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Article

Filling the Void: Bolstering Attachment
Security in Committed Relationships

Ximena B. Arriaga1, Madoka Kumashiro2, Eli J. Finkel3,
Laura E. VanderDrift4, and Laura B. Luchies5

Abstract

Attachment security has many salutary effects in adulthood, yet little is known about the specific interpersonal processes that
increase attachment security over time. Using data from 134 romantically committed couples in a longitudinal study, we examined
trust (whether a partner is perceived as available and dependable) and perceived goal validation (whether a partner is perceived as
encouraging one’s personal goal pursuits). In concurrent analyses, trust toward a partner was uniquely associated with lower
attachment anxiety, whereas perceiving one’s goal pursuits validated by a partner was uniquely associated with lower attachment
avoidance. In longitudinal analyses, however, the inverse occurred: Trust toward a partner uniquely predicting reduced attach-
ment avoidance over time and perceived goal validation uniquely predicting reduced attachment anxiety over time. These findings
highlight distinct temporal paths for bolstering the security of attachment anxious versus attachment avoidant individuals.

Keywords

attachment, close relationships, goals, personality development, interdependence

Attachment bonds have figured prominently in accounts of

adult romantic relationships since Hazan and Shaver (1987)

published their seminal article—among the most cited in

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology—in which they

proposed that relationship processes are shaped by adult

attachment styles: stable individual differences in how people

relate to, and what they expect from, significant others (Ains-

worth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1969/1982,

1973). Despite the importance of attachment processes, exist-

ing research overwhelmingly has treated attachment styles as

being relatively stable, and focused on their correlates and

outcomes. Although attachment styles exhibit stability (Fraley,

Vicary, Brumbaugh, & Roisman, 2011), they can change none-

theless (Bowlby, 1988). Like other personality traits with social

bases (e.g., self-esteem, Leary & Baumeister, 2000; Kelley,

1983), attachment styles may shift as individuals interact with

close others and readjust their inferences. Few studies have

examined how attachment changes over time in romantic

relationships (see, e.g., Davila, Karney, & Bradbury, 1999).

Our goal was to test specific relationship inferences that target

aspects of insecure mental representations and increase attach-

ment security over time.

We examined inferring that a partner can be trusted and

perceiving one’s goals validated by a partner, which have not

been combined in previous research on change in attachment

security (cf. Fuller & Fincham, 1995, on changes in trust). These

inferences are particularly relevant to committed partners, who

behave in ways that encourage trust and elicit one’s ideal self

(Drigotas, Rusbult, Wieslequist, & Whitton, 1999; Murray,

Holmes, & Collins, 2006; Wieselquist, Rusbult, Foster, &

Agnew, 1999). Partner behaviors notwithstanding, changing

attachment ultimately depends on the inferences a person makes

of a partner’s behavior (Kelley et al., 2003; Maisel & Gable,

2009). We suggest that the timing of such inferences is crucial;

the combined effects of trust and goal validation may operate

differently depending on the nature of an individual’s insecurity

and the temporal frame adopted. The main idea of our analysis is

that the inference most relevant to increasing security over the

long-term may differ from the inference most strongly associ-

ated with security in the short term.

Attachment Security

Attachment insecurity is reflected in discernible patterns of

behavior, motives, affect, and perceptions that vary along two

key dimensions: Attachment anxiety reflects heightened
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concerns over a close other’s availability and acceptance, and

doubts about one’s self-worth; attachment avoidance reflects

heightened independence, and doubts about the benefits of

intimacy or trusting others to meet one’s needs (Brennan,

Clark, & Shaver, 1998; Fraley & Waller, 1998). Low levels

on both dimensions reflect attachment security. These dimen-

sions are based on ‘‘working models,’’ or underlying mental

representations that distill past attachment-related experiences

into a set of expectations or ‘‘scripts’’ regarding how significant

others will respond to their attachment-related needs (Baldwin,

1992; Bretherton, 1991; Waters & Waters, 2006). Working

models based on past attachment experiences guide current

tendencies in interactions with attachment figures (Bartholo-

mew & Horowitz, 1991).

Attachment styles have been theorized to shift in key

moments with attachment figures (Bowlby, 1982, 1988), as

when a close other provides a sense of security and safety in

times of distress, and/or conveys a bond sufficiently strong for

a person to feel secure in turning to independent pursuits. Just

as caregivers once did, relationship partners can fulfill norma-

tive attachment functions, providing security and encouraging

personal growth (safe-haven and secure-base functions;

Feeney, 2004).

Inferring trust is likely to increase attachment security.

Perceiving a partner as predictable and dependable captures the

essence of trust (Holmes & Rempel, 1989), and specifically

increases confidence that a partner provides a ‘‘safe haven’’

in times of need or distress (Murray et al., 2006). Perceived

goal validation also is likely to increase attachment security.

