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Satisfying and stable couple relationships:
Attachment similarity across partners can partially
buffer the negative effects of attachment insecurity
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Netherlands Insecure attachment in couples is negatively associated with
relationship functioning. Similarity of partner attachment on
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by examining associations of attachment with relationship

satisfaction and instability in a representative community
sample of couples (N = 1,014). We expected: (a) negative ef-
fects of insecure attachment (main effects of actor and part-
ner avoidance and anxiety, and interaction effects consistent
with fearful-avoidance and demand-withdraw patterns); and
(b) positive effects of similarity in avoidance and anxiety.
Actor-Partner-Interdependence Models showed clear sup-
port for the insecurity hypothesis. Main effects of avoidance
and anxiety, explained 46.2% of the variance of satisfaction,
and 17.9% of instability. We conclude that reducing insecu-
rity of attachment, in particular avoidance, must be a central
target in couple therapy. Interestingly, similarity of attach-
ment can partially buffer the negative effects of attachment

insecurity. Clinical implications are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Satisfying relationships are a source of psychological and somatic well-being and can serve as a buf-
fer against life's stresses. Dissatisfying relationships on the other hand, induce and amplify distress
(Lebow et al., 2012). Over time this can add to relationship instability, defined as thoughts and actions
related to breaking up the relationship (e.g., Yeh et al., 2006). Relationship satisfaction and stability
are largely dependent on how partners coregulate their emotions, i.e., regulate their own and their
partner's emotions (Levenson et al., 2015). A principal and enduring factor in emotion coregulation
are attachment strategies of partners (Fraley & Brumbaugh, 2004). Attachment strategies determine
whether and how people organize validation and support from their partners when they feel distressed
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Insecurely attached partners, scoring high on avoidance and/or anxiety,
are less adequate in emotion regulation than securely attached partners, and they consequently report
lower relationship satisfaction (Li & Chan, 2012) and higher instability (Davila & Bradbury, 2001;
Duemmler & Kobak, 2001).

The adverse effects of attachment insecurity may be attenuated however by partner similarity, a
protective factor emphasized by Gottman in the context of conflict resolution (1999). He hypothesized
that partners who are similar in conflict strategies, irrespective of their (dys-)functionality, have rela-
tively favorable relationship outcomes as they recognize and understand each other's way of regulating
emotions. By extension, it can be hypothesized that partners similar in attachment strategies, irrespec-
tive of degree of attachment insecurity, have better relationship outcomes than dissimilar partners be-
cause they recognize and understand the other's way of regulating emotions. In other words: insecure
attachment may be less problematic in partners similar in attachment.

We posit two hypotheses: (a) the insecurity hypothesis predicting that attachment insecurity in a
couple determines the level of relationship dissatisfaction and instability; (b) the similarity hypothesis
predicting that similarity of attachment between partners has the effect of promoting relationship sat-
isfaction and stability above and beyond the impact of attachment insecurity.

The insecurity hypothesis and its empirical support

The insecurity hypothesis stresses the importance of insecure attachment in couples as the foundation of
relationship dysfunction. The more insecurely attached, the less satisfied both partners will be. Securely
attached people have the confidence rooted in past experience that attachment needs for validation
(being loved), support (receiving help when needed) and consolation (being comforted when distressed)
can be satisfied by seeking proximity to their partner and openly expressing these needs. This primary
attachment strategy leads to a functional coregulation of emotions that promotes satisfying and stable
relationships (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Conversely, insecure attachment, characterized by use of
the secondary attachment strategies of hyper- and/or deactivation of the attachment system, is associ-
ated with relationship dissatisfaction and instability. Hyperactivation develops in individuals who are
anxious about rejection and abandonment, and are uncertain whether their attachment needs will be sat-
isfied. In order to minimize the chance of being rejected they employ hyperactivation strategies like per-
sistent appeals for emotional closeness, clinging, and other coercive behavior directed at their partners.
When partners do not meet attachment needs, anger may surface, which may lead to relational tension,
relationship dissatisfaction, and instability (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Deactivation of attachment be-
havior develops in individuals who are convinced that partners will neglect or reject proximity bids and
will not fulfill attachment needs. Presumably for self-protection, these individuals tend to deny attach-
ment needs and avoid intimacy with their partners by distancing from them. Consequently, avoidantly
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attached people prefer to rely on themselves for emotion regulation, resulting in impeded connectedness
between partners and dissatisfying and unstable relationships (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016).

