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Foundational Theories of Attachment

The study of adult attachment development is fundamentally rooted in the groundbreaking work
of John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth, whose theories initially focused exclusively on the infant-
caregiver bond. Bowlby proposed that humans possess an innate, biologically driven system--the
attachment behavioral system--designed to ensure proximity to a primary caregiver, thereby
maximizing survival. This system is activated during times of stress, illness, or perceived danger,
prompting the individual to seek comfort and security from the attachment figure. The repeated
interactions between infant and caregiver lead to the formation of specific patterns of relating,
which are internalized and form the basis for expectations about future relationships. Ainsworth
expanded upon Bowlby's work by developing the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP), a
standardized laboratory protocol used to assess the quality of the infant's attachment to the
caregiver, leading to the identification of three primary attachment classifications: secure, anxious-
ambivalent, and avoidant. These classifications, though initially observed in infancy, provided the
conceptual template necessary for understanding relationship dynamics across the lifespan,
establishing the principle that early experiences shape subsequent emotional and relational
landscapes, necessitating a framework for how these patterns persist or evolve into adulthood.

The Shift to Adult Attachment: Hazan and Shaver's Model

While Bowlby viewed attachment as primarily relevant to infancy and childhood, the paradigm
shifted dramatically in the 1980s when researchers Cindy Hazan and Phillip Shaver applied
attachment theory principles directly to adult romantic relationships. They theorized that the
emotional bonds formed between adult romantic partners share essential features with the infant-
caregiver bond, serving similar functions, namely proximity maintenance, safe haven, and secure
base provision. Hazan and Shaver demonstrated that the distribution of attachment styles found in
adults closely mirrored those identified by Ainsworth in infants, utilizing simple self-report measures
based on descriptions of relationship patterns. This seminal research validated the concept of a
functional attachment system operating throughout the lifespan, suggesting that the drive for
emotional connection and security does not disappear upon reaching maturity but rather transfers
its focus from parental figures to peers and romantic partners. Their initial tripartite model
categorized adults into secure (comfortable with intimacy and interdependence), avoidant
(uncomfortable with closeness and preferring independence), and anxious/ambivalent (craving
intimacy but fearing abandonment and rejection), thereby opening the field for detailed empirical
investigation into the continuity and modification of these relational patterns over decades.

Dimensions of Adult Attachment: Anxiety and Avoidance

Following Hazan and Shaver, subsequent research refined the categorical model into a more
nuanced, two-dimensional framework proposed by Bartholomew and Horowitz, which is now the
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dominant approach for measuring adult attachment. This dimensional model posits that attachment
style is best understood along two orthogonal axes: Attachment Anxiety and Attachment
Avoidance. Attachment Anxiety reflects the degree to which an individual worries about the
availability and responsiveness of their partner; high anxiety is characterized by hyperactivation of
the attachment system, excessive demands for closeness, distress when apart, and a
preoccupation with relationship status. Conversely, Attachment Avoidance reflects the degree of
discomfort with closeness and dependence on others; high avoidance is characterized by
deactivation strategies, emotional distance, minimizing the importance of relationships, and
prioritizing self-reliance to maintain emotional autonomy. The intersection of these two dimensions
yields four primary attachment styles, which are crucial for predicting relational outcomes:

Secure: Low anxiety and low avoidance, characterized by comfort with intimacy and autonomy.
Preoccupied: High anxiety and low avoidance, characterized by a strong desire for closeness
coupled with fear of rejection.

Dismissing-Avoidant: Low anxiety and high avoidance, characterized by excessive self-reliance
and minimizing the importance of close relationships.

Fearful-Avoidant: High anxiety and high avoidance, characterized by a conflict between desiring
intimacy and fearing it, often due to past relational trauma.

Understanding attachment as dimensional allows researchers to capture the subtle variations in
relational behavior and emotional regulation that are often missed by rigid categorical assignments,
providing a robust tool for predicting relationship outcomes, coping mechanisms, and responses to
conflict.

The Role of Internal Working Models (IWMs)

Central to the stability and manifestation of adult attachment patterns are the Internal Working
Models (IWMs), cognitive-affective schemata developed through accumulated relational
experiences. Bowlby proposed that IWMs consist of two complementary parts: a model of the self
(am | worthy of love and support?) and a model of others (are others available and trustworthy?).
For securely attached individuals, IWMs are generally positive, viewing the self as competent and
lovable, and others as reliable and supportive, which allows them to approach intimacy with
confidence and manage relational threats effectively. In contrast, insecure individuals possess
compromised IWMs; highly avoidant individuals often hold a positive model of the self
(independent) but a negative model of others (unreliable), leading them to suppress vulnerability
and emotional needs. Highly anxious individuals typically hold a negative model of the self
(unworthy or incompetent) and an uncertain model of others, which fuels their intense need for
validation and proximity seeking. These IWMs function largely outside conscious awareness,
acting as perceptual filters that guide attention, interpret partner behavior, regulate emotional
responses, and dictate relational strategies, profoundly influencing mate selection, communication
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style, and conflict resolution over the course of adult development. The stability of these IWMs
explains why attachment styles often exhibit remarkable continuity, though they are not immutable
constructs and remain open to revision based on significant corrective experiences.