Feeling encouraged and validated in one’s goal pursuits

provides a ‘‘secure base’’ (Bowlby, 1973) from which to pursue

personal interests. Whereas direct and salient supportive beha-

vior by a partner might have negative consequences (cf. Glea-

son, Iida, Shrout, & Bolger, 2008)—for instance, causing

anxious individuals to feel inadequate, or avoidant individuals

to feel their self-reliance or personal control threatened—hav-

ing a partner affirm and encourage one’s own goals more

specifically increases confidence that the goals are worth pur-

suing. We predicted that trust and goal validation each would

be associated with increased attachment security.

Reducing Attachment Anxiety and Attachment Avoidance

Understanding the origins and current tendencies of insecure

individuals suggests ways to reduce attachment insecurity.

Attachment anxiety has origins in inconsistently satisfied needs

or unsynchronized interactions (e.g., feeling generally

neglected but occasionally overindulged; Mikulincer &

Shaver, 2007). Unsure about whether a close other will be

responsive, anxious individuals become preoccupied with their

partner’s availability and dependability (i.e., hyperactivation

strategies; Cassidy & Koback, 1988; Mikulincer, 1998a).

Attachment avoidance, in contrast, has origins in an attachment

figure’s unresponsiveness or overly punitive actions. Feeling

skeptical of a close others’ responsiveness or even fearful,

avoidant individuals seek to regulate their level of intimacy

in interactions so as to resume the safety of independence if

necessary (i.e., deactivation strategies; Cassidy & Koback,

1988; Mikulincer, 1998a).

Concurrent Model. Given the current tendencies and issues that

are chronically activated for anxious versus avoidant individu-

als, we predicted that trust and goal validation would exhibit

unique concurrent associations with each attachment dimen-

sion. Anxious individuals are particularly focused outwardly

to affirm their partner’s responsiveness. For them, issues of

trust are chronically activated in interactions with others (Col-

lins, 1996; McClure, Bartz, & Lydon, 2013; Mikulincer,

1998a), which is likely to make trust more mentally accessible

than validation of their personal goals. In contrast, avoidant

individuals are particularly focused inwardly to retain their

self-reliance. For them, projecting a functional (albeit fragile)

sense of self-sufficiency is chronically activated (cf. Green &

Campbell, 2000; Mikulincer, 1998b; see Mikulincer & Shaver,

2007, table 7.1), which is likely to make their partner’s role in

their personal and independent pursuits more mentally accessi-

ble than trust.

Therefore, we hypothesized that in concurrent analyses, the

trust would exhibit a unique negative association with attach-

ment anxiety and perceived goal validation would exhibit a

unique negative association with attachment avoidance. Each

of these hypothesized unique associations appears in the

concurrent model depicted in Figure 1 (paths a and d, indicated

in bold).

Longitudinal Model. We expected a different process to be

involved in increasing attachment security over time, one that

targets specific working models that underlie anxiety and

avoidance. We draw on Mikulincer and Shaver’s (2007) anal-

ysis of working models in predicting how to reduce insecurity.

Because attachment anxious individuals have experienced

inconsistency in having their needs satisfied, their chronic

focus on others’ availability keeps them vulnerable and depen-

dent on others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Their model of

other is characterized by ambivalence (e.g., feeling anger, yet

hope) and results in close monitoring of their connection to

their partner (Campbell, Simpson, Boldry, & Kashy, 2005;

Collins, 1996). However, as much or more than an ambivalent

model of other, their experience with inconsistent care

fundamentally has shaped a model of self that noticeably lacks

feeling worthy of others’ love (e.g., ‘‘If my partner sees the real

me, my partner may want someone better and leave me;’’ Col-

lins, 1996; Mikulincer, 1998b). Even if their trust needs are

momentarily satiated, anxious individuals must contend with

a self-model that has gaps in self-esteem, self-confidence, and

feeling competent (Schmitt & Allik, 2005; see also Mikulincer

& Shaver, 2007, table 6.1).

We posit that reducing attachment anxiety over the long-

term rests on improving the model of self, specifically through

inferences that encourage one’s pursuit of personal goals.

Perceiving one’s personal goals validated by a partner has been

shown to provide an immediate boost to self-esteem, regardless
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of attachment styles (Feeney, 2004). As attachment anxious

individuals gain self-confidence in pursuing their personal

goals, they are likely to feel more autonomous and less depen-

dent on others over time (Deci & Ryan, 2000), and thus more

secure.

Because attachment avoidant individuals have experienced

close others who are primarily unresponsive, their chronic

efforts to remain independent keep them focused inward,

immune to others. Their model of self is characterized by

defensive self-enhancement (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007),

exaggerating their abilities to justify their self-sufficiency.

However, as much or more than projecting their desired model

of self, avoidant individuals’ experiences fundamentally have

shaped a model of other that noticeably lacks trust in others’

dependability (e.g., ‘‘If I depend on my partner, I’ll find that

I can’t trust him/her to be responsive;’’ Collins, 1996; Mikulin-

cer, 1998b). Even if their independence needs are momentarily

satiated by having their personal pursuits validated and encour-

aged, avoidant individuals must contend with a model of other

that is devoid of deriving benefits from intimacy or closeness

(Feeney, 2007).

We posit that reducing attachment avoidance over the long-

term rests on improving the model of other, specifically

through inferences that affirm a partner’s trustworthiness.