Empirical support for the insecurity hypothesis concerning relationship satisfaction is robust. A
large meta-analysis revealed negative correlations between the anxiety about rejection and avoidance
of intimacy dimensions on the one hand, and relationship satisfaction on the other (Li & Chan, 2012).
The negative effect of avoidance was observed to be significantly larger than that of anxiety. This
meta-analysis concerned actor effects or the effects of attachment on relationship satisfaction within
one individual. Partner effects of attachment, or the effects of the partner's avoidance and anxiety on
the actor's relationship satisfaction, are also negative although weaker than actor effects as a recent
meta-analysis shows (Candel & Turliuc, 2019).

Empirical support for the insecurity hypothesis concerning relationship stability is relatively scant
and predominantly based on categorical analyses of attachment styles, i.e., participants being assigned
to mutually exclusive secure, preoccupied, or dismissing styles. Findings suggest that preoccupied
and dismissing styles are associated with more instability as expressed by shorter relationships and a
higher likelihood to be divorced (Birnbaum et al., 1997; Duemmler & Kobak, 2001; Feeney & Noller,
1990; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994; Kirkpatrick & Hazan, 1994). Categorical
style measures, however, are problematic in that they are inherently based on somewhat arbitrarily
cutoffs, and sacrifice statistical power relative to dimensional analyses.

Interaction effects of avoidance and anxiety within partners (fearful-avoidance) and between part-
ners (associated with demand-withdraw dynamics) may worsen relationship outcomes further. Fearful-
avoidance is found in individuals who score high on both avoidance and anxiety, meaning they alternate
between hyper- and deactivation (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Fearful-avoidantly attached indi-
viduals have shown vulnerability for many adverse outcomes (e.g., representations of others, psycho-
pathology in general etc.), and are more likely to end up in a violent relationship (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2016). Such results would already be expected on the basis of the summation of the main effects of
anxiety and avoidance, but this specific interaction of strategies may amplify negative outcomes.

Demand-withdraw dynamics are present in many couples seeking therapy and is, as clinicians
know well, hard to modify (c.f. Jacobson & Margolin, 1979). In this pattern, one partner demands the
other to change by expressing complaints and anger, while the other withdraws. Demand triggers with-
drawal and vice versa. Diverging needs for intimacy underlie this dynamic, with the demanding part-
ner urging for more intimacy and the withdrawing partner defending autonomy (Christensen, 1988).
The pattern has been linked to combinations of anxious and avoidant partners (Millwood & Waltz,
2008), with anxious partners urging for closeness and avoidant partners seeking independence. It is
to be expected that the main effects of anxiety and avoidance will be predictive of such demand-with-
draw patterns, as each of these strategies may well provoke the opposite reaction in a partner. If this
specific combination of strategies in a couple produces worse results than each strategy alone, then
one might expect interactions between anxiety of one partner and avoidance of the other to be predic-
tive of negative relationship outcome.

Although the demand-withdraw dynamic is extensively studied in terms of destructive commu-
nication (Christensen, 1988), empirical evidence of attachment-based demand-withdraw effects on
relationship outcomes is surprisingly scarce and still not very well established. Feeney et al. (1994)
found that the combination of female attachment anxiety together with male attachment avoidance
was associated with lower relationship satisfaction. No empirical research has specifically addressed
the demand-withdrawal impact on relationship instability. However, Doumas et al. (2008) found an
interaction effect of female anxiety and male avoidance on partner violence. Another study, examining
interpersonal coping styles resembling attachment, found an interaction effect of actor anxious and
partner dismissive coping on relational discord but not closeness (Chow et al., 2014). In sum, the scant



Journal of Marital
and Family Therapy

JOURNAL OF MARITAL AND FAMILY THERAPY J I\/l F—l— 685
—

extant evidence suggests that the anxiety with avoidance interaction has additional detrimental effects
on relationship functioning beyond the main effects of avoidance and anxiety.

The similarity hypothesis and its empirical support

The similarity hypothesis states that partners with similar attachment strategies will have more satisfying
and stable relationships than partners who are dissimilar. As mentioned, in the context of research on
conflict styles, Gottman (1999) speculated that the salience of similarity derives from shared formative
experiences that help to understand each other's emotional reactions and needs. Indeed, Murray et al.
(2002) found a positive association between perceptions of similarity between partners and their sense of
feeling understood and self-reported relationship satisfaction. Understanding may subsequently prevent
escalation (c.f. Gonzaga et al., 2007). Conversely, dissimilarity may breed misunderstanding and impede
connection. Together this research (Gonzaga et al., 2007; Gottman, 1999; Murray et al., 2002) suggests
that partners sharing similar attachment strategies will better understand each other's emotion regulation
and attachment needs which may promote more functional relationships. For example, partners who
are similar in avoidance of intimacy may strive for commensurate levels of autonomy, which will pre-
vent protracted disagreements about the optimal balance of autonomy vs. intimacy in the relationship.
Likewise, partners who are similar in anxiety about rejection and have comparable needs for validation
and support may experience attenuation of dyadic distress caused by one partner feeling pressed to vali-
date or provide support because the other partner complains about insufficiently met emotional needs.

