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Attachment, conflict and relationship quality: Laatry-based and clinical insights

Judith Feeney and Jennifer Fitzgerald

Abstract
Severe or persistent conflict is disturbing for eotic partners and can jeopardize the
couple relationship, hence activating the attactiragstem. In this paper we integrate
recent laboratory-based and clinical research attachment processes and couple
conflict. Three main tenets are addressed. Rtsichment security and insecurity
have pervasive effects in conflict situations, sh@pperceptual, physiological and
behavioral responses to conflict. Second, attaohnresecurity and associated
conflict behaviors tend to erode relationship dyali Third, attachment-related
interventions are effective not only in reducing thaladaptive responses that lead to
conflict escalation, but also in promoting secuatyd emotional connection within
the couple bond. These findings attest to the redy of attachment processes in

conflict interactions, while offering a clear, timgdnased framework for intervention.
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Adult attachment and conflict behaviors are inesoily linked. All couples
experience tensions and disagreements; when s¢vese, have the potential to
jeopardize the relationship, hence activating ttechment system. Secure
individuals, who perceive attachment figures aslalke and attentive, generally
respond with proximity-seeking and constructiveftonengagement. Anxiously
attached individuals, however, perceive attachrfigates as unreliable,
unpredictable or intrusive; they tend to respondawflict with clinging and
controlling behaviors (‘hyperactivating strateg)esiesigned to elicit attention and
support. In contrast, avoidant individuals, whoceese attachment figures as
rejecting or disapproving of vulnerability, engagelistancing and withdrawal
(‘deactivating strategies’), designed to deny eoral needs and maintain control [1].
These various attachment behaviors are adaptée tateractions experienced with
caregivers, but when carried forward into adulthowmsecure’ strategies (also known
as secondary attachment strategies) have larggéatiae effects. Hyperactivating
strategies exacerbate the accessibility and inteoknegative thoughts and feelings,
and often alienate relationship partners; deacdtigagtrategies lower the accessibility
of attachment-related thoughts, tending to maintslated self-perceptions and

denigration of partners [2*].

This article presents a model of attachment, cctrdiind relationship quality (Figure
1), incorporating laboratory-based and clinicatifimgs. Extending previous work in
this area [1,2*], three tenets are addressed:t{dgtament security and insecurity

shape responses to couple conflict; (2) attachimegturity and associated conflict
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behaviors erode relationship quality, and (3) attaent-related interventions are

effective in reducing conflict and distress.

Attachment security and insecurity shape respotwsesuple conflict

A wealth of self-report, observational, and expemtal data, much of it based on
dyadic studies, demonstrates that attachment $gamd insecurity shape perceptual,
physiological and behavioral responses to confiee Table 1, top row for a

summary; Mikulincer & Shaver [2*] provide a detallesview).

Studies of perceptual processes, for example,ateljgervasive effects of attachment
in conflict situations. In an observational sty@}y newlywed couples were
videotaped during a conflict discussion, and raétett own and their partners’
responsiveness during the conflict. Observers@sled both partners’ responsive
behaviors. Compared to observers’ ratings, moogdawnt participants
underestimated both their own and their partn@sponsiveness. Further, in two
studies of couple conflict and daily interactiod$ perceptions of partners’ emotions
and partners’ actual emotions were compared. Usangers’ reports of their own
emotions as the accuracy benchmark, findings sholRagdcighly avoidant perceivers
overestimated the intensity of their partners’ riegaemotions to a greater extent
than less avoidant individuals, both during comftiscussions and in daily life. In
turn, negative perceptions of partners’ emotioiggéared hostile and defensive
behavior in avoidant perceivers, highlighting timk$é among attachment-related

emotions, cognitions and behaviors.
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Attachment anxiety also shapes perceptions of mbnfin an experimental study,
Woodet al [5] asked individuals to observe images and \8d&facouples in conflict.
Those higher in attachment anxiety perceived megative interactions and negative
emotion in the couples they observed. This finditsgwith other research linking
attachment anxiety to exaggerated perceptionsreéttand negativity [1], and

demonstrates that perceptual biases extend belenddividual’s own relationship.

Research using physiological measures has alsaloaed important insights into
attachment-related differences in conflict behasjibrghlighting the utility of dyadic
data and providing a window into less conscious@mdrolled responses to conflict.
One such study identified several interaction ¢éffet spouses’ attachment
dimensions: Although some findings were specifibébavioral or to self-report
measures, the combination of an avoidant and alasmspouse generally predicted
more physiological reactivity and less effectiveeggving [6]. For example, both
partners in these dyads showed increased strggmses(cortisol) when anticipating
conflict; further, avoidant spouses had difficutiyasking constructively for support,
and anxious spouses had difficulty in recognizhmgrtpartner’'s distress. These
findings highlight the difficult emotional climatessociated with this pairing and the
importance of distance regulation, which is centvattachment dynamics: Conflicts
over closeness and distance can prove intractaida wartners have conflicting
attachment needs. More recently, Tagbal.[7] examined the effects of attachment
dimensions on skin conductance during and follovgogflict. (Skin conductance is
a physiological indicator of emotion dysregulatiamich can involve either
emotional arousal or the suppression of emotiddypadic analysis again revealed a

systemic effect of attachment, whereby emotionetyglation increased when one
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partner was high in attachment anxiety and theratfas high in avoidance. These
authors noted the link between this systemic eeadt resulting demand-withdraw

patterns of couple interaction.