Avoidant individuals share the universal need to be accepted

by others (Carvallo & Gabriel, 2006). As attachment avoidant

individuals gain confidence that others can be trusted, they are

likely to fill a void in their model of other, feel less driven to

maintain independence (Feeney, 2007; Mikulincer, 1998a), and

thus feel more secure.

T1 A�achment 
Anxiety

T1 A�achment 
Avoidance

T1 Trust

T1 Goal Valida�on

T2 A�achment 
Anxiety

T2 A�achment 
Avoidance

Concurrent Model

a

b

c

d

Longitudinal Model

e

f

h

g

Figure 1. Predicted concurrent and longitudinal models, with letters indicating the hypothesized unique associations of trust and goal validation
on attachment anxiety versus attachment avoidance.

Table 1. Descriptive Information of Primary Variables: Reliabilities, Means, and Standard Deviations.

Variable

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

a M SD a M SD a M SD

Criterion variables
Anxious attachment .89 2.10 (1.57) .92 2.33 (1.67) .89 1.70 (1.42)
Avoidant attachment .88 1.56 (1.18) .88 1.83 (1.26) .86 1.36 (1.11)

Predictor variables
Trust .81 6.61 (0.86) .87 6.62 (1.02)
Perceived goal validation .82 6.48 (1.11) .85 6.61 (1.10)

Note. Reliability was assessed with Cronbach’s a. Standard deviations are in parentheses. Times 1, 2, and 3 were separated by 1-year lags. Time 3 trust and per-
ceived goal validation were not examined. All items employed a 9-point response scale (0¼ do not agree at all, 4¼ agree somewhat, 8¼ agree completely), and were
averaged for each variable to indicate higher levels of the measured construct.

400 Social Psychological and Personality Science 5(4)
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In contrast to the hypothesized concurrent model, in

longitudinal analyses we hypothesized that perceived goal vali-

dation would exhibit a unique association with decreases in

attachment anxiety and trust would exhibit a unique association

with decreases in avoidance. Each of these hypothesized

unique associations appears in the longitudinal model depicted

in Figure 1 (paths f and h, in bold).

Current Research

We expected that perceiving a partner as trustworthy and as

validating one’s personal goals would be negatively associated

with insecurity when each is tested separately, but each was

expected to have a unique association that would vary depend-

ing on the dimension of insecurity and temporal frame, as

shown in Figure 1. We tested these predictions with a preexist-

ing data set of newly committed couples.1 We also examined

couple functioning as a covariate to isolate the associations

of trust and perceived goal validation with attachment, beyond

relationship quality.

Method

Design and Participants

The sample consisted of 137 of the 187 couples who completed

relevant measures on at least two of the three measurement

occasions separated by 12 months, hereafter referred to as

T1, T2, and T3.2 At T1, participants were 25 years old on aver-

age (SD ¼ 4.52, range 19–47), and 88% were Caucasian.

Approximately half (52%) were university students. Relation-

ship duration was 39 months on average (SD ¼ 24.25); 82%
were living together and 70% were married or engaged. Cou-

ples were paid $80, $120, and $110 for participating in T1,

T2, and T3, respectively.

The sample excludes couples lost due to attrition (n ¼ 50 of

the 187 couples). Participants who dropped out after T1 had

relationships that were shorter in duration, 32 months, vs. 39

months, t(367) ¼ 2.63, p ¼ .009, more likely to be dating

(38% dating, 25% engaged, 27% married, 10% other, vs. in the

current sample: 14% dating, 21% engaged, 59% married, 6%
other), but no different in age (25 years old).

Procedure

Participants were recruited via community announcements and

selected if they qualified as newly committed (see Note 1).

Couple members completed questionnaires independently prior

to or during a lab session and were paid for their participation.

Measures

Table 1 displays reliabilities (alphas), means, and standard

deviations for the main variables. All items used a 9-point

response scale (0 ¼ do not agree at all, 4 ¼ agree somewhat,

8 ¼ agree completely) unless noted otherwise, and were

averaged for each variable such that higher numbers indicated

higher levels of the measured construct.

Trust was measured with 12 items based on a scale by

Rempel, Holmes, and Zanna (1985; e.g., ‘‘I can rely on my

partner to keep the promises he/she makes to me’’). Perceived

goal validation was measured with 6 items (e.g., ‘‘My partner

is doubtful that I can achieve my goals,’’ reverse-scored). Trust

and goal validation predictors were correlated, T1 r(368)¼ .56,

T2 r(237) ¼ .59, both p < .001. A measure of couple function-

ing was administered and used as a covariate in isolating the

effects of trust and goal validation beyond relationship quality

(i.e., Dyadic Adjustment Scale; Spanier, 1976; M ¼ 109.46,

SD ¼ 9.74, possible range 0–143; T1 a ¼ .87).

Anxious and avoidant attachment dimensions were mea-

sured with an abbreviated (18-item) version of the Experiences

in Close Relationships Scale (Brennan et al., 1998). We used

the 9 highest loading items for each subscale reported by Bren-

nan and colleagues. Attachment anxiety and avoidance were

correlated (simple correlations ignoring couple clustering):

.50 at T1, .50 at T2, and .57 at T3.