To our knowledge, the attachment similarity hypothesis has not yet been empirically tested regard-
ing relationship functioning. Positive effects of partner similarity have been documented for related
constructs however. For example, similarity in terms of the degree of attractiveness of the partners to
each other (Luo & Klohnen, 2005), similarity in values (Acitelli et al., 2001) and similarity in person-
ality were all found to be positively associated with relationship satisfaction (e.g. Gonzaga et al., 2007,
Russell & Wells, 1991), although Gattis et al. (2004) found no effects for similarity in personality. On
the other hand, no effect was found for similarity in self-control (Vohs et al., 2011), nor for similarity
in conflict styles (Busby & Holman, 2009). In short, extant support for the similarity hypothesis in
general is mixed, and no research has specifically tested this hypothesis for attachment.

The current study

In sum, this study replicates and extends research on the impact of attachment on relationship satisfac-
tion and instability by testing two hypotheses. (a) We expected negative main actor and partner effects of
avoidance and anxiety, and negative interaction effects of fearful-avoidance and demand-withdraw dynam-

ics (insecurity hypothesis). (b) Moreover, we tested whether partner similarity might buffer the negative
insecurity effects and yield incremental predictive power for relationship outcomes (similarity hypothesis).

METHOD
Participants and procedure

Couples were recruited by Flycatcher, an internet research company originally affiliated with the
University of Maastricht. The Flycatcher panel consists of approximately 10,000 members who live
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all over the Netherlands in urban as well as rural areas. Panel members participate in scientific studies
in exchange for a financial compensation. Inclusion criteria were: (a) being 18 years of age or older
and (b) having a heterosexual relationship with a duration of at least half a year. These criteria were
applied to focus our research on attachment effects in enduring relationships in which interdepend-
ency has developed to some extent, such that interaction patterns have crystallized and relationship
issues may have surfaced. Homosexual relationships were excluded because of power considerations.
As approximately 5% of the population reports being homosexual, we would expect too few homo-
sexual couples for any of the models to be tested. Members of the Flycatcher panel were sampled in
order to obtain a Dutch representative community sample of at least 1,000 couples with regard to age
and educational attainment. Panel members were requested to involve their partners. This resulted in
the current sample of 1,014 couples (see flow chart in online Figure S1).

Sample characteristics are displayed in online Table S1. Participants were on average 52.6 years
old (SD = 14.6), with women significantly younger than men (by 2.9 years). Sample composition
was largely in line with the representative demographic statistics collected by the Central Bureau of
Statistics (CBS) on the Dutch population of 18 years and older. Not surprisingly however, our sample
contained relatively fewer people in the category 18-24 years old (3% vs. 11%) and more in the cat-
egory 60—64 years old (14% vs. 8%) than in the CBS data. More than likely, this deviation was due
to the selection criterion of having had a relationship of at least half a year. The distribution of level
of educational attainment (low 29.5%, middle 38.2%, high 32.2%) was fairly representative for the
Dutch population as reported by CBS (low 29.6%, middle 42.6% and high 27.8%). Mean relationship
duration was about 25 years and 80% of the couples were married. Men scored significantly higher
on attachment Avoidance than women, whereas women scored higher on Relationship instability. No
gender differences were found for attachment Anxiety and Relationship satisfaction.

Measures

Adult attachment
The Experiences in Close Relationships questionnaire (ECR; Brennan et al., 1998) measures adult attach-
ment dimensions in romantic relationships. It comprises two subscales of 18 items each: Anxiety about
rejection and abandonment, i.e., the expectation of being perceived by partners as unacceptable or unlov-
able (example item “I worry about being abandoned”), and Avoidance of intimacy, i.e., the expectation of
inaccessibility and unresponsiveness of partners to one's attachment needs (reverse scored example item
“I turn to my partner for many things, including comfort and reassurance”). Items are scored on a 7-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (disagree strongly) through a middle position 4 (neutral/mixed) to 7 (agree
strongly). The Dutch translation of the original ECR was found to have favorable psychometric properties
in both a community and a student sample (Conradi et al., 2006). Another large representative popula-
tion sample of Dutch individuals (N = 1,019; Conradi et al., 2018), not to be confused with the sample
of couples used in this study, yielded mean item scores of 2.59 for Avoidance and 3.18 for Anxiety, and
norms for identification of the top 40% scorers on Avoidance (>2.78) and Anxiety (>3.50) needed for
the sensitivity analyses described below. High internal consistencies were observed in the present sample,
with Cronbach's a = .92 for men and .91 for women for Avoidance, and .88 for both genders for Anxiety.
Attachment dissimilarity scores were calculated by taking the absolute difference between actor
and partner Avoidance and actor and partner Anxiety, respectively. Partners are similar on, for ex-
ample, their anxiety scores, when the difference between their anxiety scores is small irrespective of
the magnitude of the individual anxiety scores. Low dissimilarity scores indicate high resemblance
between partners and high dissimilarity scores indicate low resemblance (Vohs et al., 2011).
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Relationship satisfaction

