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Abstract 

In this thesis I argue that negative attributions mediate between attachment 

insecurity and relationship outcomes. Using a sample of 59 couples the well-

documented association between attachment insecurity and relationship 

satisfaction was replicated. I then tested whether this association was mediated by 

attributions for hypothetical behaviour for a real partner and a hypothetical 

potential partner. Attributions for real partner behaviour did mediate between 

insecure attachment and relationship satisfaction, but not attributions for a 

potential partner. It was further hypothesised that an association would exist 

between couple communication and attachment insecurity, which would be 

mediated by negative attributions. Couples completed two ten-minute problem-

solving discussions and participated in a video-mediated recall process, providing 

a measure of attributions for real events with their current partner. Results 

supported the hypotheses for self-reported, but not observed, communication. It 

was concluded that the association between attachment and attributions does not 

represent a consistent cognitive processing bias, but rather a relationship-specific 

phenomena. Future research directions were proposed to investigate mediation 

from a long-term perspective and the therapeutic implications of these findings 

were discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

THE MAKING AND BREAKING  

OF INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS 

 

osie and Paul have been married for a couple of years. Initially they both 

felt very satisfied with their relationship but now each of them is much 

less happy than they were. In the last year or so they have been having 

increasingly frequent and heated arguments. The topic that seems to be associated 

with the most conflict is the amount of time Rosie is spending at work, and with 

work colleagues. Paul believes that Rosie should come home earlier and spend 

more time with him. He often feels agitated and gets angry when Rosie arrives 

home late, seeing her behaviour as selfish and not respecting his need to see her. 

Rosie enjoys her work and does not see the time she devotes to work as excessive. 

She views Paul’s demands that she come home earlier as overly controlling and 

she is resentful that he is not supporting her career. Paul and Rosie’s relationship 

problems may relate to Paul’s family history. Paul’s mother had some serious 

health problems when he was young, and Paul found this very distressing as a 

child. His mother died when Paul was just four years of age. Subsequently Paul’s 

father had several relationships with other women, and Paul experienced three 

different stepmothers who cared for him at different times when he was growing 

up—each of them leaving Paul when their relationship with his father ended. 

 R

There is a long-standing proposal in the study of couple relationships that 

early experiences such as the ones described for Paul shape how adults respond in 

their intimate relationships. The concept of attachment style is seen as a relatively 
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stable individual difference in patterns of responding in relationships, and these 

patterns are believed to be strongly influenced by early experiences. In the case of 

Paul it could be argued that early experiences of abandonment by carers has lead 

Paul to have a high fear of abandonment and to react strongly to perceived threats 

of abandonment in his intimate relationships. 

A gap I perceive in accounts of attachment is an explanation for the 

mechanism by which early experiences impact upon a current relationship. In the 

case of Paul I suggest he might attribute Rosie’s behaviour as being blameworthy, 

an attribution that stems from his fear of abandonment, and this might undermine 

his relationship satisfaction. Such an attribution might lead him to communicate 

negatively toward Rosie and undermine her relationship satisfaction. In other 

words, Paul’s attributions and communication could be the mechanism by which 

his insecure attachment influences his current relationship. 

This thesis is an examination of the possibility that attributions mediate an 

association between attachment, on the one hand, and couple communication and 

relationship satisfaction, on the other hand. Chapter One is a description of the 

significance of couple relationships and the association between attachment and 

relationship satisfaction. Chapter Two is an analysis of the association of 

attachment with relationship attributions and couple communication. Chapter 

Three presents an empirical study testing whether attributions mediate two 

different associations—between attachment and satisfaction, and between 

attachment and couple communication. The thesis concludes with Chapter Four, a 

discussion of the results of the study. 
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The Significance of Couple Relationships 

Almost everyone at some point in their life will enter into an intimate relationship 

for some period of time. Data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 

2004) shows that in Australia in 2001 approximately eight million men and 

women were living with partners in couple relationships. Thirty out of every 1000 

unmarried men and women over 15 years old got married, and 12% of all couples 

living together as ‘socially married’ identified themselves as being in a defacto 

relationship. Thus there is a reasonably good chance that many people over the 

age of 15 will find themselves in an intimate relationship with another person. 

Intimate relationships have a lot to offer. From early, nervous, adolescent 

infatuations to romantic, compassionate, committed adult relationships, the 

quality of intimate relationships has a bearing on many aspects of life. Being in a 

high quality relationship is associated with lower levels of depression and lower 

levels of loneliness and isolation (McCabe, Cummins, & Romeo, 1996).  Intimate 

relationships also have a positive impact on partners’ physical health and well 

being (Burman & Margolin, 1992). 

Unfortunately, not everyone enjoys an intimate relationship that is healthy, 

happy and stable. The divorce rate in Australia slowly increased from the 1950s to 

the 1990s, and currently about 35% of Australian marriages end in divorce (ABS, 

2003). Divorce often follows a period of sustained relationship distress (Gottman, 

1993) and the experience of relationship distress is associated with a range of 

individual adjustment problems (Halford & Bouma, 1997). Relative to satisfied 

couples, distressed couples have high rates of alcohol abuse (Halford & Osgarby, 

1993), spousal abuse (Cascardi, Langhinrichsen, & Vivian, 1992), and physical 
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health concerns (Burman & Margolin, 1992). Relationship distress is also 

associated with less positive, and more negative, communication (Bradbury & 

Fincham, 1990b). Amato (2000) reviewed the sequelae of divorce, and concluded 

it was associated with high rates of psychological distress, poor self-concept and 

health concerns. 

The experience of relationship distress and relationship dissolution not 

only affects the couple but has a lasting impact on their offspring as well. Sanders, 

Halford and Behrens (1999) have shown that in adult engaged couples, the 

experience of parental divorce is associated with more negative communication 

behaviour, more negative self-referent cognitions and less positive partner-

referent cognitions in couples where the female’s parents had divorced, when 

compared to couples where no divorce was reported. Large-scale social survey 

projects such as the National Survey of Families and Households (Amato, 1991), 

the National British Child Development Study (Cherlin, Chase-Lansdale, & 

McRae, 1988), and the Australian Family Formation Study (Amato, 1988) have 

found that adults whose parents are divorced, when compared to those from 

consistently intact families, report experiencing more general unhappiness and 

dissatisfaction with life, greater incidence of individual psychopathology such as 

anxiety and depression, and poorer skills of personal control. 

While it is clear that the experience of parental divorce or relationship 

distress can impact upon offspring, only a few studies have attempted to explain 

how this intergenerational transmission occurs. Utilising data from a 17-year 

longitudinal research project, Amato and Sobolewski (2001) hypothesised that 

children who experience parental discord and divorce would, when compared to 
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children from intact families, experience lower socio-economic attainment, 

greater relationship instability, and weaker parent–child bonds, all of which they 

predicted would mediate the association between parental discord/divorce and 

later psychological well-being. Amato and Sobolewski’s predictions were only 

partially supported, low socio-economic attainment and a history of relationship 

instability were not mediators. What did mediate the association between parental 

divorce and child adjustment, however, were the emotional bonds that were 

present between parent and child. As Amato and Sobolewski conclude, 

… parents and children’s lives are inextricably linked throughout the life 

course... [and] the existence of reciprocal causation does not undermine 

the notion that supportive parents are important resources for young 

adults, and that parents have the potential to contribute (positively or 

negatively) to their adult children’s sense of well-being. (p. 917) 

Inasmuch as emotional bonding is a vital component of attachment, a potential 

interpretation of this finding is that the child’s attachment security (or lack 

thereof) can accentuate later problems. This is by no means a novel explanation, 

but rather something that attachment researchers have been arguing for years. 

Attachment – Bowlby and Beyond 

The Development of a Concept – Infant Attachment 

Attachment theory draws on John Bowlby’s (1973/1998) exploration of early 

infant affectionate bonds with primary caregivers. Bowlby (1977) argued that 

attachment is useful for describing an individual’s propensity for forming strong 

bonds with others, particularly those who assume the role of caregiver. Bowlby 

also suggested psychiatric illness could be explained in terms of “deviations in the 
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development of attachment behaviour or, more rarely, the failure of its 

development” (Bowlby, 1977, p. 202). Infant attachment behaviour is best thought 

of as behaviour that affords an individual the opportunity of attaining and 

maintaining proximity to a caregiver who is deemed better able to cope with a 

given environment (Bowlby, 1982). While these attachment behaviours seem 

more evident during times when unmet needs are at their greatest, the simple 

knowledge that an attachment figure is available can provide individuals with a 

sense of security. 

While Bowlby formulated the theory of infant attachment, Mary 

Ainsworth and her colleagues (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978) 

provided a means to measure infant attachment. Attachment between infant and 

caregiver was argued to influence the infant’s formation of subsequent 

relationships and exploration of their environment. Ainsworth et al. devised the 

‘strange situation’ experiment as a means of observing infant attachment 

behaviour. During the strange situation, a mother and her infant (approximately 12 

months old) were ushered into an unfamiliar room to play with toys. A stranger 

would then enter the room and involve herself in the play at which time the 

mother would leave the room. Shortly afterwards the mother would return to the 

room and the stranger would leave. The experiment was observed via a one-way 

window and the infant’s reactions to separation and reunion were assessed as well 

as the infant’s exploratory behaviour before, during and after the mother’s 

absence. 

Ainsworth et al. (1978) identified three distinct patterns of behaviour that 

they argued to be representative of differing styles of infant attachment. Secure 
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attachment was characterised by exploration and play in the infant when the 

mother was present, a little distress when she left, and an enthusiastic greeting 

during the reunion. Approximately two-thirds of the infants observed were 

classified as securely attached. The remaining infants were classified as either 

anxious-ambivalent or avoidant in attachment. Anxious-ambivalent infants stayed 

close to the mother, did not explore their environment, displayed anxious 

behaviour when the mother left the room, and were ambivalent following her 

return. These infants would fluctuate between wanting to be comforted by the 

mother and pushing away from embraces. Infants classified as avoidant remained 

distant from the mother and displayed neither distress nor comfort following the 

mother’s departure and subsequent reunion. 