Results

The data were analyzed using multilevel models to account for

nonindependence among the two partners’ reports on multiple

measurement occasions; couple intercepts were modeled as

random effects and slopes as fixed effects (Kenny, Kashy, &

Cook, 2006). Concurrent analyses examined within-time asso-

ciations at T1, T2, and T3, testing the association of the

relevant predictors with each attachment dimension while con-

trolling for the other dimension as a covariate (e.g., the model

predicting attachment anxiety controlled for avoidance as mea-

sured concurrently). Longitudinal analyses examined residua-

lized change across two 1-year lags for each couple (T1–T2,

T2–T3); for each attachment dimension separately, this analy-

sis examined the association of the relevant predictors at one

time (e.g., T1) with an attachment dimension at the subsequent

time (e.g., T2), while controlling for the criterion attachment

dimension (i.e., the residualized effect) and the other attach-

ment dimension at the previous time (e.g., T1). Initial models

tested each perception separately and subsequent models tested

the hypothesized unique effects of trust and goal validation

when included simultaneously as predictors.

Table 2 provides the standardized coefficients (and t value

in parentheses) for the association of each perception (e.g.,

trust) with each attachment dimension, tested across various

concurrent and longitudinal models that excluded the other per-

ception (e.g., goal validation). When tested separately, trust

and perceived goal validation each predicted lower attachment

anxiety and lower attachment avoidance.

Table 3 provides the standardized coefficients (and t values

in parentheses) for the unique associations of trust and goal

validation when tested simultaneously. The concurrent analy-

ses revealed the hypothesized pattern illustrated in Figure 1:

Trust was uniquely associated with lower attachment anxiety

beyond the effect of perceived goal validation (Figure 1, paths
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a and b), whereas goal validation was uniquely associated with

lower attachment avoidance beyond the effect of trust (paths c

and d). Also reported in Table 3, and as hypothesized, the

longitudinal analyses revealed the inverse pattern: Trust

uniquely predicted declines over time in attachment avoidance

beyond the effect of perceived goal validation (Figure 1, paths

g and h), whereas perceived goal validation uniquely predicted

declines over time in attachment anxiety beyond the effect of

trust (f and e). All of the hypothesis tests yielded the same pat-

tern of results when controlling for couple functioning, and

when including main and interaction effects of participant sex.

Discussion

The current research represents a novel approach to thinking

about how to change each dimension of attachment security.

Trust and goal validation each were associated with greater

attachment security, as expected given that these inferences are

components of creating a safe haven and providing a secure

base (Feeney, 2004). However, the unique associations of

these predictors supported distinct concurrent and longitudinal

models (Figure 1) and have several theoretical and practical

implications.

By comparing trust and goal validation, the current study

suggests novel and potentially useful information for changing

a person’s attachment orientation. Anxious individuals predo-

minantly regulate their insecurity through external validation

(e.g., seeking proof that others care), which accounts for the

unique concurrent association with trust beyond the effect of

goal validation. However, even if their trust needs are met, they

remain dependent and fundamentally must contend with a lack

of self-confidence, self-efficacy, and self-worth (Collins, 1996;

Schmitt & Allik, 2005). Being encouraged to pursue personal

goals can fill these voids in their working model of self, which

accounts for the unique longitudinal association with perceived

Table 3. Relative (Independent) Associations of Trust and Perceived
Goal Validation: Concurrent and Longitudinal Analyses.

Attachment Dimension

Predictor
Anxious

Attachment
Avoidant

Attachment

Concurrent associations
Other attachment

dimension
.43 (14.26)*** .49 (14.09)***

Trust –.12a (–3.79)*** –.02c (–0.44)
Perceived goal

validation
–.01b (–0.35) –.19d (–5.29)***

Longitudinal associations
Same (criterion)

attachment dimension
.71 (17.09)*** .54 (11.67)***

Other attachment
dimension

–.07 (–1.60) .05 (0.97)

Trust –.04e (–0.89) –.14g (–2.82)**
Perceived goal

validation
–.14f (–3.17)** –.03h (–0.70)

Note. The table provides standardized coefficients with corresponding t values in
parentheses for models that tested trust and perceived goal validation simultane-
ously (four models in total). The key hypothesis tests appear in bold font. Sub-
scripts reference specific paths in Figure 1. Concurrent models tested
variables within the same time and controlled for the other attachment dimen-
sion (df ¼ 589). Longitudinal models tested 1-year lags between predictor and
criterion variables, and controlled for earlier levels of the criterion attachment
(residualized change) dimension and the other attachment dimension (df¼ 314).
**p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 2. Testing the Association of Each Predictor With Attachment Anxiety and Avoidance: Concurrent and Longitudinal Analyses.