The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976) was used to assess relationship satisfaction.
The total score of the 32-item DAS measures multiple aspects of relationship satisfaction, including
cohesion, affectional expression, consensus/conflict, and satisfaction (example item “Do you confide
in your mate?”). Responses are indicated on Likert scales with variable response options, such that a
higher total score is indicative of higher satisfaction with the relationship. Scores of 97 or below indi-
cate relationship distress. Construct validity is strong (Spanier, 1976). In the present sample, internal
consistencies were high (Cronbach's a = .92, for men and women).

Relationship instability

The Marital Status Inventory (MSI; Weiss & Cerreto, 1980) measures relationship instability in terms
of concrete steps taken towards dissolution of the relationship by means of 14 true-false items (example
item “I have made specific plans to discuss separation or divorce with my spouse. I have considered
what I would say, etc.”). Research has shown that the MSI is a reliable measure with strong construct
and discriminant validity in couples (Crane et al., 1984). Cutoff scores are >4 for men and >5 for
women (Whiting & Crane, 2003). In the present sample, Cronbach's a = .81 for men and .80 for women.

Statistical analyses

Because measurements between partners are not independent, we applied a multi-level Actor-Partner
Interdependence Model (APIM; Cook & Kenny, 2005) with couple as the unit of analysis, and part-
ners nested within these couples. The multi-level models were estimated using linear mixed models
(for using normal distributions) and generalized linear mixed models (for using negative binomial
distributions) as implemented by SPSS version 26. We corrected for within-dyad interdependence of
partner scores by including a random intercept at the couple's level.

First, in order to test the insecurity hypothesis, main effects of actor Avoidance, actor Anxiety,
partner Avoidance, and partner Anxiety were included. Second, the interaction terms actor
Avoidance*actor Anxiety and partner Avoidance*partner Anxiety were added to explore the spe-
cific importance of fearful-avoidance. Third, the interaction terms actor Avoidance*partner Anxiety
and actor Anxiety*partner Avoidance were added to explore demand-withdraw patterns. In order to
test similarity effects, dissimilarity scores were added for both Avoidance and Anxiety. Individual
Relationship satisfaction and Relationship instability were the dependent variables in all models.
Inspection of the residuals of Relationship satisfaction revealed a normal distribution. Inspection of
the residuals of Relationship instability revealed substantial deviance from normality due to a pre-
ponderance of zeros (i.e., 76.3% scored zero, indicating they did not take concrete steps towards
relationship dissolution). Hence, we assumed a negative binomial distribution rather than a normal
distribution for this variable as it can better accommodate highly skewed distributions (see Sellbom
et al., 2014). There were no missing data.

To ascertain comparability of coefficients, all independent variables were transformed into
z-scores, as well as the dependent variable Relationship satisfaction (Hox, 2010). As Relationship
instability was not normally distributed, we did not standardize these scores. Note however that the
relative strength of coefficients is interpretable within the analyses of Relationship instability due
to standardization of the independent variables. The interaction terms were based on the z-scores of
Avoidance and Anxiety. The latter are by definition mean-centered. Explained variance of each model
was computed by dividing the variance of the fixed predicted value by the sum of the variances of the
fixed predicted value, the random effects and the residuals (Nakagawa & Schielzeth, 2013).
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In dyadic analysis distinguishability within dyads needs to be tested. Within couples partners
can be distinguished in terms of gender. Hence, we tested whether gender did moderate the influ-
ence of each predictor on the outcomes. We evaluated model fit of the tested models (main effects,
fearful-avoidance, demand-withdraw and similarity) with Akaike's Information Criterion (AIC) and
Schwarz's Bayesian Criterion (BIC). Smaller values indicate better fitting models provided that the
difference between models is greater than two points BIC (see Raftery, 1995). Adding the main effect
of gender, and the interactions of gender with each of the independent variables to the models was
evaluated likewise. We tested six models. In model 1 we estimated main actor effects (actor Avoidance
and Anxiety). In model 2 we added main partner effects (partner Avoidance and Anxiety) to model 1
in order to estimate to what extent partner effects added surplus predictive value compared to the main
actor effects. In model 3 we added both Dissimilarity indices (dissimilarity of Avoidance and Anxiety)
to the main actor effects in order to estimate the surplus predictive value of similarity on top of actor
Avoidance and Anxiety. In model 4 we extended model 2 by adding both Dissimilarity indices to test
for possible surplus effects on top of main actor and partner effects. In model 5 we extended the basic
insecurity model, i.e., the main actor and partner effects of model 2, by adding the interaction terms
of Fearful-Avoidance and Demand-Withdraw. Finally, in model 6 we added both Dissimilarity indices
to the extended insecurity model 5.