The mental representations an individual has of self and other play an 

important role in determining the security of attachment. Bowlby (1973/1998) 

uses the term ‘internal working model’ to describe how self and other are 

represented and internalised. He proposed that our internal working model of 

others concerns the identification, availability and responsiveness of attachment 

figures, whereas internal working models of self concern how acceptable we see 

ourselves to be in relation to our attachment figures. Internal working models thus 

play a large role in determining individuals’ responses to their environment and 

significant relationships. 

Attachment security is argued to be characterised by an individual’s 

representation of self and other as positive, where the positive valence stems from 

positive caregiver behaviour. When care-giving is responsive and available it 

develops into a positive mental model of self and others as being reliable, 
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trustworthy and warm. Conversely, in the face of inconsistent, rejecting or overly 

intrusive care-giving negative mental models develop with a view of the self as 

unlovable or incompetent, and a view of others as untrustworthy or cold and 

dismissing (Cassidy, 1999). Consistent with these assertions, responsiveness and 

availability are characteristic of the caregivers of securely attached infants, 

whereas caregivers of avoidantly attached infants are rejecting, and care-givers of 

anxious-ambivalent infants are inconsistent in their caregiver behaviour (Strahan, 

1991). 

The Nature and Significance of Adult Attachment 

Attachment theory has been used to explain how partners in a romantic 

relationship develop particular styles of relating to each other (Kirkpatrick & 

Davis, 1994). The concepts first developed to explain infant attachment were 

applied to adult romantic relationships in research conducted by Hazan and 

Shaver (1987). They argued that the formation and maintenance of affectional 

bonds in adult romantic relationships are an attachment process analogous to 

infant–caregiver attachment. Hazan and Shaver hypothesised that the three 

attachment styles identified by Ainsworth et al. (1978) in infant–caregiver 

relationships would also be found in romantic relationships, with similar 

proportions of insecure attachment in adults as in infants. They also argued that, 

as with infant attachment, working models of self and other would differ as a 

function of attachment security. Hazan and Shaver’s results support their 

hypotheses—just over half the participants were classified as securely attached, a 

quarter were classified as avoidant, and the remaining participants classified as 

anxious-ambivalent. In subsequent replications, these proportions appear to be 
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common (e.g. Baldwin, Keelan, Fehr, Enns, & Koh-Rangarajoo, 1996; Brennan & 

Morris, 1997; Feeney & Noller, 1990; McCarthy & Taylor, 1999). 

Ainsworth et al.’s (1978) three-category model applied with adults 

describes three romantic attachment style patterns. Securely attached individuals 

are comfortable depending on others and having others depend upon them; 

anxious-ambivalent styles are characterised by wanting to be closer than others 

would like and worrying that their partners do not love them or will leave them; 

and avoidant styles are characterised by the avoidance of close involvement and a 

negative expectation of others. Additionally, Hazan and Shaver concluded 

attachment style influences beliefs about romantic relationships. 

… [People with] different attachment orientations entertain different 

beliefs about the course of romantic love, the availability and 

trustworthiness of love partners, and their own love-worthiness. These 

beliefs may be part of a cycle (a vicious cycle in the case of insecure 

people) in which experience affects beliefs about self and others and these 

beliefs in turn affect behaviour and relationship outcomes. (Hazan & 

Shaver, 1987, p. 521) 

It should be noted that inconsistent evidence exists concerning the extent 

to which positive and negative models of self and other vary in adults to the same 

extent as traditional attachment theory would have us believe. Reviews of this 

area  (e.g. Pietromonaco & Feldman Barrett, 2000) provide support for the notion 

that not all insecure attachment is characterised in the manner that Ainsworth et 

al.’s (1978) team originally identified. Yet the overarching conclusion is that 

attachment insecurity does predict differing views of self. For example, Collins 
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and Read (1990) found attachment security to be related to self-esteem, trust, 

expressiveness, and beliefs about human nature, in ways predicted by classical 

attachment theory. Similar research conducted with adolescents (Cooper, Shaver, 

& Collins, 1998) finds secure attachment related to a healthy self-concept and low 

psychological distress. More recently, Moore and Leung (2002) surveyed 461 

young adults in tertiary education and used cluster analysis to identify attachment 

style differences in variables such as stress, academic satisfaction and loneliness. 

When compared to clingy and casual people1, securely attached individuals were 

more likely to be satisfied with their academic achievements and reported being 

less stressed and less lonely. 

Assessing the Typologies and Dimensions of Attachment 

The traditional conceptualisation of attachment has been slowly redefined, 

allowing for the evolution of new measures of attachment. The first measure of 

attachment was an interview entitled simply the Adult Attachment Interview 

(AAI)(George, Kaplan, & Main, 1985, cited in Feeney & Noller, 1996). The AAI 

required extensive training for accurate administration and scoring, and 

researchers soon sought to develop tools that were easier to implement (Feeney & 

Noller, 1996). A widely utilised measure of attachment was Hazan and Shaver’s 

(1987) forced-choice measure which asked respondents to indicate which one of 

three descriptive paragraphs best described their feelings about romantic 

relationships. The three paragraphs described the elements thought to make up the 

three attachment categories of secure, anxious-ambivalent and avoidant. For 

                                                 
1 Moore and Leung (2002) used the Love Schemas Scale to measure attachment, which adopts 
slightly different terminology to describe the common attachment categories. Secure attachment 
remains labelled as secure, however anxious attachment is referred to as Clingy, and avoidant 
attachment is referred to as Casual. 
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example, the secure attachment paragraph reads: “I find it relatively easy to get 

close to others and am comfortable depending on them and having them depend 

on me. I don’t worry about being abandoned or about someone getting close to 

me” (Hazan & Shaver, 1987, p. 515). 

Numerous researchers moved to develop dimensional measures of 

attachment, rather than relying on categorical classification. Through the 1990s 

there existed a plethora of such measures. As Feeney and Noller (1996) explain, 

factor analyses of these multiple-item scales typically result in two underlying 

dimensions of attachment—comfort with closeness and anxiety concerning the 

relationship. A three-dimensional measure was also developed by Collins and 

Read (1990), where the dimensions were labelled Close (the extent to which an 

individual is comfortable with closeness and intimacy), Depend (the extent to 

which an individual feels they can trust and depend on others), and Anxiety (the 

fear of abandonment and of not being loved). The general consensus is that these 

three attachment dimensions have considerable overlap with the two dimensions 

reported in later research (Feeney & Noller, 1996). Using a different approach, 

Simpson (1990) presented participants with 13 attachment sentences derived from 

Hazan and Shaver’s measure, and asked participants to respond on a 7-point 

likert-type scale. The resultant two factors were labelled Anxious and Avoidant. 

This approach has been adopted elsewhere with similar dimensional results 

(Feeney, 1994; Feeney, Noller, & Callan, 1994; Feeney, Noller, & Roberts, 1998; 

Simpson, Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992).  

The two- and three-category models of attachment have tended to be the 

most popular in empirical research. However, the development of a four-category 
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model has also garnered interest. Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) drew on 

Bowlby’s (1973/1998) original postulation that attachment security is 

differentiated according to models of self and other. They proposed a dual axis 

dichotomisation of adult attachment whereby positive and negative models of self 

and other combine to describe four prototypical attachment classifications. 

Bartholomew and Horowitz’s four-category model is illustrated in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1 

Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) Model of Adult Attachment 

 

Figure 1 shows the avoidant attachment style distinguished as either fearful 

(desires intimacy but avoids relationships for fear of rejection) or dismissing 

(denies attachment needs and believes themself to be self-sufficient). In this 

instance, avoidant attachment is not solely based on a negative model of other and 

positive model of self. Individuals in Bartholomew and Horowitz’s fearful 
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category have a negative model of self and a negative model of others, whereas 

dismissing individuals consider others negatively but self positively. 

Yet even this four-category model is still representative of only two 

attachment dimensions. Figure 1 illustrates a dual axis dichotomisation on the 

basis of more than just model of self or other. Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) 

indicate that model of other can be conceptualised as ‘avoidance’ whereas model 

of self can alternatively be considered as ‘dependence’. They suggest that 

dismissing and fearful categories are alike in that they both reflect an avoidance of 

intimacy, but they are different in the degree to which they rely upon external 

validation in order to feel worthy and establish a sense of positive self-regard. 

Low dependency reflects a greater likelihood of internal validation; high 

dependency reflects a greater likelihood that external validation will be required to 

maintain positive self-regard. When avoidance is high, individuals’ negative 

expectations for relationships will be high and thus so will avoidance; low 

avoidance reflects more realistic expectations from intimate relationships.  

What is clear is that there is tremendous diversity in the approaches 

adopted for assessing adult attachment. It would seem that regardless of whether a 

two- (Hazan & Shaver, 1987), three- (Collins & Read, 1990), or four-category 

approach (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994) is 

adopted, two all-encompassing dimensions of attachment appear to lay at the heart 

of what is being assessed. Thus the next wave of attachment research began to 

question the validity of a mutually exclusive typological model and argued instead 

for a dimensional approach to measurement (c.f. Fraley & Waller, 1998). This 

dimensional approach was adopted by Brennan, Clark, and Shaver (1998) who 
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developed a self-report instrument for attachment that encompassed all of the 

items developed to date. Utilising 323 items from across 60 attachment 

dimensions, Brennan et al. factor-analysed the existing self-report adult 

attachment questionnaires and produced a two-dimensional measure with 

avoidance and anxiety as the key attachment dimensions. Brennan et al. argue that 

their Avoidance dimension is compatible to Collins and Read’s (1990) notion of 

both Close and Depend, where the Close and Depend scales are facets of the same 

dimension (avoidance). This makes sense intuitively when one considers that the 

behaviours and emotions typically avoided are hypothesised as being due to 

discomfort with both dependency and closeness. Similarly, Brennan et al.’s 

Anxiety dimension reflects conceptualisations of attachment as anxiety about 

abandonment and a preoccupation with the attachment figure. 

Self-report measures of attachment are not without their limitations. As 

Brennan et al. (1998) argue, self-reports of attachment “rely on research 

participants’ honesty and self-insight, which are probably limited in any case but 

especially so when fears and defenses are at issue” (p. 68). However, the thorough 

approach taken in developing Brennan et al’s measure, and its convenience in use 

relative to interviews, has lead to its wide use in recent years. In this thesis, a 

dimensional approach to attachment using Brennan et al.’s measure is adopted. 