Attachment Dimension

Predictor Anxious Attachment Avoidant Attachment

Concurrent analysis of trust
Other attachment dimension .44 (14.70)*** .51 (14.65)***
Trust –.13 (–4.23)*** –.10 (–2.86)**

Concurrent analysis of perceived goal validation
Other attachment dimension .44 (14.42)*** .49 (14.36)***
Perceived goal validation –.06 (–1.86)y –.19 (�6.03)***

Longitudinal analysis of trust
Same (criterion) attachment dimension .71 (16.89)*** .55 (12.02)***
Other attachment dimension –.04 (–0.97) .05 (0.99)
Trust –.11 (–2.80)** –.16 (–3.68)***

Longitudinal analysis of perceived goal validation
Same (criterion) attachment dimension .72 (18.02)*** .54 (11.68)***
Other attachment dimension –.07 (–1.61) .08 (1.81)
Perceived goal validation –.16 (–4.19)*** –.10 (–2.44)*

Note. The table provides standardized coefficients with corresponding t values in parentheses for models testing each predictor separately (in total, four models on
anxious attachment and four models on avoidant attachment). Concurrent models tested variables within the same time and controlled for the other attachment
dimension (df¼ 591 for the two trust models and df¼ 592 for the two perceived goal validation models. Longitudinal models tested 1-year lags between predictor
and criterion variables, and controlled for earlier levels of the criterion attachment dimension (residualized change) and the other attachment dimension (df¼ 316
for the two trust models and df ¼ 317 for the two perceived goal validation models).
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. y p ¼ .063.
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goal validation beyond the effect of trust. This suggests that

targeting their working model of self may be a particularly

effective way of increasing security.

In contrast, avoidant individuals turn away from others and

inward to regulate their insecurity, which accounts for the

unique concurrent association with goal validation (feeling

encouraged or ‘‘allowed’’ to pursue personal goals) beyond the

effect of trust. However, even if their needs for independence

are met, they remain fundamentally distrustful of intimacy with

others (Collins, 1996; Mikulincer, 1998a). Feeling trust toward

a partner directly fills this void in their working model of other,

which accounts for the unique longitudinal association with

trust beyond the effect of goal validation. Thus, attachment

insecurity may decrease through inferences that improve the

model of self among anxious individuals and the model of other

among avoidant individuals (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).

We do not wish to imply that anxious individuals have a

well-functioning model of other or that avoidant individuals

have a well-functioning model of self (see Mikulincer & Sha-

ver, 2007, chapter 6 for a thoughtful analysis of this issue).

However, we are suggesting that efforts limited to assuaging

immediate insecurities may fall short of improving

self-perceptions of anxious individuals or encouraging trust

among avoidant individuals. As anxious individuals feel more

self-confident, this may set in motion a process of gaining

autonomy that, in turn, reduces their preoccupation with their

partner’s trust and overdependence (i.e., reduces their hyperac-

tivation strategies; Cassidy & Koback, 1988). As avoidant indi-

viduals feel more trust, this may set in motion a process of

feeling more comfortable with intimacy and less inclined to

be self-sufficient (i.e., reduces their deactivation strategies;

Cassidy & Koback, 1988). We did not provide direct evidence

of an intervention. However, our findings suggest developing

an intervention that targets specific aspects of a working

model, but also triggers a recursive and broadening process

to address all mental models underlying attachment insecurity

(cf. Walton, 2013).

An issue that remains unresolved in the current study con-

cerns how to regulate short-term insecurities to bring about

long-term change. Our concurrent findings could be interpreted

in different ways. It may be that increasing attachment security

involves two stages, first indulging a persons’ current attach-

ment strategy (Cassidy & Koback, 1988) to assuage insecurity,

as a means of ‘‘paving the way’’ to change working models in

the long term. This two-pronged approach would translate into

making salient a partner’s trustworthiness for anxious

individuals and encouraging personal goal pursuits for avoidant

individuals, before targeting long-term change.

Another interpretation of our findings is that alleviating

immediate insecurity ironically may interfere with efforts to

reduce insecurity over time, an idea consistent with Mikulincer

and Shaver’s (2007) analysis of working models (e.g., pp.

153–154). Short-term attempts to manage insecurity may be

dissociated with long-term processes to bolster security over

time—akin to treating symptoms rather than underlying causes.

Among anxious individuals, dependence and low self-worth

have reinforcing properties. Chronic activation of trust may

make salient how much a person needs their partner, and

discourage independent pursuits. Among avoidant individuals,

being self-focused and distrustful have been mutually rein-

forced. Focusing internally on one’s independent goal pursuits

may interfere with seeking to depend on a partner. We are not

implying that trust and goal validations undermine each other;

they were strongly correlated. However, it is conceivable that

although individuals infer trust and goal validation in ways that

covary, they may attend to situations that target one of these

perceptions more than the other and fail to make the most of

situations that increase security over time.

An issue that remains to be examined further concerns the

effects of partner actions, as compared with interpretations and

inferences of partner actions (Maisel & Gable, 2009; Weiner &

Hannum, 2012). If attachment insecurity has self-perpetuating

qualities, which situations are likely to afford new attaching-

bolstering inferences? We have suggested that such situations

can occur in newly committed relationships. One process is

interpersonal (Simpson, Rholes, Orina, & Grich, 2002). Inter-

actions in committed relationships refute negative working

models of other when a partner conveys their pro-relationship

motives (Holmes, 2002; Simpson, 2007; Wieselquist et al.,

1999). Another process is intrapersonal, whereby a personal

experience elicits new inferences of partner interactions and

triggers change (e.g., renewed sense of commitment to roman-

tic involvements, a new outlook on life or on interactions with

others, the winnowing of social networks, spiritual influences).