These analyses were conducted on our community sample of couples. However, because the large
majority (approximately 60%) of individuals in community samples are securely attached (Mickelson
et al., 1997), we conducted a sensitivity analysis in which we omitted the couples in which both
partners were securely attached. Accordingly, we could determine attachment effects in a less secure,
more vulnerable subsample. To identify securely attached individuals we used the above-mentioned
cutoff scores. Secure attachment was found in 68% of the partners of the current couples sample, in
line with the 59% found in a US general population sample (Mickelson et al., 1997). Of the couples
56.9% was double securely attached. These couples were excluded leaving a less secure subsample of
437 couples (874 partners). For descriptive statistics on socio-demographic characteristics and study
variables of the less secure subsample, see Table S1 (online).

RESULTS
Zero-order correlations of study variables

Zero-order correlations between study variables are displayed in Table S2 (online). As was expected,
actor and partner Anxiety and Avoidance, the Fearful-Avoidance and Demand-Withdraw interaction
terms, and both Dissimilarity indices were negatively associated with Relationship satisfaction and
positively or nonsignificant with Relationship instability. Correlations between the Fearful-Avoidance
and Demand-Withdraw interaction terms on the one hand, and both Dissimilarity indices on the other
hand, were nonsignificant.

Relationship satisfaction

Table 1 shows the model fit indices and explained variances of all tested models. In general, includ-
ing gender as main effect resulted in better fitting models (indicating that women reported slightly
lower Relationship satisfaction and higher on Relationship instability than men), whereas including
the interactions of gender with the independent variables in the models tested resulted in a decrease of
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model fit. Thus, it was established that dyads could be analyzed as indistinguishable. In all reported
models main effects of gender were included, but no gender interaction terms.

Actor Avoidance and Anxiety (model 1) explained 35.1% of variance of Relationship satisfaction
(Table 1). Adding main partner effects to actor effects (model 2) resulted in a better fitting model,
with 46.2% explained variance (AR* = 11.1%). Adding Dissimilarity effects instead of partner effects
resulted in a slight improvement in comparison to model 1 (AR* = 1.2%), but worse fit than model 2.
Adding predictors in subsequent models in all cases resulted in a worsening of model fit (BIC and AIC)
and did not improve explained variance substantially (i.e., max AR?=0.2%, Table 1). It was concluded
that model 2, with only main effects of actor and partner, showed best fit to the data. In this model
actor Avoidance showed the largest effect (f = —.44), followed by actor Anxiety (f = —.13), partner
Avoidance (f = —.18) and partner Anxiety (f = —.06) (Table 2). An increase of 1 SD on actor Avoidance
(i.e., 0.87 points) and actor Anxiety (i.e., 0.96 points) indicates a decrease in Relationship satisfaction
(DAS) of 6.89 (i.e., —0.44*15.95 (=SD DAS)) and 2.03 points (i.e., —0.13*%15.95), respectively.

Next, we conducted a sensitivity analysis. We examined whether the effects we found for the total
sample replicated in the less secure subsample. Results were largely similar to those in the complete
sample (Table 1). Again, model 2 (actor and partner main effects) showed a better fit and larger ex-
plained variance than model 1 with actor effects only (R* = 40.6%; AR* = 17.0%), and most alterna-
tive models showed worse fit indices (Table 1). However, model 4 (actor and partner main effects plus
the dissimilarity effects) showed a slightly better fit and improved explained variance (R* = 41.7%;
AR? =1.1%). In this model the coefficients of the main effects were very comparable to the complete
sample, i.e., actor Avoidance (f = —.46), actor Anxiety ( = —.17), partner Avoidance (f = —.22) and
partner Anxiety (f = —.11). Additionally, a significant effect was found for Dissimilarity of Anxiety
(p = —.13), while Dissimilarity of Avoidance was nonsignificant (Table 2).