Attachment Stability and Globality 

The question of whether attachment remains stable over time and across 

relationships is difficult to answer. In response to Bowlby’s (1977) claim that an 

individual’s attachment style characterises their behaviour from ‘the cradle to the 

grave’, attachment researchers have been interested in evaluating attachment 
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stability across time, and across relationships. Some authors have argued for a 

hierarchical organisation of attachment that proposes partial but incomplete 

stability over time and globality across relationships. Collins and Read (1994) 

explain that a child’s working model begins as a representation of a particular 

infant–caregiver relationship. They argue that, over time, this working model is 

shaped and extended such that experience sees more abstract, general models of 

attachment develop for self and others, which in turn shape the development of 

more specific models in later relationships. A reciprocal relationship exists 

whereby general models of attachment and relationship-specific models of 

attachment are each capable of influencing one another, although Collins and 

Read (1994) point out that “any one relationship is not likely to cause extensive 

change in a higher order model” (p. 59). A similar approach was argued by 

Crittenden (1990), who theoretically structured attachment into a single general 

umbrella that accounted for consistency across relationships, but also included a 

relationship-specific component that accounted for idiosyncratic differences 

between types of relationships. 

Longitudinal empirical studies exploring the stability of attachment have 

produced somewhat contradictory evidence. Davila, Karney and Bradbury (1999) 

assessed attachment in 172 newlywed couples every six months for two years. 

Davila et al. found attachment was relatively stable, though spouses became 

somewhat more secure over time. The experience of marriage might be promoting 

attachment security, with less anxiety over abandonment and more comfort with 

dependence on other people developing over time (Davila et al., 1999). Certainly 

the transition to marriage represents the type of event that Collins and Read 
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(1994) postulated has the potential to alter or refine mental representations of 

attachment figures (in this case, the new spouse). However, earlier longitudinal 

research (Klohnen & John, 1998) found similar increasing attachment security in 

a sample that included unmarried people. 

Periods of major life transition may provide the impetus for attachment 

change, even without major changes in relationship status. Davila, Burge and 

Hammen (1997) followed 155 women from the end of high school to a period two 

years after university graduation. Using Hazan and Shaver’s (1987) categorical 

measure, approximately 30% of Davila et al.’s sample changed attachment style 

across the two-year data collection period, showing attachment does change—at 

least at times of life transition. Davila et al. suggested that attachment instability 

itself might be an individual characteristic where “the difference between people 

whose attachment style is stable over time and people whose attachment style 

fluctuates over time may be due to their level of certainty about attachment-

related beliefs” (Davila et al., 1999, p. 835). More recently, Lopez and Gormley 

(2002) twice assessed attachment in 207 first-year college students at a six-month 

interval. They found only moderate attachment stability, with 43% of participants 

changing attachment style across the transition to college life. Lopez and Gormley 

were also interested in looking at whether attachment change reflects variability in 

other psychologically meaningful variables. When compared to participants 

whose attachment style was insecure at both assessments, or who became 

insecure, participants that maintained a secure attachment were significantly more 

confident with respect to their appearance and their ability to establish and 

maintain romantic relationships. 
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In the above-cited studies between 65 and 75% of participants have a 

stable attachment style from one measurement point to the next. Similarly, 

Kirkpatrick and Hazan’s (1994) four-year longitudinal research on attachment 

stability and relationship status in 177 adults found that 70% of participants 

maintained the same attachment style. Crowell, Treboux and Waters (2002) 

followed engaged couples from three months prior to the wedding and 18 months 

afterwards and found that 78% of participants consistently endorsed the same 

attachment style. On the whole, securely attached people remained secure, and 

some insecure individuals became more secure across the transition to marriage. 

Crowell et al.’s research is similar to Davila et al.’s (1999) research, showing that 

marriage is associated with increased attachment security. Crowell et al. also 

found marrying an insecurely attached partner had little impact on attachment 

which the authors argue suggests that security of attachment, once achieved, is 

difficult to undermine. In summary, it is clear some people change attachment 

styles. In early adulthood the changes tend towards increased attachment security. 

However, it is also clear that there is moderate stability in attachment over periods 

of up to four years, even when going through major life changes like marriage. 

The globality of attachment across relationships is another area that has 

been explored by attachment researchers. In infant terms, globality is the notion 

that internal working models provide a base for accommodating experiences 

across all relationships. Attachment theory argues that an infant internalises the 

attachment experiences from their primary caregiver such that when that infant 

comes across a new relationship they will behave in a manner that is reflective of 

this internalised care-giving. Securely attached infants will display the same level 
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of security with all adults because they have no reason to doubt that they are 

unworthy or to fear that an adult will reject them. Newly emerging relationship-

specific models of adult attachment are questioning the viability of this global 

approach to adult attachment. Cook (2000) showed that the security of attachment 

representations across family members tends to be relationship specific, although 

Cook also pointed out that individual differences, the component of variance that 

remained after relationship-specific variance was accounted for, was still 

substantial. Drawing on Cook’s research, La Guardia, Ryan, Couchman and Deci 

(2000) assessed reported attachment style to a range of attachment figures 

including ones external to the family, such as friend and romantic partner. 

Attachment style variance was accounted for both by relationship-specific factors, 

and cross-relationship individual differences. 

Some support for considering attachment as a global characteristic comes 

from longitudinal research conducted by Pierce and Lydon (2001). In a sample of 

406 students Pierce and Lydon twice administered Bartholomew and Horowitz’s 

(1991) measure of attachment four months apart. In addition to assessing a global 

model of attachment, the measure was adjusted to be worded for four specific 

relationships—mother, father, closest friend, and romantic partner. Hierarchical 

linear modelling results showed that both global and relationship-specific 

attachment models existed as distinct yet correlated constructs. This is consistent 

with Collins and Read’s (1994) and Crittendon’s (1990) hierarchical model of 

attachment where attachment is argued to consist of a broad, all-encompassing 

global model, in turn linking with lower-level, specific attachments to specific 

figures in one’s life. Thus, to summarise, attachment styles do tend to differ across 
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relationships, although it is difficult to argue that each model of attachment is 

completely unique. Differing models are likely to be correlated, sharing variance 

with a higher-order, all-encompassing style of attachment. 

The Outcome Variable in Relationship Research 

Relationship research has identified a number of useful outcome variables. The 

overarching theme of this thesis is that attachment security is associated with 

relationship outcome. Before this association can be explored it is first necessary 

to identify those indices that have been used to assess relationship outcome. 

Identifying Successful Relationships 

The identification of a successful relationship is often difficult for researchers. 

While there is no definitive answer as to what constitutes a successful relationship 

(Halford, 1999), research has identified a number of constructs that are often used 

as dependent variables in research of this nature. Halford (1999), when discussing 

what is meant by a ‘strong couple relationship’, suggests that a commonly utilised 

variable is relationship stability, that is, whether couples remain in relationships 

(e.g. Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994). Alternatively, the nature of couples’ sexual 

activity is also considered to be an important determinant of a healthy, strong 

relationship (e.g. Gabardi & Rosen, 1992). Strong couple relationships are also 

marked by the lack of physical aggression, whereby the presence of such 

aggression can be measured as an outcome variable to reflect distress in the 

relationship (e.g. O'Leary, Malone, & Tyree, 1994). Couple communication is 

also used for assessing levels of distress in relationships and, by extrapolation, the 

strength of the relationship. Specifically, the presence of mutual, supportive, 

positive communication behaviour can be indicative of relationship strength (e.g. 
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Weiss & Heyman, 1997). Other variables that have been targeted include 

commitment (Stanley & Markman, 1992), intimacy (Ensign, Scherman, & Clark, 

1998), and expectations concerning the future course of significant relationships 

(Long, 1987; Southworth & Schwarz, 1987).  

Passionate love has also been used as a of measure successful relationship 

outcome. In a rather unique laboratory experiment, Aron and his colleagues 

(Aron, Norman, Aron, McKenna, & Heyman, 2000) had couples participate in a 

novel and arousing activity involving a type of gymnasium obstacle course. Prior 

to and following their participation in this task, couples completed measures of 

relationship quality and passionate love. Comparison of pre- and post-test levels 

on the outcome measures consistently showed that, when compared to couples 

who performed a mundane activity or were in the no-activity control group, 

participation in novel–arousing activities has a causal impact on improving 

relationship quality and passionate love. 

The point in time at which assessment takes place may determine the 

variables used to measure relationship outcome. Reis and Rusbult (2004) identify 

four stages of relationship development, where the successful navigation of each 

stage would potentially be assessed with different measures. Measures of 

attraction and affiliation would likely be used in newly emerging relationships; as 

time passes and the relationship develops, measures of communication, intimacy 

and love would be more appropriate. To assess the maintenance of developed 

relationships, Reis and Rusbult argue for considering interdependence, 

commitment and trust. Finally, if one wishes to assess the likely deterioration of a 
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relationship, the focus would again be on communication, but also conflict, 

deception, jealousy and betrayal. 

Relationship Satisfaction 

Relationship satisfaction is a construct in which the focus is less on how perfect 

partners feel their relationship is, and more on partners’ expectations of the 

relationship. As Halford (1999) argues, “…[relationship satisfaction] does not 

define an ideal relationship, but rather asks partners to rate the extent to which 

their relationship satisfies their individual expectations” (p. 13).  

Individual expectations are important when considering relationship 

satisfaction (Bradbury, 1995). The extent to which an individual has adjusted to 

the relationship can determine the degree of reported satisfaction. Each person 

brings to the relationship their own unique variables, such as religious beliefs, 

socio-economic status, intelligence, interpersonal skills, self-esteem and attitudes 

(Callan, Gallois, Noller, & Kashima, 1991). These variables are capable of 

influencing the extent to which individual adjustment takes place over the course 

of a relationship. The result is the formation of a set of expectations and if these 

expectations are not met the result may be a reduction in the level of relationship 

satisfaction. 