Over repeated interactions, even the working models of highly

insecure individuals are likely to change; avoidant individuals

may begin to doubt their need to minimize dependence (e.g.,

‘‘Given that my partner consistently is willing to addresses

my needs, maybe it is okay to get closer’’), and anxious individ-

uals may begin to doubt their need to affirm their partner’s love

for them (e.g., ‘‘Given that my goals seem worth pursuing,

maybe I am okay on my own and developing my own skills.’’).

A final consideration concerns the generalizability of our

findings, which were obtained among newly committed adult

relationships and cannot be assumed to apply to other relation-

ships. However, obtaining similar findings in other contexts

could affect interventions for bolstering security. Our data

suggest specific perceptions that may be relevant across the

lifespan. Anxiously attached youth may benefit in the short-

term from trusting their peers, but may thrive over time if a

particularly close friend encourages their personal goals. Con-

versely, avoidantly attached youth may benefit in the short term

from being encouraged to pursue their personal goals, but may

thrive over time from a friend who is consistently there for

them regardless of goal pursuits. In old age, anxious individuals

who cling to others in the short term may benefit over the long

term from knowing others appreciate their lifetime accomplish-

ments; avoidant individuals who shun others’ approval for life-

time accomplishments in the short term may benefit over the

long term from knowing they are deeply loved and cared for.

The current associations with attachment security highlight

effects that were obtained despite a relatively limited range in
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attachment. These findings suggest that positive change is

possible even among relatively well-adjusted individuals. The

study design does not afford causal inference, but it does

capitalize on longitudinal methods to demonstrate that predic-

tors of attachment security shift over time.

In conclusion, research on adult attachment styles has

overwhelmingly focused on the correlates and outcomes of

presumably stable attachment styles, rather than on identifying

the specific psychological conditions under which attachment

styles change over time. Our findings revealed that declines

in attachment insecurity do occur over time, and they are

predicted from theoretically relevant and targeted inferences:

feeling one’s personal goals validated by a partner to reduce

attachment anxiety, and inferring trust in a partner to reduce

attachment avoidance. Insecurely attached individuals

have extant interpersonal tendencies to regulate their insecur-

ity, but bolstering attachment security over time may occur

by targeting specific aspects of their working models. The

divergence in concurrent versus longitudinal findings suggests

unique temporal pathways to reduce attachment anxiety and

attachment avoidance over the long term.
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Notes

1. The data analyzed were part of a larger five-wave longitudinal

study of ‘‘newly committed’’ couples—namely, couples who had

begun living together, become engaged, or married within the pre-

vious year, or couples who had such plans for the coming year. The

study included several measures, only some of which were directly

relevant to the current research. Partner reports of both predictor

variables were not available. Published papers utilizing this data set

at the time of writing this included: Finkel, Campbell, Buffardi,

Kumashiro, and Rusbult (2009; study 3), Kumashiro, Rusbult, and

Finkel (2008; study 4), Kumashiro, Rusbult, Finkenauer, and

Stocker (2007), Righetti, Rusbult, and Finkenauer (2010), Rusbult,

Kumashiro, Kubacka, and Finkel (2009; studies 1, 2, and 4a), and

Schneider, Konijn, Righetti, and Rusbult (2011). No other articles

published from this data set tested models predicting attachment.

2. Couples were assessed every 6 months, but variables relevant to the

current analysis were assessed at the first (T1 in the present article),

third (T2), and fifth (T3) measurement occasions (every 12 months).

References

Ainsworth, M. D. S., Blehar, M. C., Waters, E., & Wall, S. (1978).

Patterns of attachment: A psychological study of the Strange

Situation. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Baldwin, M. W. (1992). Relational schemas and the processing of

social information. Psychological Bulletin, 112, 461–484. doi:10.

1037/0033-2909.112.3.461

Bartholomew, K., & Horowitz, L. M. (1991). Attachment styles

among young adults: A test of a four-category model. Journal of

Personality and Social Psychology, 61, 226–244. doi:10.1037/

0022-3514.61.2.226

Bowlby, J. (1973). Attachment and loss, Vol. 2: Separation. New

York, NY: Basic Books.

Bowlby, J. (1982). Attachment and loss, Vol. 1: Attachment (2nd ed.).

New York, NY: Basic Books.

Bowlby, J. (1988). A secure base. New York, NY: Basic Books.

Brennan, K. A., Clark, C. L., & Shaver, P. R. (1998). Self-report

measurement of adult romantic attachment: An integrative over-

view. In J. A. Simpson & W. S. Rholes (Eds.), Attachment theory

and close relationships (pp. 46–76). New York, NY: Guilford

Press.