Further support for the role of perceptions andisabin shaping conflict behaviors
come from recent studies using diaries and behavodrservation. For example,
Overallet al.[8] found that attachment anxiety predicted exagjgel expressions of
hurt and guilt-inducing verbal and non-verbal resges. Further, highly anxious
individuals appraised their partner and relatiopshore positively when their partner
felt more guilt; partners of anxious participargparted more guilt but also more
relationship dissatisfaction. Extending this reskalayamahat al [9*] confirmed
that anxiously attached individuals engaged in ngoii#t induction, but noted that the
effectiveness of this strategy depended on paftateshment avoidance.
Specifically, when partners were more avoidanty tleported that actors’ guilt
induction was less successful and produced leswation to change, and both
members of the couple reported less problem resaluflogether, these studies
suggest that anxiously attached people use gdiliction to express hurt and
frustration, while seeking to keep the partnere&lo$his manipulative stance may
foster intimacy in the short term, but erode padhgatisfaction in the longer term,

and elicit resistance from avoidant partners.

In another dyadic study of conflict behavior, didgta indicated that own anxiety
and partner’s avoidance were robust predictorelbfreported intrusive behaviors,
such as invading the partner’s privacy [10]. Giesxious individuals’ needs for

reassurance, avoidant individuals’ distancing teotks may prompt partners to
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resort to intrusiveness as a means of monitoriagetationship. These studies of
guilt induction and intrusive behaviors highlighetimportance of understanding the

attachment-relateititentions and motivationshich underlie conflict behaviors.

Attachment insecurity and associated conflict bedrawerode relationship quality

These pervasive attachment-related differencessipanses to conflict impact on
relationship outcomes (Table 1, bottom row). Diachet al [11] compared
attachment and relationship satisfaction in threeigs of individuals: those in a first
marriage, those separated or divorced from thest $pouse, and those in a second
marriage. Relationship satisfaction was consistesisociated with measures of
attachment styles, but for those currently datingarried, did not differ across these
two groups. A recent study by Moleebal [12] extended previous research by
showing that both self-rated apdrtner-ratedattachment insecurity impact
negatively on relationship satisfaction, althougthis Spanish sample, the findings
for attachment anxiety were no longer significamte@attachment avoidance was

controlled.

Meta-analyses confirm the link between attachmesecurities and relationship
distress. Assessing multiple indicators of reladldp quality, Liet al [13]

highlighted the differential correlates of attacminavoidance and anxiety:
Avoidance was more strongly associated with lovelewf support, connectedness
and general satisfaction, whereas anxiety was stosagly associated with conflict.
Meta-analysis of cross-sectional studies [14] satggihat the inverse associations of

attachment dimensions with relationship functiorang stronger in relationships of
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greater duration. This finding may reflect sevéaators: The negative effects of
insecurity may emerge as new relationships lose tlogelty, may strengthen as
expectations of intimacy increase, or may accurawdaer time as tensions solidify

[14].

Other studies further demonstrate the role of acirifi the link between insecurity
and dissatisfaction. In a recent diary study [&%hidance predicted low relationship
quality for both actors and partners, whereas lath@nt anxiety predicteeblatility in
relationship quality, linked to levels of relatidmg conflict. Specifically, on days
when individuals reported more conflict than ustiay reported lower relationship
quality, with this association being stronger & tartner was high in attachment
anxiety. A recent review of studies of attachnaerd satisfaction confirms the
mediating role of conflict behaviors [2*]. For erple, research by Chung [16*]
points to the anxiety-dissatisfaction link beingdia¢ed by mental rumination and
low tendency to forgive partner transgressions,taadavoidance-dissatisfaction link
being mediated by low empathy and low tendencytgive partner transgressions.
Further, in a test alouble mediatiomffectg17], an attachment-based model
received substantial support: Anxiety and avoidareelicted low levels of partner
support and trust; in turn, these variables wededed to poor conflict management
and lack of intimacy, and hence, to relationshgsaiisfaction.