To say a couple is not dissatisfied does not mean they are involved in a 

mutually satisfying and happy relationship. Couple researchers are coming to 

realise that a satisfying and healthy marriage is “not merely a relationship 

characterised by the absence of dissatisfaction, as implied by the routine use of the 

term nondistressed to describe couples who are maritally satisfied” (Bradbury, 

Fincham, & Beach, 2000, p. 973). However, the use of relationship satisfaction as 
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a dependent measure of relationship outcome allows for an ease of measurement 

not often provided by other outcome variables. To this end, relationship 

satisfaction is typically assessed using one of a number of self-report instruments, 

for example, the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976) or the Marital 

Adjustment Test (Locke & Wallace, 1959). 

Relationship satisfaction is a construct that has been widely used in 

relationship research. The application in the present study of relationship 

satisfaction as a dependent measure is a reflection of earlier research in this area 

that has targeted similar variables to those being considered here (e.g. Bradbury & 

Fincham, 1990a; Feeney et al., 1994; Furman & Flanagan, 1997; Hazan & Shaver, 

1987; Noller & Fitzpatrick, 1990; Simpson, 1990). 

The Association of Adult Attachment 

and Relationship Satisfaction 

There is a robust association between attachment style and relationship 

satisfaction, both in cross-sectional and longitudinal studies. Reviews of the 

attachment literature (e.g. Furman & Flanagan, 1997) show that secure attachment 

is associated with high relationship satisfaction. Avoidant attachment may result 

in partners describing their relationships as satisfying because their expectations 

of intimate relationships appear low and avoidantly attached individuals are, 

according to Furman and Flanagan (1997), prone to becoming defensive about the 

quality of their relationships. Empirical studies tend to support conclusions such 

as those of Furman and Flanagan, where evidence has been in the form of both 

cross-sectional and longitudinal research designs. 
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The Cross-Sectional Association of Attachment with Satisfaction 

Cross-sectional research conducted by Pistole (1989) showed that secure 

attachment style, as measured using Hazan and Shaver’s categorical measure, was 

correlated with high satisfaction and cohesion in couple relationships. Feeney and 

Noller (1990), also using Hazan and Shaver’s attachment measure, found avoidant 

participants were more likely than securely attached participants to report low 

intensity of love experiences. Anxious participants’ scores on outcome measures 

were indicative of their “extreme approach to love” (Feeney & Noller, 1990, p. 

288). They reported low self-esteem, high levels of neurotic love and emotional 

dependence. Feeney and Noller conclude that, indirectly, relationship satisfaction 

differs across attachment classifications. Similar associations have been reported 

between secure attachment and positive relationships by Feeney (1994), Feeney, 

Noller and Patty (1993), and Moore and Leung (2002). 

Davila, Bradbury and Fincham (1998) assessed the attachment style, 

marital satisfaction and negative affectivity of 117 couples to test whether 

negative affectivity mediates between attachment and satisfaction. Their results 

revealed moderate correlation between attachment category and relationship 

satisfaction—comfort with closeness was associated with high relationship 

satisfaction and anxiety over abandonment was associated with low relationship 

satisfaction. There was also evidence that the association between attachment and 

satisfaction was mediated by negative affectivity, although structural equation 

modelling techniques showed that attachment maintained a direct association with 

satisfaction. The significance of this result is that it suggests negative affectivity is 

not solely able to account for the mechanisms involved in the attachment–
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satisfaction relationship, a point that will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 

Two.  

Gender Differences in Attachment 

There is some evidence of gender differences in attachment, both in terms 

of men and women differing in the prevalence of particular attachment styles, and 

how male and female attachment styles relate to relationship outcomes. Gender 

stereotypes might suggest anxiety in relationships is more likely to be a female 

characteristic. However, women do not show higher prevalence of anxious 

attachment than men in studies that have used the self-classification three-

category measure of attachment (e.g. Brennan, Shaver, & Tobey, 1991; Hazan & 

Shaver, 1987). However, using the AAI with 77 undergraduate students 

Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) found that men were given significantly 

higher ratings than women on the scale of dismissing attachment, and women 

were given significantly higher ratings than men on preoccupied attachment. 

Recall, however, that Bartholomew and Horowitz use a four-category 

classification of attachment, whereas Brennan et al. (1991) and Hazan and Shaver 

(1987) used a three-category classification. The inconsistency in gender 

differences may therefore be a reflection of the typology used to determine 

attachment security with the four-category approach better able to detect gender 

differences in attachment classifications (Feeney & Noller, 1996). The newer 

dimensional measures also support this existence of a gender difference, although 

they have been more consistently found with avoidant attachment rather than 

anxious attachment. As Feeney and Noller (1996) present, multiple-item scales 



 Attachment, attribution and relationship outcomes 25 

consistently show that females report less avoidance of intimate relationships than 

males. 

Does male and female attachment differentially influence relationship 

satisfaction? Tucker and Anders (1999) found anxious attachment was uniformly 

associated with low satisfaction, but low relationship satisfaction was correlated 

with male, but not female, avoidant attachment. Kenny and Cook’s (1999) ‘actor-

partner interdependence model’ is a useful heuristic for applying to the issue of 

partner influence in attachment and relationship satisfaction. The actor effect 

refers to the association of one person’s behaviour or characteristics on his or her 

own relationship satisfaction. The partner effect refers to the association of one 

person’s behaviour or characteristics on his or her spouse. 

Support for gender differences in partner effects of attachment on 

relationship satisfaction were found by Collins and Read (1990). The authors 

assessed 71 dating couples on measures of attachment and relationship 

satisfaction, which included traditional satisfaction measures and assessments of 

communication, dependability, responsiveness, and closeness. While there was 

some evidence of an actor effect of attachment style on own ratings of relationship 

quality for both males and females, partners’ attachment style was more predictive 

of relationship satisfaction. Specifically, high anxiety in females was the best 

predictor of relationship quality in males, whereas male comfort with closeness 

was most important for female relationship quality. 

Partner effects have also been reported in other cross-sectional research. 

For example, Feeney (1994) found actor effects of attachment anxiety and 

attachment avoidance on relationship satisfaction for both males and females, with 
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a partner effect of females’ attachment anxiety being negatively associated with 

males’ satisfaction. Feeney et al.’s (1998) data provides support for the 

importance of considering partner avoidance and relationship satisfaction. 

Regression analyses showed that, for both males and females, comfort with 

closeness (avoidance) was the best predictor of relationship satisfaction. 

Avoidance of intimacy in the relationship was negatively related to not only own 

relationship satisfaction but partner relationship satisfaction as well. Although a 

similar association was also anticipated with anxious attachment, Feeney et al.’s 

results did not support this prediction. 

Gender differences and partner effects have been found elsewhere. 

Kirkpatrick and Davis (1994) recruited 354 couples to determine the extent to 

which attachment style was related to relationship satisfaction and commitment. 

The association of own and partner attachment with indices of relationship 

satisfaction was considered, where attachment style was measured using Hazan 

and Shaver’s (1987) three-category measure. The results of Kirkpatrick and 

Davis’s regression analyses support the notion that attachment and relationship 

satisfaction are closely associated with one another. Specifically, male avoidant 

attachment was most strongly related to low relationship satisfaction in males, but 

unrelated to partner relationship satisfaction. However, female anxious attachment 

was most strongly related to low relationship satisfaction in both males and 

females. Thus, the presence of avoidance in males may not be as detrimental to 

couple satisfaction as the presence of anxiety in females appears to be. 

Taken as a whole, research that has identified the presence of partner 

effects has supported two main conclusions. First, female attachment anxiety is 
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more closely related to low relationship satisfaction in males than female 

attachment avoidance. Second, male attachment avoidance is more closely related 

to low relationship satisfaction in females than male attachment anxiety. In 

addition to supporting the layperson’s perception that gender-stereotypical 

behaviours feature in attachment, these conclusions are consistent with Kenny and 

Cook’s (1999) actor-partner interdependence model that stresses the importance 

of considering both actor and partner effects. 

The Longitudinal Association of Attachment with Satisfaction 

Longitudinal research consistently supports the existence of an association 

between attachment and relationship satisfaction. Simpson’s (1990) study of 144 

university-recruited couples found adult attachment security to be positively 

related to interdependence, commitment, trust and satisfaction in relationships. 

Securely attached participants reported being in relationships characterised by 

interdependence, commitment, trust and high relationship satisfaction. A partner 

effect was also evident in Simpson’s research, with female anxious attachment 

negatively correlated with male relationship satisfaction. Simpson also looked at 

participants’ positive and negative emotional reactions to relationship dissolution 

in 48 couples who separated across the six months of the study. In these couples 

high scores on attachment anxiety were significantly associated with less intense 

positive emotions. There was, however, no association for negative emotion. 

Simpson concludes that the absence of positive emotion, but not the presence of 

negative emotion, may be what is driving the dissatisfaction in anxiously attached 

individuals’ relationships. Gottman’s (Gottman & Notarius, 2000) recent 

conclusions concerning the observation of marital interactions tends to support 
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this idea—lack of positive affect may have a larger role in attenuating relationship 

satisfaction than negative affect has in reducing relationship satisfaction. 

The impact of attachment on relationship satisfaction was assessed using a 

longitudinal design by Feeney et al. (1994) in 35 newlywed couples. The couples 

completed self-report measures of attachment, communication and relationship 

satisfaction four times across the first 2 years of marriage. Feeney et al. used 

regression analyses to determine if attachment could predict relationship 

satisfaction. Results supported the prediction—attachment one year after marriage 

predicted male and female relationship satisfaction a year later. Actor anxious 

attachment was the strongest predictor, maintaining a direct significant 

relationship with satisfaction even after the mediated effect of communication was 

entered into the regression equation. While this use of communication as a 

variable of interest is something that will be discussed in more detail in the next 

chapter, research of this nature introduces a new avenue that is now being 

considered by attachment researchers—namely, the desire to identify mechanisms 

through which attachment experiences impact upon a current relationship (Tucker 

& Anders, 1999). 