Bretherton, I. (1991). Pouring new wine into old bottles: The social

self as internal working model. In M. Gunnar & L. A. Sroufe

(Eds.), Minnesota symposia in child psychology: Self processes

in development (pp. 1–41). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Campbell, L., Simpson, J. A., Boldry, J., & Kashy, D. A. (2005).

Perceptions of conflict and support in romantic relationships: The

role of attachment anxiety. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 88, 510–531.

Carvallo, M., & Gabriel, S. (2006). No man is an island: The need to

belong and dismissing avoidant attachment style. Personality and

Social Psychology Bulletin, 32, 697–709. doi:10.1177/

0146167205285451

Cassidy, J., & Kobak, R. R. (1988). Avoidance and its relationship

with other defensive processes. In J. Belsky & T. Nezworski

(Eds.), Clinical implications of attachment (pp. 300–323). Hills-

dale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Collins, N. L. (1996). Working models of attachment: Implications for

explanation, emotions, and behavior. Journal of Personality and

Social Psychology, 71, 810–832.

Davila, J., Karney, B. R., & Bradbury, T. N. (1999). Attachment

change processes in the early years of marriage. Journal of Per-

sonality and Social Psychology, 76, 783–802. doi:10.1037/0022-

3514.76.5.783

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2000). The ‘‘what’’ and ‘‘why’’ of goal

pursuits: Human needs and the self-determination of behavior.

Psychological Inquiry, 11, 227–268.

Drigotas, S. M., Rusbult, C. E., Wieselquist, J., & Whitton, S. (1999).

Close partner as sculptor of the ideal self: Behavioral affirmation

and the Michelangelo phenomenon. Journal of Personality and

Social Psychology, 77, 293–323.

Feeney, B. C. (2004). A secure base: Responsive support of goal

strivings and exploration in adult intimate relationships. Journal

of Personality and Social Psychology, 87, 631–648. doi:10.1037/

0022-3514.87.5.631

404 Social Psychological and Personality Science 5(4)

 at NORTHWESTERN UNIV LIBRARY on April 9, 2014spp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://spp.sagepub.com/
http://spp.sagepub.com/


Feeney, B. C. (2007). The dependency paradox in close relationships:

Accepting dependence promotes independence. Journal of Person-

ality and Social Psychology, 92, 268–285.

Finkel, E. J., Campbell, K. W., Buffardi, L. E., Kumashiro, M., & Rus-

bult, C. E. (2009). The metamorphosis of Narcissus: Communal

activation promotes relationship commitment among narcissists.

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 35, 1271–1284.

Fraley, R. C., Vicary, A. M., Brumbaugh, C. C., & Roisman, G. I.

(2011). Patterns of stability in adult attachment: An empirical test

of two models of continuity and change. Journal of Personality

and Social Psychology, 101, 974–992. doi:10.1037/a0024150

Fraley, R. C., & Waller, N. G. (1998). Adult attachment patterns:

A test of the typological model. In J. A. Simpson & W. S. Rholes

(Eds.), Attachment theory and close relationships (pp. 77–114).

New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Fuller, T. L., & Fincham, F. D. (1995). Attachment style in married

couples: Relation to current marital functioning, stability over

time, and method of assessment. Personal Relationships, 2, 17–34.

Gleason, M. E., Iida, M., Shrout, P. E., & Bolger, N. (2008). Receiving

support as a mixed blessing: Evidence for dual effects of support

on psychological outcomes. Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 94, 824–838.

Green, J. D., & Campbell, W. (2000). Attachment and exploration in

adults: Chronic and contextual accessibility. Personality and

Social Psychology Bulletin, 26, 452–261.

Hazan, C., & Shaver, P. R. (1987). Romantic love conceptualized as

an attachment process. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-

ogy, 52, 511–524. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.52.3.511

Holmes, J. G. (2002). Interpersonal expectations as the building

blocks of social cognition: An interdependence theory analysis.

Personal Relationships, 9, 1–26. doi:10.1111/1475-6811.00001

Holmes, J. G., & Rempel, J. K. (1989). Trust in close relationships. In

C. Hendrick (Ed.), Review of personality and social psychology

(Vol. 10, pp. 187–220). London, England: Sage.

Kelley, H. H. (1983). The situational origins of human tendencies:

A further reason for the formal analysis of structure. Personality

and Social Psychology Bulletin, 9, 8–30.

Kelley, H. H., Holmes, J. G., Kerr, N. L., Reis, H. T., Rusbult, C. E., &

Van Lange, P. A. M. (2003). An atlas of interpersonal situations.

Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

Kenny, D. A., Kashy, D. A., & Cook, W. L. (2006). Dyadic data anal-

ysis. New York, NY: Guilford.

Kumashiro, M., Rusbult, C. E., Finkenauer, C., & Stocker, S. (2007).

To think or to do: Assessment orientation, locomotion orientation,

and the Michelangelo Phenomenon. Journal of Social and

Personal Relationships, 24, 591–611.

Kumashiro, M., Rusbult, C. E., & Finkel, E. J. (2008). Navigating

personal and relational concerns: The quest for equilibrium.