Attachment-related interventions reduce confliall aistress

Understanding relationship distress through arclteent lens offers a map for
relationship therapists to assist couples in mo¥iogn distress and disconnection to
increasingly secure bonds. In Emotionally FocuSedples Therapy (EFCT), the

emphasis is on facilitating bonding events [18]e Therapist begins by offering a
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safe haven to both partners and, over time, supgioetm in providing this for each
other [19]. The ‘secondary attachment stratedg’of relentless support-seeking,
protest and frustration (hyperactivation), or simgtdown, withdrawal and
compulsive self-reliance (deactivation), are comgalzed as a reflection of unmet
attachment needs, and as the core organizing Vesiabdistressing interactions
between partners. Intervention involves empattlecton, processing of emotion
sequences by exploring triggers for emotional abasd associated response
tendencies [20], and tracking the steps in the thegalance’ (that is, the therapist
explores and summarizes how each partner’s readtapact the other, resulting in
recursive, negative loops). For example, the fiistanight say, “The more you
criticize, the more your partner gets defensiveuars away; the more s/he turns
away, the more you feel alone and unsupporteditiggin more protest and

criticism. This pattern is your enemy and | wanh&dp you both to interrupt it.”

The therapist helps partners to identify emotiomdeulying the interactions (such as
a pursuing partner’s fear of abandonment or a wétivthg partner’s fear of not
measuring up), and validates their adaptive lorgjiog a closer and safer
relationship. Over time, with greater awarenessvai and partner’s reactive
emotions and unmet needs, and collaborative effortsterrupt negative interaction
patterns, partners’ attributions for each otheebkdviors typically become more

benign, and conflict deescalates.

Increased safety in day-to-day interactions alléavgurther exploration of individual
experiences of pursue/demand and distance/plagagarics in the relationship.
Partners’ reciprocal soft disclosures of these B&pees, fears, longings and needs

are facilitated, as is acceptance of what is degdo In this way, partners are
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supported to send new, clear signals that evoke mpasitive responses, thereby

shaping a more secure bond [18].

Meta-analytic research into the efficacy of EFC$ faund a mean effect size of 1.28
[21]. Importantly, more recent research has repldatie first investigation of change
in relationship-specific attachment dimensions sgithe course of EFCT [22**]. In
this sample of 32 couples, significant decreaseslationship-specific attachment
avoidance were observed. Further, those couplesaaiieved a ‘blamer softening’
(that is, a change event in which the pursuingneardiscloses needs in a non-
blaming way), decreased in relationship-specifiaciiment anxiety. Couples’
behaviors increased toward attachment securityftaegk changes were also
associated with increased relationship satisfactlaterestingly, decreases in
attachment avoidance were found quite early irthikreapy process, whereas
substantial change in attachment anxiety occurnechnater; these findings confirm
the recommendation of the EFCT model, in whichdh@nge events of cycle de-
escalation, withdrawer reengagement and blamegrsafy are undertaken in that

specific order.

In summary, clinical findings support the wealthaiforatory-based studies linking
attachment insecurities to couple conflict andrdsg. Conversely, they highlight the
fact that attachment insecurities do not condenuples to experience escalating
tension and dissatisfaction (Figure 1). Rather phnciples of attachment theory
offer a solid framework for defining both the goafanterventions for couples, and
the pathways to achieving those goals. For examatey contribution of EFCT has

been to unpack the appraisal, arousal and actimlereies that underpin many
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maladaptive relationship behaviors. Further, bypimgl partners become more
available and responsive to each other, EFCT &hito improve not only the
outcomes of specific conflict situations, but allse degree of security and emotional

connection within the attachment bond [22**].
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Tablel

Implications of attachment anxiety and avoidaneesf@erience and outcomes of

couple conflict

Attachment anxiety

Attachment avoidance

Experience of

couple conflict

Reports of frequent and intense
conflict
Negative partner behavior seen
as intentional and stable
Conflict interactions perceived &
more negative in tone
Less accurate decoding of
partner’s positive nonverbal
messages
Physiological reactivity
Hyperactivating strategies

- domination, coercion

- criticism, blame

- guilt induction

- intrusive behaviors

- demanding, clinging

- less mutual negotiation

Downplaying frequency and
impact of conflict
Underestimation of own and
partner’'s responsiveness
1Overestimation of intensity of
partners’ negative emotions
Less accurate decoding of
partner’s negative nonverbal
messages
Physiological reactivity
Deactivating strategies

- withdrawal, disengagement

- defensiveness

- lack of empathy

- less disclosure, expressivity

- resistance to guilt induction

- less mutual negotiation

Conflict-related

outcomes

Dissatisfaction with couple

communication

Declines in love and
commitment

Negative appraisals of partner
Ongoing rumination, hurt, and
distress

Relationship dissatisfaction
Volatility in relationship

evaluations

Dissatisfaction with couple

communication

Physical and emotional
distancing

Lack of connectedness and

support

Relationship dissatisfaction
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Severe or persistent couple conflict
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Figure 1. Attachment and conflict resolution: The role of attachment-related interventions
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