Anxious attachment has also been implicated as a reason why people 

remain in unhappy relationships rather than divorce. Davila and Bradbury (2001) 

proposed that anxious attachment is likely to lead people to stay in an unhappy 

marriage: 

People with this style tend to be excessively focused on relationships and 

attachment-related information, have a high level of proximity seeking, 

and be constantly monitoring their attachment figure. They experience 
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high levels of distress when relationships end, and they do not like to be 

without relationships. It follows that people with these characteristics are 

likely to attempt to maintain relationships at all costs, even if it means 

remaining in an unsatisfying one (Davila & Bradbury, 2001, p. 372). 

The authors also proposed that avoidance of intimacy would be associated with 

divorce in couples as the dissolution of a relationship would represent an 

opportunity to avoid the very things that avoidantly attached people typically shy 

away from. Davila and Bradbury assessed attachment, relationship satisfaction, 

neuroticism, self-esteem and depression every six months for four years in 172 

newlywed couples.  Using scores on the Marital Adjustment Test to distinguish 

happy from unhappy couples, they categorised couples into three groups 

according to relationship outcome at four years: happily married, unhappily 

married and divorced. Collins and Read’s (1990) Revised Adult Attachment Scale 

was used to assess attachment across the first 5 data collection points. The data 

was analysed using hierarchical linear modelling (HLM), which uses multiple 

assessment points to define a trajectory of change over time.  

Davila and Bradbury’s (2001) research supported their prediction that 

unhappily married spouses would show high Time 1 levels of anxiety over 

abandonment. The HLM analyses using data from Time 1 through to Time 5 

showed that unhappily married spouses also had higher levels of anxiety over time 

when compared to both happily married and divorced spouses. This finding is 

important as it suggests that attachment anxieties concerning the relationship may 

be present from as early as the first 6 months of marriage and that it may be 

possible to use this information to distinguish couples who are at risk for stable, 
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unhappy marriages. With respect to comfort with closeness, Davila and 

Bradbury’s prediction was also supported—at Time 1 the outcome groups did not 

significantly differ on comfort with closeness (avoidance). However, when HLM 

analyses were conducted to detect change over time, a gender effect was evident. 

Males in the unhappily married group reported significantly lower levels of 

comfort with closeness (that is, higher avoidance) than either the happily married 

or divorced groups. 

Davila and Bradbury (2001) conducted additional analyses to test the 

extent to which their results were reflective of the influence of other variables that 

had previously been hypothesised as important. To this end, couples completed 

measures of attitudes towards divorce, neuroticism and self-esteem at Time 1. 

Davila and Bradbury’s subsequent analyses showed the likelihood that a couple 

was in a given outcome group was consistently predicted better by attachment 

style than by their attitudes towards divorce, levels of neuroticism or self-esteem. 

Davila and Bradbury’s research offers valuable insight as to why unhappy spouses 

may elect to stay in dissatisfying relationships. In Davila and Bradbury’s sample, 

stable but dissatisfied participants were still married and represented 9% of 

husbands and 5% of wives, figures that the authors believe are underestimations 

of the level of distressed married couples in the general population. 

Very few of the studies cited in this section have investigated attachment 

and satisfaction alone—many considered the potential influence of other variables 

on this association. In opening this thesis I presented the case example of Paul and 

Rosie, where Paul’s early attachment experiences were impacting negatively upon 

his current relationship with Rosie. I suggested that Paul’s fear of abandonment 
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was undermining the satisfaction he felt in his current relationship—but how 

would this occur? Attachment is intangible, largely undetectable from the outside. 

Davila and Bradbury’s (2001) finding that anxiety over abandonment predicts 

remaining in unhappy relationships while comfort with closeness does not, can 

explain why Paul remains in a relationship with Rosie, but it does not explain the 

processes at play as a result of Paul’s anxious attachment, subsequently shaping 

Paul’s relationship satisfaction. Neither does it explain how something that is 

largely a reflection of Paul’s internal drives and needs can have a potentially 

strong impact on Rosie’s relationship satisfaction. 

Attachment is psychodynamic in origin but it can be explained in terms 

that seem very similar to the cognitive components of attribution theory. This is 

an area that has received little empirical attention by attachment researchers but 

that, theoretically, may offer new insight in this area. Studies that investigated the 

role that attributions play in marital relationships (e.g. Bradbury & Fincham, 

1990a) suggest that attributions of negative intent differ between distressed and 

nondistressed couples. Attribution theorists hypothesise that couples engage in 

biased information processing when making attributions about one another’s 

behaviour (Holtzworth-Munroe & Hutchinson, 1993) and that this process 

operates as a function of schema-like cognitive processing (Baldwin, 1992). 

The quote provided earlier from Hazan and Shaver (1987) alludes to the 

role of cognition in explaining the association between attachment and 

relationship satisfaction. Here the authors talk about ‘beliefs’ that are affected by 

experience. Hazan and Shaver were referring to internal working models, but they 
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could just as easily have been presenting rationale for considering attachment 

from within the bounds of cognitive psychology.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter demonstrates that there is a reliable association between attachment 

and relationship satisfaction, both cross-sectionally and longitudinally. Two 

unresolved issues exist around this association. First, it is unclear if attachment is 

global or relationship-specific. Second, the mechanisms that mediate the 

association between attachment and relationship outcomes are unclear.
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CHAPTER TWO: 

ATTRIBUTIONS AND COMMUNICATION 

Attributions in Couple Relationships 

The Concept of Attributions 

Fletcher and Fincham (1991) described attribution as the cognitive process 

undertaken when individuals seek to find explanations for human behaviour. As 

Reber (1995) defines it: 

… the act of attribution is one in which a person ascribes or imputes a 

characteristic (or trait, emotion or motive, etc.) to oneself or to another 

person. Thus, the term represents not so much a formal theory but a 

general approach to social psychology…in which behaviour is analysed in 

the light of this concept. (p. 69) 

Attribution theory stems from the social psychological research of authors such as 

Heider (1958) and Jones and Davis (1965). Attribution theory has been used to 

explain a variety of behaviours, the most noted of which include learned 

helplessness (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978) and intimate relationships 

(Bradbury & Fincham, 1990a). In essence, the central tenet of attribution theory is 

that individuals seek explanations of why behaviour occurs as a means of better 

predicting and reacting to future behaviour. 

Fincham, Bradbury and Grych (1990) proposed attribution involves three 

stages. The first stage begins with an instigating event when the individual 

perceives a particular behaviour. The second stage involves primary processing 

when the perceiver attends to the event and prepares to respond. The third stage is 

secondary processing, in which the perceiver’s attempts to understand the 
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meaning of the behaviour results in attributions being made. In the context of 

couple relationships, the attributions that people make often focus on 

understanding partner behaviour. 

While there have been a number of highly variable and complex coding 

systems developed for attributions, couple research tends to favour a three-

dimensional approach. Here attributions are discussed according to causal, 

responsibility, or blame characteristics in order to process the behaviour and 

respond accordingly. Causal attributions see the perceiver attempting to 

understand why an event has occurred (Fincham et al., 1990). This search for 

understanding involves making a judgment as to the locus, stability and globality 

of the perceived cause of the event. The causal dimension of locus involves 

perceiving the cause of an event as attributable to self, other, relationship, or 

environment. The causal dimension of stability involves perceiving the cause of 

an event as a stable, long-term behaviour pattern or unstable, irregular, non-

routine behaviour pattern. The causal dimension of globality involves perceiving 

the cause of an event as typical across a number of behaviours or particular to just 

that instigating event. Responsibility attributions tap into the belief that someone, 

or something, should be accountable for the instigating event, and attributions of 

this kind are usually made when standards of behaviour are violated or abrogation 

of duty occurs (Fincham et al., 1990). Finally, attributions of blame involve a 

search for understanding who or what is worthy of blame for an event. 

Responsibility and blame attributions are often difficult to distinguish from one 

another but as a rule the differentiation occurs as a function of intent. An 

individual may be deemed accountable for an event yet due to a lack of intent the 
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blame for that event may be deemed as laying outside that individual. Within the 

couple domain attribution now tends to be focused on cause and 

responsibility/blame, the latter of which is seen as a single dimension within 

relationship attribution questionnaires such as the Relationship Attribution 

Measure (RAM; Fincham & Bradbury, 1992). The RAM, which will be discussed 

in more detail later, is the most widely-used measure of couple attributions. When 

designing the RAM, Fincham and Bradbury’s (1992) correlational research failed 

to distinguish between attributions of responsibility and attributions of blame and 

their measure includes responsibility and blame as two aspects of the one scale. 

Attribution researchers do not assume that individuals go through complex 

multi-stage cognitive processing for all behaviour they witness. Instead there are 

characteristics of behaviours that elicit attributional processes. Attributions are 

likely to result from behaviour that is unpredictable or novel (Fletcher, Fincham, 

Cramer, & Heron, 1987). The unexpected nature of this type of behaviour is 

attention-getting and more likely to elicit attempts of explanation (Baucom, 1987). 

Attributions are likely to be made when behaviour is important to the observer 

(Fletcher et al., 1987). Finally, behaviour that is negative is likely to result in 

lengthy attribution processes (Baucom, Sayers, & Duhe, 1989). Negative 

behaviour initiates attributional processes more reliably than positive behaviour, 

possibly because some negative behaviour is unexpected and, as Baucom (1987) 

proposes, paying attention to negative behaviour can disrupt routine behaviour 

and thought patterns, further promoting the attributional process. 
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Attributions in Intimate Relationships 

The attributions that people in intimate relationships make about relationship-

salient events has a strong association with relationship satisfaction. Fletcher 

(1993) describes a two-process model of attributions that occur within intimate 

relationships, focussed on relationship-positive and relationship-negative 

attributions. Figure 2 illustrates these processes in more detail. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 
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The best way to understand the processes presented in Figure 2 is to 

provide an example, such as the case of Paul and Rosie used in the introduction to 

this thesis. If Paul and Rosie were in a happy relationship, Paul would likely 

explain Rosie coming home from work early with a stable, internal and global 

cause—“she cares about her family”. Greater relationship satisfaction would also 

see Paul attribute Rosie’s extended work hours to an unstable, externally located, 

specific cause—“she has a big project on at the moment”. But the example used 

earlier suggested that Paul and Rosie were experiencing low relationship 

satisfaction. In this case, Rosie coming home from work early might be attributed 

by Paul to an unstable, externally located, and specific cause—“she probably 

wanted to do some shopping on the way home”. Paul might also be inclined to 

explain Rosie’s extended work hours to a stable, internal and global cause—“she 

cares more about work than her family”. 