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 95, 94–110.

Leary, M. R., & Baumeister, R. F. (2000). The nature and function of

self-esteem: Sociometer theory. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in

experimental social psychology (Vol. 32, pp. 2–51). San Diego,

CA: Academic Press.

Maisel, N., & Gable, S. L. (2009). The paradox of received social

support: The importance of responsiveness. Psychological Science,

20, 928–932.

McClure, M. J., Bartz, J. A., & Lydon, J. E. (2013). Uncovering and

overcoming ambivalence: The role of chronic and contextually

activated attachment in two-person social dilemmas. Journal of

Personality, 81, 103–117.

Mikulincer, M. (1998a). Attachment working models and the sense of

trust: An exploration of interaction goals and affect regulation.

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74, 1209–1224.

doi:10.1037/0022-3514.74.5.1209

Mikulincer, M. (1998b). Adult attachment style and affect regula-

tion: Strategic variations in self-appraisals. Journal of Personal-

ity and Social Psychology, 75, 420–435. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.

75.2.420

Mikulincer, M., & Shaver, P. R. (2007). Attachment patterns in adult-

hood: Structure, dynamics, and change. New York, NY: Guilford

Press.

Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., & Collins, N. L. (2006). Optimizing

assurances: The risk regulation system in relationships. Psycholo-

gical Bulletin, 132, 641–666.

Rempel, J. K., Holmes, J. G., & Zanna, M. P. (1985). Trust in close

relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 49,

95–112. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.49.1.95

Righetti, F., Rusbult, C. E., & Finkenauer, C. (2010). Regulatory focus

and the Michelangelo phenomenon: How close partners promote

one another’s ideal selves. Journal of Experimental Social Psy-

chology, 46, 972–985. doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2010.06.001

Rusbult, C. E., Kumashiro, M., Kubacka, K. K., & Finkel, E. J. (2009).

The part of me that you bring out: Ideal similarity and the Miche-

langelo Phenomenon. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-

ogy, 96, 61–82.

Schmitt, D. P., & Allik, J. (2005). Simultaneous administration of the

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scales in 53 nations: Exploring the univer-

sal and culture-specific features of global self-esteem. Journal of

Personality and Social Psychology, 89, 623–642.

Schneider, I. K., Konijn, E. A., Righetti, F., & Rusbult, C. E. (2011).

A healthy dose of trust: The relationship between interpersonal

trust and health. Personal Relationships, 18, 668–676. doi:10.

1111/j.1475-6811.2010.01338.x

Simpson, J. A. (2007). Psychological foundations of trust. Current

Directions in Psychological Science, 16, 264–268.

Simpson, J. A., Rholes, W. S., Orina, M. M., & Grich, J. (2002).

Working models of attachment, support giving, and support seek-

ing in a stressful situation. Personality and Social Psychology Bul-

letin, 28, 598–608.

Spanier, G. B. (1976). Measuring dyadic adjustment: New scales for

assessing the quality of marriage and similar dyads. Journal of

Marriage and the Family, 38, 15–28.

Walton, G. M. (2013). The new science of wise interventions. Manu-

script submitted for publication.

Waters, H. S., & Waters, E. (2006). The attachment working models

concept: Among other things, we build script-like representations

of secure base experiences. Attachment and Human Development,

8, 185–198. doi:10.1080/14616730600856016

Weiner, A. S. B., & Hannum, J. W. (2012). Differences in the quantity

of social support between geographically close and long-distance

friendships. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 30,

662–672.

Arriaga et al. 405

 at NORTHWESTERN UNIV LIBRARY on April 9, 2014spp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://spp.sagepub.com/
http://spp.sagepub.com/


Wieselquist, J., Rusbult, C. E., Foster, C. A., & Agnew, C. R. (1999).

Commitment, pro-relationship behavior, and trust in close relation-

ships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 77, 942–966.

Author Biographies

Ximena B. Arriaga is an Associate Professor of Psychological

Sciences at Purdue University. She studies the process of building and

strengthening committed relationships, and the challenges of manag-

ing partner aggression.

Madoka Kumashiro is a Lecturer of Psychology at Goldsmiths, Uni-

versity of London. Her research examines the interplay of personality

and interpersonal influences on personal growth motives, goal pursuit,

and well-being.

Eli J. Finkel is a Professor of Psychology and a Professor of Manage-

ment and Organizations at Northwestern University. He studies rela-

tionships and self-regulation. His wife is trying to convince him that

he enjoys eating kale.

Laura E. VanderDrift is an Assistant Professor of Psychology at Syr-

acuse University. Her research interests include the predictors of

romantic relationship outcomes, most notably dissolution behaviors

and health outcomes.

Laura B. Luchies is an Assistant Professor of Psychology at Daemen

College. Her research interests include the positive and negative

consequences of forgiveness in close relationships as well as other

processes that promote and prevent the flourishing of close

relationships.

406 Social Psychological and Personality Science 5(4)

 at NORTHWESTERN UNIV LIBRARY on April 9, 2014spp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://spp.sagepub.com/
http://spp.sagepub.com/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 200
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