Relationship instability

The main effects of actor attachment (model 1) explained 15.0% variance of Relationship instability
(Table 1), which was notably lower than what was found for Relationship satisfaction. Consistent with
findings for Relationship satisfaction, adding main partner effects to actor effects (model 2) resulted
in a better fitting model with increased explained variance (R2 =17.9%; AR? = 2.9%). However, add-
ing the Dissimilarity indices (model 4) to the main actor and partner effects model (model 2) improved
fit and explained variance (R* = 19.1%; AR* = 1.2%) for the prediction of Relationship instability.
Adding the four Anxiety*Avoidance interaction terms resulted in a worse model fit, but increased
explained variance (model 6; R*=21.0%; AR* = 1.9%). Inspection of the model showed that none of
the interaction terms were significantly predictive. Therefore, model 4 was judged to be the most ad-
equate model (Table 1). In this model, actor Avoidance showed the largest effect (b = .13), followed
by actor Anxiety (b = .08), partner Avoidance (b = .07), partner Anxiety (b = .08) Dissimilarity of
Avoidance (b = .07) and Dissimilarity of Anxiety (b = .09) (Table 2).

As before, we conducted a sensitivity analysis in the subsample of less secure partners. The results
for main actor and partner effects and dissimilarity were comparable to those in the full sample. Main
actor effects of attachment (model 1) explained 8.1% of the variance (Table 1). Adding main partner
effects (model 2) resulted in a better fit and explained variance (R* = 12.0%; AR* = 3.9%). Adding
Dissimilarity indices also improved model fit and explained variance (model 4; R* = 15.9%; AR* vs.
model 2 = 3.9%; AR? vs. model 3 = 4.7%). Adding the four Anxiety*Avoidance interaction terms to
this model clearly worsened model fit and did not improve explained variance (AR*=0.1%, Table 1). In
the best fitting model (model 4) actor Avoidance had a substantial effect (b = .14), and other significant
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effects were observed for actor Anxiety (b =.11), partner Avoidance (b = .08), partner Anxiety (b =.10),
Dissimilarity of Avoidance (b = .10), and Dissimilarity of Anxiety (b = .13) (Table 2).

DISCUSSION

In a large representative sample of Dutch couples, we examined whether attachment similarity pre-
dicted relationship satisfaction and instability beyond the impact of joint attachment insecurity. The
main findings can be summarized as follows. Clear support was found for the insecurity hypothesis,
with the main actor and partner effects of avoidance and anxiety replicating over both samples and
outcomes. Findings with regard to the similarity hypothesis concerning with relationship satisfaction
were inconsistent. Interactions between anxiety and avoidance did not influence relationship satisfac-
tion. Attachment similarity did influence instability of the relationship.

Insecurity effects

In line with earlier studies, insecure actor and partner attachment were negatively associated with re-
lationship satisfaction (Candel & Turliuc, 2019; Li & Chan, 2012) and positively with relationship in-
stability (e.g., Birnbaum et al., 1997; Duemmler & Kobak, 2001). Of note, actor and partner insecurity
effects were predominant after fearful-avoidance, demand-withdraw, and attachment similarity were
taken into account. Another noteworthy finding was that attachment insecurity explained approxi-
mately 2.5 times more variance of relationship satisfaction than of relationship instability. This stands
to reason as thinking about actually breaking up of the relationship will also involve considerations
other than attachment-related determinants, such as consequences for children, finances, housing ar-
rangements, etc. Actor avoidance had the strongest negative association with relationship satisfaction.
The negative impact of avoidance on relationship satisfaction and stability likely hinges on the progres-
sive erosion of connectedness between partners caused by denial of attachment needs (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2016). Actor anxiety may be less detrimental than actor avoidance because anxiously attached
partners, in contrast to avoidant partners, try to satisfy their attachment needs in connection with their
partners, albeit in suboptimal ways (e.g., by clinging, claiming, and sometimes blaming their partner).

Whereas actor effects of attachment concern one's own way of asking for support, validation and
consolation, partner effects of attachment concern whether and how partners help to satisfy the actors’
attachment needs. Partner avoidance showed negative associations with both relationship outcomes.
Avoidant partners tend to be unavailable and unresponsive to the attachment needs of the other, en-
hancing dissatisfaction in the actor and adding to destabilization of the relationship. Again, partner
anxiety was less detrimental than partner avoidance, presumably because they tend to be available to
their partner. However, their responsiveness to their partner's needs is suboptimal because they are
preoccupied with their own attachment needs which adds to the actor's dissatisfaction and instability
of the relationship (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016).