Paul’s attributions may also simply infer reality. Attributions might reflect 

realistic inferences based on past behaviour, they might reflect information 

processing biases, or they might reflect some combination of both. If the former 

were true then attributions might be a trivial epiphenomenon. For example, if 

Rosie coming home late reflects that she really does not care much for Paul, that 

she is more focused on her career, and that she is unresponsive to Paul’s needs, 

then his attributions might tell us little more than her behavioural history. On the 

other hand, if Paul’s attributions reflect an information processing bias and he is 

misperceiving Rosie’s behaviour, then his attributions might be a potentially 

important indicator of both his and Rosie’s relationship satisfaction. 
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Attribution researchers have variously conceptualised attributions as a 

trait, an attribution style, or as a state, a specific attribution made in a specific 

situation. An example of the trait conceptualisation is Abramson et al.’s (1978) 

discussion of learned helplessness in which they propose some individuals 

attribute most events to factors outside their personal control. Baucom, Sayers et 

al. (1989) assessed attributions in couples to see if individuals respond to a wide 

range of experiences with a particular attributional style, or if the situation 

determined the attributions made. They found great individual differences in the 

cross-situational consistency of attributions. Some individuals had a clear cross-

situationally consistent style of attributing cause to their partner’s behaviour, 

while others had more situationally-specific attributions. Baucom, Sayers et al.’s 

results align with the studies that have been conducted in this area that suggest 

there is little consistency in attributions across situations (e.g. Arntz, Gerlsma, & 

Albersnagel, 1985; Cutrona, Russell, & Jones, 1984), with the situation itself 

potentially more important for the elicitation of particular attributions. Baucom, 

Sayers et al. also found that those people who had a more trait-like attribution 

style had lower relationship satisfaction compared to people who made more 

context-specific attributions. In other words, individuals whose attributions were 

more situationally-specific had high relationship satisfaction. Baucom, Sayers et 

al. conclude that the presence of a ‘style’ may actually promote relationship 

distress. 

The Cross-Sectional Association of Attributions with Satisfaction 

Bradbury and Fincham’s (1990a) extensive review of the marital attribution 

literature demonstrates a robust association between marital satisfaction and 
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negative attributions. In particular, stable, global, blameworthy attributions for 

negative behaviour are associated with low relationship satisfaction. In distressed 

couples, negative partner behaviour is typically perceived to be controllable, trait-

like, selfish and voluntary (Bradbury & Fincham, 1990a). These conclusions are 

strengthened by cross-sectional attribution research which has found that 

distressed and nondistressed couples differ in the degree to which they make 

causal attributions about partner behaviour. For example, Fincham (1985) 

recruited 37 couples, 18 of whom had presented for couple therapy, the remaining 

19 couples were classified as nondistressed. Each spouse completed a series of 

questionnaires designed to assess relationship satisfaction and attributions for 

problem areas in the relationship. Compared to nondistressed couples, distressed 

couples were more inclined to make attributions explaining the cause of their 

relationship problems as external to themselves but internal to their partner. These 

couples were also inclined to perceive the cause of relationship problems as global 

in nature. Similar results have been found when relationship satisfaction has been 

used as a continuous variable rather than a grouping variable (e.g. Fincham & 

Bradbury, 1989), where once again causal attributions were related to low 

relationship satisfaction. 

An important contribution to attribution literature relating to couple 

relationships has been the introduction of the Relationship Attribution Measure 

(RAM; Fincham & Bradbury, 1992). The RAM asks individuals to rate a number 

of hypothetical spouse behaviours on the cause and responsibility/blame 

dimensions of attributions. Responses are assessed on the causal aspects of locus, 

stability, and globality, and on the responsibility aspects of motivation, intention, 
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and blame. The RAM assesses relationship attributions for negative behaviour, 

using positive events as filler items. It is a brief measure that successfully 

addresses a number of the shortcomings identified in earlier relationship 

attribution research (c.f. Fincham & Bradbury, 1992). It utilises a model of 

attribution dimensions now regarded as a valid specification of the construct, it 

has the ability to assess the differing dimensions of attributions individually 

without ignoring their interdependence, and it uses items that enquire about the 

attributions made for partner behaviour rather than enquiring about the behaviour 

itself. 

The RAM asks respondents to make attributions about hypothetical 

partner behaviour, which ensures standardisation of the stimuli eliciting 

attributions. The use of hypothetical versus real events does not appear to alter the 

attributions made (Baucom, Epstein, Sayers, & Sher, 1989). For example, 

Fincham and Beach (1988) asked 42 married females to rate on an attribution 

style questionnaire their own and their spouse’s real-life problematic behaviours, 

and then rate hypothetical behaviours. Distressed females were more likely than 

nondistressed females to see both the actual and hypothetical behaviour as 

motivated by selfishness and to be intentional. 

The Longitudinal and Causal Association of Attributions with Satisfaction 

Fincham and Bradbury (1987) used longitudinal data to show that responsibility 

attributions for negative spouse behaviour predict relationship satisfaction. 

Attributions and relationship satisfaction were assessed twice approximately 12 

months apart. For women, but not men, satisfaction at Time 2 was predicted by 

attributions at Time 1 after controlling for the effect of original satisfaction. 
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Fincham and Bradbury’s research found that attributions predicted satisfaction but 

not vice versa. More recent evidence (Fincham, Harold, & Gano Phillips, 2000) 

suggests this association between attributions and satisfaction is reciprocal. In 

Fincham et al.’s (2000) study causal attributions predicted relationship satisfaction 

18 months later, but relationship satisfaction also predicted causal attributions 18 

months later. 

It may be that responsibility attributions have a unidirectional effect on 

satisfaction while causal attributions reciprocally influence and are influenced by 

satisfaction. Alternatively, the inconsistent results between Fincham and Bradbury 

(1987) and Fincham et al. (2000) may reflect measure-specific effects. Fincham 

and Bradbury (1987) used an old measure of attributions and considered each 

scale individually. Fincham et al. (2000) used the RAM and structural equation 

modelling to test for the effect of satisfaction on later attributions, they included 

causal and responsibility attribution scales simultaneously, and studied a much 

larger sample (130 couples versus Fincham and Bradbury’s 34 couples). It seems 

more longitudinal research in this area is needed to clarify the inconsistencies. 

Recent work by Karney and Bradbury (2000) addressed the issue of 

reciprocity between attributions and relationship satisfaction as well as testing 

whether attributions are trait-like or state-like. Sixty couples completed measures 

of attributions and relationship satisfaction at six-month intervals for a period of 

four years. Using growth curve analysis and HLM, Karney and Bradbury found 

attributions and satisfaction both changed over time, with negative attributions 

increasing as relationship satisfaction decreased. This suggests attributions are 

best considered as state-like, changing from one situation to another. The 
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prediction of future satisfaction by attributions was stronger than the prediction of 

future attributions by satisfaction. Thus, while there does seem to be a reciprocal 

relationship between satisfaction and attributions over time, the attribution-to-

satisfaction prediction is stronger than the reverse. 

Clearly there is a robust association between negative attributions and low 

relationship satisfaction, both cross-sectionally and longitudinally. However, even 

the fact that attributions better predict satisfaction than vice versa only establishes 

a correlation—not a causal association—between the variables. There is now a 

substantial body of research exploring whether the attribution–satisfaction 

association is the result of the effects of a third variable. One competing 

explanation to negative attributions causing relationship dissatisfaction is that 

negative affect causes both relationship distress and negative attributions. Both 

relationship distress and depression are negative affective states (Noller, Beach, & 

Osgarby, 1997) and Beach and O’Leary (1993) showed the correlation between 

relationship distress and depression increases over time after marriage. Depression 

is associated with negative thinking about self and the future (Haaga, Dyck, & 

Ernst, 1991), which can have a detrimental impact on intimate relationships 

(Horneffer & Fincham, 1996, 1997). This has lead attribution researchers to check 

if the association between attributions and relationship satisfaction is a function of 

a depressed mood. 

The Possible Role of Negative Affect—Ruling out Competing Explanations 

Cross-sectional data from Fincham, Beach and Bradbury (1989) showed that, after 

controlling for the effect of depressed mood, there remained an association 

between attributions and relationship satisfaction. Fincham et al. conducted two 
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studies, the first where depression was assessed in a sample of 40 females using a 

self-report measure and the second where depression was assessed in a sample of 

60 females via a clinical diagnosis of depression. In the first study regression 

analyses showed that attributions accounted for 44% of the variance in satisfaction 

after the effect of depression was controlled for. This result has been replicated by 

Karney, Bradbury, Fincham and Sullivan (1994). 

In Fincham et al.’s (1989) second study, participants were classified into 

three groups: those who were depressed and had low relationship satisfaction, 

those who were not depressed but had low relationship satisfaction, and those who 

were neither depressed nor reported low relationship satisfaction. The two groups 

low on relationship satisfaction did not differ in attributions, both depressed and 

non-depressed maritally distressed people had high rates of negative attributions 

relative to the non-depressed, nondistressed women. The presence or absence of 

depression was not a significant factor as both groups of women made the same 

degree of negative attributions. Fincham et al. compared the results from Study 2 

with those from Study 1 by conducting a regression analysis with depression and 

attribution scales as predictors of satisfaction. Unlike the first result, depression 

accounted for a significant proportion of the variance in satisfaction (36%), 

suggesting that when a clinical population is being sampled, both depression and 

negative attributions may be related to relationship satisfaction. 

Longitudinal analyses of the association between attributions and 

relationship satisfaction have also investigated the influence of depression. 

Fincham and Bradbury (1993) followed 130 couples across 12 months to 

determine if the relationship between attributions and satisfaction was explained 
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by depression. The study replicated earlier cross-sectional research, negative 

attributions for partner behaviour predicted low relationship satisfaction. 

Furthermore, attributions accounted for unique variance after the influence of 

depression was controlled for. Taken together, the research that has assessed the 

extent to which the attribution–satisfaction pathway is actually the result of a third 

variable, negative affectivity, shows that attributions continue to be associated 

with satisfaction even after controlling for the influence of negative affect. Thus, 

attributions remain a viable mechanism through which attachment can be 

associated with relationship satisfaction. 

