ease of administration but are susceptible to social desirability bias, 

particularly among anxious individuals who may exaggerate distress (Fraley et al., 2015). 

Narrative-based measures, like the AAI, provide rich qualitative insights but require extensive 

training and are resource-intensive, limiting their use in large-scale studies (Thompson et al., 

2022). The shift toward dimensional models of attachment has improved precision, yet debates 

continue over whether dimensional or categorical approaches better capture attachment 

variability (Fraley & Waller, 1998). 

Sample diversity remains a critical limitation. The predominance of Western, educated, 

industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) populations restricts generalizability, as cultural 

norms shape attachment behaviors (van IJzendoorn & Sagi-Schwartz, 2008). For instance, 
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collectivist cultures may emphasize familial interdependence, potentially altering the 

expression of anxious or avoidant attachment. Longitudinal designs, while robust, often suffer 

from small sample sizes, reducing statistical power and limiting the ability to detect subtle 

changes in attachment over time (Chopik et al., 2013). 

The measurement of disorganized attachment poses unique challenges. The AAI, while 

effective for identifying unresolved trauma, is less suited for non-clinical populations, and self-

report measures for disorganized attachment are still emerging (Paetzold et al., 2015). 

Additionally, the reliance on cross-sectional designs in many studies limits causal inferences 

about attachment’s impact on relational outcomes. Mixed-method approaches, combining self-

reports, physiological data, and observational methods, could address these limitations by 

providing a more holistic view of attachment dynamics. 

Strengths and Future Directions 

The integration of physiological measures, such as cortisol and heart rate variability, has 

enriched attachment research by grounding psychological constructs in biological processes 

(Eilert & Buchheim, 2023). Observational methods, such as videotaped interactions, further 

enhance ecological validity by capturing real-time relational behaviors (Feeney & Noller, 

1991). Future research should prioritize large, diverse samples to test the universality of 

attachment theory across cultural and socioeconomic contexts. Longitudinal designs with 

adequate power are essential to examine the stability and malleability of IWMs over time. 

Refining measures of disorganized attachment, potentially through adapted self-report tools or 

machine learning analyses of narrative data, could address current gaps. Additionally, 

exploring attachment in non-romantic contexts, such as professional or familial relationships, 

would broaden the theory’s applicability. Cross-disciplinary approaches, integrating insights 

from neuroscience and anthropology, could further elucidate the mechanisms underlying 

attachment processes.  

Clinical Implications 

Attachment theory informs a range of therapeutic interventions for relational distress, with 

approaches like Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) leveraging secure base principles to 

foster healthier dynamics (Johnson, 2012). For anxiously attached individuals, interventions 

focus on reducing hyperactivation through validation and co-regulation strategies, helping 

them manage fears of rejection. Avoidant individuals benefit from techniques that encourage 

emotional engagement, such as structured exercises to build trust. Disorganized attachment, 

often rooted in unresolved trauma, requires trauma-informed approaches, such as integrating 

EFT with trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy (Paetzold et al., 2015). 

Empirical evidence supports the efficacy of attachment-based interventions in improving 

relationship satisfaction and emotion regulation (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2013). For example, 

EFT has been shown to enhance secure attachment behaviors in couples, leading to sustained 

improvements in relational quality. However, the efficacy of these interventions varies across 

populations, with limited evidence in non-Western contexts where cultural norms may 

prioritize collective over individual needs. Clinicians must adapt interventions to account for 

cultural and individual differences, ensuring sensitivity to diverse relational frameworks. For 
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instance, in collectivist cultures, involving extended family in therapy may enhance outcomes 

by aligning with cultural values of interdependence. 

The integration of attachment principles into broader therapeutic frameworks, such as 

mindfulness-based approaches, shows promise for addressing emotion regulation deficits in 

insecurely attached individuals (Eilert & Buchheim, 2023). However, the resource-intensive 

nature of therapies like EFT limits accessibility, particularly in underserved communities. 

Future clinical research should explore scalable, culturally sensitive interventions, such as 

group-based or digital therapy platforms, to broaden access. Additionally, training clinicians 

in culturally competent attachment-based practices is essential to ensure effective application 

across diverse populations.  

CONCLUSION 

Attachment styles profoundly shape adult relationships, influencing satisfaction, emotion 

regulation, communication, and conflict resolution. Secure attachment fosters adaptive 

relational behaviors, while insecure styles—anxious, avoidant, and disorganized—present 

challenges to relational quality. Contemporary research (2000–2025) demonstrates the 

enduring relevance of attachment theory, supported by diverse methodologies and theoretical 

advancements. Longitudinal studies and physiological measures have deepened understanding 

of attachment’s impact, while dimensional models have enhanced measurement precision 

(Fraley & Waller, 1998; Eilert & Buchheim, 2023). However, methodological limitations, 

including reliance on WEIRD samples, self-report biases, and understudied disorganized 

attachment, highlight areas for improvement. 

Future research should prioritize cross-cultural and longitudinal designs to test the universality 

and stability of attachment constructs. Refining measures of disorganized attachment and 

exploring non-romantic relational contexts will further expand the theory’s scope. Clinically, 

attachment-based interventions offer significant potential for enhancing relational well-being, 

provided they are tailored to cultural and individual variability. By addressing these challenges, 

attachment theory will continue to provide critical insights into the dynamics of human 

connection, informing both research and practice in psychology. The ongoing evolution of 

attachment research underscores its capacity to illuminate the complexities of adult 

relationships, fostering deeper understanding and more effective interventions for relational 

health.  
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