Interaction effects between anxiety and avoidance were absent for satisfaction and instability. It
warrants mentioning that one cannot conclude from these null findings that fearful-avoidance and
demand-withdraw patterns are irrelevant to relationship dynamics or outcomes. For example, main
effects of anxiety and avoidance may predict demand-withdraw patterns in relations that are harmful
to satisfaction and stability. The absence of interaction effects merely indicates that there are no ad-
ditional multiplicative effects (i.e., actor anxiety*actor avoidance, partner anxiety*partner avoidance
and actor avoidance*partner anxiety).
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Similarity effects

Attachment similarity predicted relationship stability, and inconsistently relationship satisfaction.
Apparently, mutual understanding of a partner's blaming or withdrawal does not help much to feel
more satisfied with relationship functioning, but it may help to accept insecure attachment behavior. It
bears mentioning that these findings concerning instability were consistent across the full sample and
less secure subsample, and that these attenuating similarity effects were found on top of the main ef-
fects of attachment insecurity, i.e., after the destructive main effects of actor and partner avoidance and
anxiety were already accounted for. As was mentioned before, partners who resemble each other may
share similar formative experiences and may better understand “where the other is coming from” (c.f.
Gonzaga et al., 2007), which may facilitate acceptance. Additionally, partners similar in avoidance and
anxiety probably share similar relational aspirations. Partners similar in anxiety strive for comparable
levels of closeness, thus foregoing relationship instability because of escalating dynamics related to
strong claiming behaviors in one partner that elicit enhanced autonomy needs in the less anxious part-
ner, and vice versa. Likewise, when two partners are similar on avoidance or preferred degree of auton-
omy, relationship instability will not be fueled by heated autonomy vs. closeness discussions, not even
when both partners opt for parallel lives. On the other hand, the strong main effect of actor avoidance
implies that such distancing will come at the cost of weaker connectedness between partners and lower
relationship satisfaction (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). In other words, our findings are in line with the
notion that in some cases avoidant partners might form relatively stable, but less happy relationships.

Limitations and research implications

This study is not without limitations. First, inherent to dyadic analyses, both partners need to par-
ticipate. This prerequisite may have resulted in a selection bias towards lengthier and happier re-
lationships. However, mean relationship satisfaction was fairly similar to the satisfaction reported
by married couples in the original validation study of the DAS (Spanier, 1976). Also, the explained
variances by the main effects model in the less secure sample were comparable to those of the in-
clusive representative sample. Nevertheless, we recommend future research incorporate substantial
(sub-)clinical samples. Furthermore, this study focused on the relationship satisfaction and instability
outcomes. Other relationship outcomes, such as relationship maintenance behaviors, communication
patterns also deserve investigation because of their inherent clinical relevance. Finally, the cross-
sectional nature of the current study precludes definite conclusions regarding the direction of the
associations between attachment and relationship functioning. Attachment insecurity may cause dis-
satisfaction with the relationship as well as relationship instability, but conversely, relationship prob-
lems may amplify avoidance of intimacy or anxiety about rejection just as well. Longitudinal designs
are needed to more definitively determine the (bi-)directionality of associations.

Clinical implications

This study documented that attachment-based couple dynamics are a predominant determining force in
relationship satisfaction (in fact explaining almost half of its variance). Accordingly, it stands to reason
that intervening in these crucial patterns constitutes a fertile approach in couple therapy. Emotionally
Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT) is aimed at replacing insecure attachment strategies, i.e., de- and hy-
peractivation of the attachment system, with the secure primary attachment strategy (Johnson, 2004).
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EFCT’s intervention model guides therapists through attachment change processes in several steps
(Johnson, 2004). First, couples are urged to de-escalate. This means that partners go beyond the apparent
content of their disagreement, e.g., household tasks, upbringing of the children, and learn that secondary
attachment strategies, blaming and claiming or distancing, trigger insecure attachment behavior in the
other partner contributing to escalation. We will illustrate these dynamics with a clinical case example.

Consider the case of Mary who is anxiously attached, living with John, who is avoidantly attached.
John's proclivity to distance himself may make Mary feel unseen by John, and trigger insecure cogni-
tions like “My partner does not love me”, thus amplifying her anxiety about rejection and abandonment.
Mary estimates that openly expressing her fear of rejection and need for approval, i.e., the primary at-
tachment strategy, is too risky because of her previous experiences that proximity bids can be followed
by rejection. Therefore, Mary applies a secondary attachment strategy and blames John for not validat-
ing her. Although blaming leaves her less vulnerable, the effect it has on John is problematic. John feels
criticized, which triggers his core cognition, “I can never live up to Mary's expectations”. Again, instead
of sharing this thought and the feelings of insecurity it triggers, i.e., the primary attachment strategy, he
reacts by deactivating his attachment system in order to avoid the painful emotions, thus making Mary
more anxious. It is important that both partners recognize the destructive effect their insecure attachment
strategy has on the other partner: distancing by John fuels attachment fears in Mary which are expressed
by blaming, and blaming fuels further distancing, etc. Recognizing and exploring this spiral may func-
tion as a vehicle for mutual understanding between partners and assist the couple to stop the escalation.