Earlier I suggested that Paul’s history of attachment anxiety may be what 

is driving his negative attributions for Rosie’s behaviour, lowering his relationship 

satisfaction. The fact that this internal process may also be responsible for 

lowering Rosie’s relationship satisfaction suggests another variable needs to be 

considered. Attachment and attributions require some form of expression or 

output between partners—it is proposed that a partner’s communication behaviour 

can provide the mechanism by which attachment and attributions are associated 

with changes in relationship satisfaction.  

Communication in Couple Relationships 

Couple communication is presumed to be central to satisfying couple relationships 

across a diverse range of theoretical approaches to understanding couple 

relationships (Heyman, 2001). The following section will introduce the 

measurement of couples communication. It will also review research on the 

association of communication with relationship satisfaction, as communication is 
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a well-recognised correlate and predictor of relationship satisfaction (Bradbury et 

al., 2000). 

The Measurement of Couple Communication 

Measures of couple communication are of two types: observational and self-

report. Measurement via self-report methods has couples complete a pen and 

paper questionnaire designed to assess a particular construct relevant to the 

agenda of the researchers. For example, the Communication Patterns 

Questionnaire (Christensen & Sullaway, 1984) asks couples to report on their own 

and their partner’s behaviour leading up to, during, and following a conflict. The 

measure yields scores on negative communication cycles (e.g. demand–withdraw 

communication, blaming, aggression) and positive communication cycles (e.g. 

mutual discussion and constructive communication) (Heavey, Larson, & 

Zumtobel, 1996; Noller & White, 1990). In addition to being a valid assessment 

tool it also has useful therapeutic advantages by introducing to couples the notion 

that patterns of communication exist (Halford, 2001). 

The observational assessment of couple communication is a more involved 

process than self-report assessment. The typical behavioural assessments require 

couples to present at a laboratory where they complete a 5-10 minute video-taped 

communication task. The video-taped interaction is then coded for the presence or 

absence of the construct being investigated. The task that couples perform varies 

according to the researcher’s agenda—problem-solving discussions are valuable 

for observing how couples manage their conflict (Weiss & Heyman, 1997), 

positive reminiscence tasks are useful for observing how couples can express 

positive emotion (Halford, 2001), and the discussion of daily events can provide a 
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useful means of assessing general communication strengths and weaknesses 

(Gottman, 1996). The system used to code the behavioural interaction will also 

vary according to agenda, with the most widely-used being the Marital Interaction 

Coding System (Weiss & Summers, 1983) and the Kategoriensystem für 

Partnerschaftliche Interaktion (Hahlweg et al., 1984). Codes are applied according 

to behavioural dimension, and the primary dimensions common to most coding 

systems are dominance, affect, communication clarity and skills, information 

exchange, conflict, and support and validation (Markman & Notarius, 1987). 

Clearly both self-report tools and observational assessments have their 

advantages and disadvantages. Self-report measures of communication are 

cheaper and quicker to administer than behavioural observation, they minimise the 

effort needed to collect couple communication data, and the use of self-reported 

communication data allows for multi-method assessment that can complement the 

observation of couple communication (Heyman, 2001). Self-report measures of 

couple communication can also capture behaviours that observational assessment 

cannot. Self-report assessment can capture the effect of the demand characteristics 

of the assessment situation that observational assessment cannot assess—it is 

difficult to avoid or exit a discussion in a laboratory setting, yet avoidance is a 

common negative communication behaviour in distressed couples (Heavey, 

Christensen, & Malamuth, 1995). A disadvantage of using self-report measures 

relates to what Weiss (1980) refers to as sentiment override, where individuals 

with low relationship satisfaction have a tendency to view their partner’s 

behaviour as being negative. The self-report of couple communication could 

reflect a general bias in perception of partner behaviour. In other words, the use of 
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self-report measures may produce common method variance, where the 

correlations between variables are inflated due to the ‘spurious’ relationship these 

variables have with a third variable (Kline, Sulsky, & Rever-Moriyama, 2000). 

For example, if an individual reports a low level of relationship satisfaction, they 

may also report a low number of positive communication behaviours due to their 

overall negative attitude towards their partner. An overall positive or negative 

affective state can be “expressed in as many tests as one chooses to administer” 

(Weiss & Heyman, 1990, p. 92). 

The objective data that marital observation provides is a major advantage 

as it allows for a multi-method approach (Gottman & Notarius, 2000). But the 

observation of couple communication is not without its limitations. Observational 

assessment is time-consuming and costly as it requires in-depth training of 

research assistants to act as independent coders. The coding process is 

cumbersome and requires ongoing validity and reliability checks regardless of the 

expertise of the trained coders (Hahlweg, Kaiser, Christensen, Fehm-Wolfsdorf, & 

Groth, 2000). The observation of couple communication often involves a degree 

of error. The use of multiple variables, across multiple time points, for each 

gender, quickly inflate the number of statistical comparisons needed in the 

research design, increasing the likelihood of making a type I error (Heyman, 

2001). 

The issue of the reliability and validity of observational assessment has 

been considered by a number of researchers with varying results. The coded 

communication behaviour of newlywed couples in Lord’s (1999) research showed 

very little stability across time, while both Gottman and Levenson (1999) and 
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Wieder and Weiss (1980) have supported the existence of stability in ratings made 

with couples who had been married for approximately five years. Thus test–re-test 

reliability, in the form of temporal stability in observational data, appears to 

depend on the length of time couples have been married. The validity of 

observational techniques has also been questioned. Heyman (2001) reviewed the 

available validity data from nearly 200 published studies that have included the 

observation of couple interaction, concluding that it is difficult to make a 

judgement concerning the construct validity of the coding systems due to the 

idiosyncratic nature of the codes used. There is also a need for greater external 

validity, with an absence of published research comparing the cross-situational 

consistency of observations at home with those done in the laboratory (Heyman, 

2001). The technological and data analytical advances of recent years (see 

Gottman & Notarius, 2000) have certainly improved the validity of observational 

techniques, although the reliability and validity of observational assessment tends 

to differ with each study and each coding system used. 

The approach that was adopted in this thesis is a multi-method approach. 

Couple communication was assessed via self-report measure to maximise the 

likelihood of assessing behaviours such as avoidance that observational 

techniques can miss. Couple communication was also assessed using an 

observational coding paradigm, where couples’ problem-solving discussions were 

coded for the presence of positive and negative communication behaviour and 

affect. 
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The Cross-Sectional and Longitudinal Association of 

Communication with Satisfaction 

There has been an enormous amount of research looking at the association 

between couple communication and relationship satisfaction. As Heyman’s (2001) 

review shows, relative to satisfied couples, distressed couples are more hostile 

with one another, start conversations with hostility, and reciprocate and escalate 

their partner’s hostility. Distressed couples, when compared to satisfied couples, 

edit their interactions less during a conflict and show more demand–withdraw 

communication patterns (Heyman, 2001). Cross-sectional research shows that 

distressed and nondistressed couples differ in their communication. Christensen 

and Shenk (1991) found that, when compared to satisfied couples, couples who 

had presented for marital therapy and divorcing couples reported less mutual 

constructive communication, more avoidance of communication and more conflict 

over psychological distance in their relationships. Distressed couples, relative to 

satisfied couples, report less satisfaction with their communication, more 

misunderstandings and more conflict (Emmers-Sommer, 2004).  

Longitudinal research has also shown that communication and relationship 

satisfaction are associated with one another. Following 48 couples over a two and 

a half year period, Heavey et al. (1995) had couples participate in two video-taped 

problem-solving interactions which were later coded for levels of demand and 

withdraw behaviour in each spouse. Dissatisfied couples typically showed male–

withdrawal or female–demand. For females, this demand–withdraw pattern of 

behaviour was also inversely associated with changes in relationship satisfaction, 

where satisfaction declined as the level of demand–withdraw communication 
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increased. This gender distinction has been reported elsewhere (e.g. Heavey, 

Layne, & Christensen, 1993). Longitudinal research by Markman, Renick, Floyd, 

Stanley and Clements (1993) compared couples who had participated in a 

prevention program with those who had not. Relative to non-intervention 

participants, satisfied couples from the prevention program had greater problem-

solving skills, more support and validation, less withdrawal, less denial, less 

dominance, less negative affect, and less conflict. When Markman et al. collected 

five-year follow-up data, couples from the intervention group continued to show 

positive communication skills compared to those who received no intervention. 

Thus, the association between communication and relationship satisfaction 

remains over time and may have long-term implications for the health of the 

relationship. 

Evidence for a Causal Impact of Communication on Satisfaction 

Does good couple communication cause high relationship satisfaction? The 

longitudinal research shows couple communication predicts future relationship 

satisfaction, but that does not establish a causal relationship. A third factor might 

cause both good communication and high relationship satisfaction. For example, 

Kelly and Conley (1987) have argued that certain personality traits, such as low 

neuroticism, can cause both positive communication and high relationship 

satisfaction. One way to establish if good communication can cause high 

relationship satisfaction is to show that enhancing communication improves future 

relationship satisfaction. A common goal in couple therapy for distressed couples, 

and in relationship education to assist currently satisfied couples to sustain their 

relationship satisfaction, is to enhance couple communication. In the next section I 
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review the evidence of whether changes in couples communication mediate the 

effects of couple interventions on relationship satisfaction. 

Communication Change, Couple Therapy and Satisfaction 

Markman (1991) has argued that the maintenance of satisfaction in 

relationships requires that couples learn how to manage their conflict though the 

acquisition of communication skills. Traditional behavioural couples therapy 

(TBCT) involves encouraging positive behaviour and affect, improving 

communication and teaching couples how to be effective problem-solvers 

(Jacobson & Margolin, 1979). These points argue strongly for considering 

changes in communication to be indicative of changes in relationship satisfaction. 