Developmental Pathways: Stability and Change

A critical question in the study of adult attachment development concerns the degree to which
attachment patterns remain stable across the lifespan versus the potential for transformative
change. Longitudinal studies generally support the concept of moderate stability, meaning that an
individual's attachment classification in infancy or childhood predicts, albeit imperfectly, their
classification in adulthood. This continuity is primarily attributed to the reinforcing nature of the
IWMs and the tendency for individuals to seek out relational environments that confirm their
existing expectations--a phenomenon known as evocative and selective interaction. However,
attachment is not a fixed personality trait but rather a dynamic system responsive to environmental
inputs. Significant life events or relationship experiences can act as powerful catalysts for change,
leading to a shift in attachment orientation. Positive, sustained relationships with a securely
attached partner, intensive psychotherapy aimed at processing early relational trauma, or major life
transitions (such as parenthood or loss) can serve as corrective emotional experiences. These
experiences challenge and ultimately reorganize the existing IWMs, allowing an insecure individual
to move toward greater security. Research suggests that movement toward security is often
gradual and requires consistent emotional availability from a new attachment figure, highlighting
that while early childhood provides the blueprint, adult life offers continuous opportunities for
refinement and revision of the attachment system.

Measurement in Adulthood: AAI vs. Self-Report

The field utilizes two distinct methodologies to measure adult attachment, each offering unique
insights into the structure and function of the attachment system: the Adult Attachment Interview
(AAI) and various self-report questionnaires. The Adult Attachment Interview (AAl), developed
by George, Kaplan, and Main, is a semi-structured clinical interview that assesses the individual's
current state of mind regarding attachment by evaluating the coherence, consistency, and
emotional integration of narratives about early childhood experiences with caregivers. The AAI
classifies individuals into four categories: Secure/Autonomous, Dismissing, Preoccupied, and
Unresolved (regarding trauma or loss). Crucially, the AAlI measures narrative coherence and
metacognitive monitoring rather than simply reporting on childhood events, providing a measure of
'earned security'--individuals who had difficult childhoods but have processed and integrated those
experiences coherently. In contrast, self-report measures, such as the Experiences in Close
Relationships (ECR) scale, directly assess the dimensions of anxiety and avoidance by asking
individuals to rate their feelings and behaviors in current romantic relationships. While self-report is
efficient and captures conscious behavioral strategies, the AAI taps into the underlying structure of
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the IWMs that may operate outside conscious awareness. Both methods are valuable, but they
measure different facets of the attachment system: the AAlI measures representational models,
while self-report measures capture behavioral expression within current relationships,
necessitating careful consideration of methodology when interpreting research findings on stability
and development.

Attachment in Relational Contexts

The attachment style of an individual profoundly impacts the dynamics and longevity of their adult
romantic partnerships. Securely attached individuals typically exhibit greater relationship
satisfaction, stability, and effective communication strategies, characterized by low levels of conflict
escalation and high levels of mutual support. Their ability to regulate emotions and trust their
partner allows them to engage in constructive conflict resolution and provide genuine secure base
support when needed. In contrast, insecure pairings often struggle with cycles of distress. When
an anxious individual partners with an avoidant individual (a common, though challenging, pairing),
the anxious partner's hyperactivation strategies (pursuit, demands for closeness) often trigger the
avoidant partner's deactivation strategies (withdrawal, emotional shutdown), creating a painful and
escalating distance known as the anxious-avoidant trap. Furthermore, attachment styles influence
the experience of sexuality, caregiving roles, and co-parenting practices, extending the impact
beyond the primary dyad. For example, avoidant individuals may use sex as a means of
maintaining distance or emotional regulation, whereas anxious individuals may use it to seek
reassurance of worth. Successful long-term development in a relationship often depends not just
on the individual's style but on the couple's ability to develop a shared, functional attachment
system that accommodates and regulates both partners' needs, emphasizing the concept of
dyadic regulation where partners co-create security.

Therapeutic Interventions and Attachment Security

Given the profound influence of early experiences and IWMs, therapeutic interventions often target
the modification of insecure attachment patterns to foster greater relational security. The primary
goal of attachment-informed therapy is to help the client recognize their habitual relational patterns,
understand the origins of their IWMs, and develop more adaptive emotional regulation strategies.
Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT), developed by Sue Johnson, is one of the most empirically
validated approaches for couples, specifically designed to identify and restructure the destructive
interactional cycles fueled by attachment insecurity. EFT focuses on accessing and expressing
underlying primary emotions (such as fear of abandonment) and creating new, corrective
emotional experiences within the safety of the therapeutic relationship and the couple's bond. For
individuals, psychodynamic and relational therapies provide a secure base for exploring and
revising IWMs through the therapeutic relationship itself, where the therapist serves as a temporary
secure attachment figure. This process allows the client to internalize new, positive models of self
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and others, leading to 'earned security." The success of these interventions underscores the
developmental potential inherent in the attachment system, demonstrating that while the initial
programming may be powerful, sustained, responsive engagement--whether through a therapist or
a committed partner--can fundamentally alter the trajectory of adult attachment development.
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