Next, in order to flip the spiral, partners are encouraged to refrain from using their secondary attach-
ment strategies, and instead to apply the primary attachment strategy. This means the EFCT therapist has
to re-engage the withdrawing partner, in our case example John. As can be seen from our findings this
step is essential as actor avoidance explains a large part of relationship dissatisfaction. This step is also
challenging because the therapist first has to turn on John's deactivated attachment system and aid him in
discovering his attachment-based fears by upregulating them and to reveal his attachment needs. In case
of John this concerns his fear of not living up to Mary's expectations and his need for acceptance by Mary.
Hence, the therapist encourages John to disclose these fears and concerns to Mary. It is essential for Mary
to understand that John's withdrawal is caused by his thoughts of not living up to her expectations instead
of a plain desire to avoid intimacy which would immediately trigger her fear of rejection (Johnson, 2004).
This task becomes easier when Mary is able to acknowledge that her blaming triggers his withdrawal:
“When I blame you, you think you have failed and you want to avoid the feelings this triggers inside of
you.” Only when Mary acts more secure, John will not relapse immediately into withdrawal.

In similar vein, it is essential for John to understand that Mary's blaming is a disguised expression
of her need for connection. With this in mind, it will be easier for John to stay available and responsive,
the two building blocks of secure attachment (Ainsworth et al.,1978), to Mary's attempts to connect
(Johnson, 2004). For Mary, developing trust that John will be available is crucial to downregulate her
hyperactivated attachment system. Subsequently, she can exercise the primary attachment strategy by
seeking proximity and openly expressing her anxiety about being rejected and her need for his approval.
In short, only when the withdrawer re-engages (John) can the blamer be expected to soften (Mary), and
vice versa. These specific change processes are identified and explained to the couple to enhance secure
attachment and relationship satisfaction (Dalgleish et al., 2015; Johnson & Greenberg, 1988).

EFCT’s core intervention of replacing secondary attachment strategies by the primary strategy,
will work in favor of the two effects we found in this study. First and foremost, EFCT targets the neg-
ative main effects of actor and partner avoidance and anxiety. Second, the reduction of insecurity may
often result in more similarity between both partners, and we found similarity to partially buffer the
negative main effects of attachment insecurity on relationship instability and, for less secure couples,
relationship satisfaction.
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In clinical practice, the balance between the buffering effect of attachment similarity and the det-
rimental effect of insecure attachment presumably depends on the couple's specific combination and
severity of their attachment strategies and the therapeutic modification thereof over the course of ther-
apy. In couples with a dissimilar attachment constellation (i.e., pairings of an anxiously attached part-
ner with an avoidantly attached partner, an anxiously or avoidantly attached partner with a securely
attached partner, or two anxiously or avoidantly attached partners with dissimilar severity levels) there
will be no buffering similarity effect. Reduction of insecurity will be the focus of treatment. This is also
the case with partners displaying similar severe insecure attachment. However, in couples with similar
mild insecure attachment, which may be achieved over the course of therapy, the negative effects of
residual insecure attachment may be buffered by the positive effects of attachment similarity. Such
couples may be stable and relatively satisfied. Their emotion coregulation may include limited hyper-
activation and reassurance seeking, or alternatively limited deactivating emotional dynamics, but these
patterns may be experienced as sufficiently functional. In these cases the therapist and the couple may
decide to re-focus treatment from a sustained attachment-focused approach to other relational issues,
or to end therapy altogether. Finally, it should be mentioned that instability is only modestly associ-
ated with insecure attachment, implying that therapists need to explore other potential causes of break
up and other targets for interventions, such as discussing conflicts about the upbringing of children,
spending more time together to discover (new) shared interests, the sexual relation, etc.

Conclusion

Attachment insecurity was shown to be highly detrimental to relationship satisfaction, and to pose a
threat to relationship stability, albeit to a lesser extent. Avoidant attachment was found to be especially
harmful to relationship outcome. Hence, treatment should prioritize the substitution of insecure second-
ary attachment strategies for the secure primary attachment strategy. An interesting finding of this study
was that attachment similarity may attenuate the negative effects of insecure attachment. This finding
suggests that it may not always be necessary to change mild residual but similar attachment problems.
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