Couples therapy does appear to be associated with short-term 

improvements in relationship satisfaction. Hahlweg and Markman’s (1988) meta-

analysis of 17 studies using TBCT produced an overall effect size of .95 which is 

certainly very impressive. Hahlweg and Markman were able to conclude that 

TBCT is better than no treatment at all, and that treatment gains were maintained 

for up to 12 months following completion of the intervention. But the lack of 

long-term follow-up means it is difficult to argue with any certainty how effective 

this form of therapy is for improving relationship satisfaction in the long-term. As 

Christensen and Heavey (1999) point out, more recent meta-analyses (e.g. Dunn 

& Schwebel, 1995) have shown higher post-treatment effect sizes compared to 

follow-up effect sizes, where follow-up was conducted an average of 9 months 

later. 

In the short-term, TBCT improves relationship satisfaction (Shadish, 

Montgomery, Wilson, Bright, & Okwumabua, 1993). However, Halford, Sanders 
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and Behrens’ (1993) research suggests that a degree of caution is needed when 

arguing that changes in communication cause long-term changes in relationship 

satisfaction. Halford et al. compared TBCT with an enhanced TBCT program 

(that included cognitive and affective change components) in 26 couples 

randomly assigned to one of two treatment groups. A follow-up period of three 

months revealed that both therapies were associated with a reduction in negative 

communication behaviours, and both therapies were associated with an 

improvement in relationship satisfaction. But regression analyses showed that, for 

both treatment groups, the changes couples experienced in their communication 

were unrelated to changes in their reported relationship satisfaction. 

One of the reasons for Halford et al.’s (1993) results may be due to the 

length of the follow-up period they used. It is possible that three months is not 

long enough to detect change in behaviour. There is a dearth of research that has 

collected follow-up data across longer periods (Christensen & Heavey, 1999) 

which makes it difficult to determine if the impact of improved communication 

skills on relationship satisfaction would be evident if longer follow-up periods 

were included in outcome studies (Iversen & Baucom, 1990). Thus, couples 

therapy, specifically those programs designed to bring about changes in 

communication, may not be as efficacious in the long term as was once previously 

thought, with Christensen and Heavey (1999) suggesting couple therapy has a 

moderate success rate at best. One of the reasons why couples therapy may be less 

effective in maintaining long-term improvements in relationship satisfaction could 

be the ingrained nature of the distress. In some cases therapy may be too late and 

negative conflict patterns will have already done their damage. An alternative 
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approach is to intervene before couples begin experiencing distress (Kaiser, 

Hahlweg, Fehm-Wolfsdorf, & Groth, 1998). 

Communication Change, Relationship Education and Satisfaction 

There are a great many approaches to relationship education (Christensen 

& Heavey, 1999), all of which appear to include a communication component (see 

Halford, 1999, for a review). A noted prevention program that has received quite a 

large amount of empirical support is the Prevention and Relationship 

Enhancement Program (PREP) from the work of Markman and his colleagues 

(Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 1994). There is reasonably consistent evidence 

that couples who participate in PREP demonstrate improved communication and 

enhanced relationship satisfaction when pre- and post-test results are compared 

(e.g. Markman, Floyd, Stanley, & Storaasli, 1988; Markman et al., 1993). 

Schilling, Baucom, Burnett, Sandin Allen and Ragland (2003) investigated 

the change processes thought to contribute to PREP’s efficacy. Using survival 

analyses, Schilling et al. were able to model how changes in communication over 

time affected levels of relationship satisfaction in a sample of 39 women and 38 

men. Overall the results supported the efficacy of the program for improving 

communication, but an unexpected gender effect was evident. For males, 

increases in positive communication and decreases in negative communication 

across pre- and post-test measures reduced the risk of distress, whereas for 

females increases in positive communication over the course of the program 

appeared to increase the risk of distress. As these inverse effects were only noted 

for the females, Schilling et al. explain this gender difference by suggesting that 

some women may have misinterpreted the recommendations and inadvertently 
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considered avoidance of conflict an appropriate positive communication tool. 

They recommend strengthening the program to include assertiveness training to 

differentiate between assertion and aggression. 

In summary, couple communication is a robust predictor of couple 

relationship satisfaction. However, it has not been clearly established that couple 

communication has a causal impact on relationship satisfaction. Yet couple 

communication remains a process by which intra-personal processes like 

attachment and attributions are expressed in a form accessible to the partner in a 

relationship. Therefore, in this thesis I examined if attributions mediated an 

association between attachment and couple communication. 

The Association of Attachment 

with Attributions and Communication 

This point in the thesis sees the major research variables of attachment, 

attributions, communication and relationship satisfaction introduced, including the 

measurement of these variables, and the theoretical implications for their inclusion 

in couple research. Empirical evidence has been cited to show attachment is 

associated with relationship satisfaction, attributions are associated with 

relationship satisfaction and couple communication is associated with relationship 

satisfaction. The following sections consider evidence for the associations that 

exist between these variables, specifically the association of attachment with 

attributions, attachment with communication, and attributions with 

communication. The model being proposed will then be presented, along with a 

summary of the contributions this model can make to both theory and practice. 
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The Association of Attachment with Attributions 

Recent cross-sectional research by Sumer and Cozzarelli (2004) tested the 

prediction that insecure attachment is related to low relationship satisfaction, and 

that this association is mediated by negative attributions. Using a four-category 

classification of attachment, Sumer and Cozzarelli found that securely attached 

people had lower levels of negative attributions than any of the three other 

attachment styles. Speaking in terms of model of self and model of others, both 

models were significantly and positively correlated with relationship satisfaction. 

Sumer and Cozzarelli’s structural equation modelling revealed that model of self, 

but not model of others, had both a direct and indirect effect on relationship 

satisfaction, mediated by negative attributions. This research is one of only a few 

published studies that have directly assessed the mediation of attachment by 

attributions. This data reports on individuals and not couples thus is considers 

only actor effects. More evidence is needed to clarify the associations Sumer and 

Cozzarelli found but their study provides justification for the model presented in 

this thesis. 

Contributing to an understanding of how attachment and attributions are 

associated with one another is the cross-sectional research conducted by 

Holtzworth-Munroe and Hutchinson (1993). Holtzworth-Munroe and Hutchinson 

assessed the attributions of violent men about their wives’ behaviour, and 

compared them to attributions of maritally distressed but non-violent men, and 

maritally satisfied men. Relative to the other men, the violent men made more 

negative attributions about their partners when their partner was engaging in 

behaviours that elicited jealousy or fear of rejection, such as flirting with someone 
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else. Attachment style was not directly assessed in the study, but there seem clear 

parallels between themes of jealousy and rejection and the attachment dimension 

of anxiety over abandonment. In other research violent men have been found often 

to be characterised by high anxiety over abandonment (Holtzworth-Munroe, 

Stuart, & Hutchinson, 1997). Thus, insecure attachment and negative attributions 

co-exist in violent men. 

Gallo and Smith’s (2001) recent research provides further empirical data 

to support an association between attachment and attributions. Their study found 

that attachment style was predictive of perceived marital support and conflict, 

assessed by having couples perform an interaction then selecting from a checklist 

of adjectives to describe their partner’s behaviour during that interaction. In a 

sample of 57 married couples, attributions of negative intent, as assessed by the 

Relationship Attribution Measure, were found to partially mediate the association 

between attachment and perceived support and conflict. Whisman and Allan 

(1996) found self-reported adult attachment, relationship beliefs and attribution 

style were modestly related to relationship adjustment. A six-month follow-up 

found attributions were the only variable that predicted relationship dissolution. 

Like many studies in this area, Whisman and Allan used a sample of 

undergraduate married university students to test their hypotheses, which may 

limit the generalisability of the results (Amato & Keith, 1991; Karney et al., 

1995). It cannot be argued that experience and wisdom make for a more satisfying 

relationship (Charker, 2003), but older long-term married or dating couples 

potentially bring with them a sense of commitment and a history that would be 
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advantageous to the study of ingrained communication patterns and established 

attachment behaviour, targets of the research being presented in this thesis. 

Sampling strategy was used by Collins (1996) as explanation for her 

results. Collins tested whether attachment style differences are related to 

explanations for partner behaviour. Participants responded via questionnaire to 

hypothetical events for a fictional partner in the first study, following up with the 

use of hypothetical events for a real partner in the second study. In both studies 

individuals with insecure attachment were found to explain events in ways 

theoretically consistent with their attachment beliefs, where insecure attachment 

was related to negative explanations of partner behaviour. While both anxious and 

avoidant attachment predicted explanations in the first study, this was only the 

case for anxious participants in the second study. In other words, when avoidantly 

attached individuals were asked to report on real partner behaviour rather than 

hypothetical partner behaviour, their explanations for real partner behaviour were 

less negative. One possible reason for this shift could be due to sampling 

techniques, where participants in the first study were not required to be involved 

in a dating relationship. Conversely, participation in the second study required all 

participants be involved in a dating relationship. As Collins points out, the first 

sample was largely less secure than the second, supporting previous research that 

has found that attachment style distributions differ between dating and single 

adults. Drawing on Collins’ research, this thesis utilises data from married and 

long-term dating couples to control for the influence that relationship status may 

have on the security of participants. 
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There is also research supporting the methodological advantage of using 

both ambiguous and negative attribution scenarios when considering the 

association between attachment and attribution. Mikulincer (1998) found that 

attributions of hostile intent differ as a function of attachment security, with 

insecurely attached people more inclined than securely attached people to make 

attributions of hostile intent. This difference was more striking when the stimulus 

scenarios differed in valence. Specifically, the introduction of ambiguous 

scenarios saw anxiously attached and avoidantly attached participants make more 

hostile attributions towards a hypothetical partner. Thus, differences in the 

valence of stimuli used in attribution research may impact on whether an 

association is found between attachment and attributions. 

Although there is limited research, the research that exists consistently 

shows a relationship between attachment and attributions. While methodological 

and sampling differences are evident, the overall conclusion is that securely 

attached couples, who are responding to ambiguous or negative attribution 

scenarios, report less negative attributions for partner behaviour when compared 

to their insecurely attached counterparts. 

The Association of Attachment with Communication 

Attachment style has also been related to communication patterns. Senchak and 

Leonard (1992) assessed self-reported communication, attachment and 

relationship satisfaction in 322 newly-wed couples. Couples in which both 

partners were securely attached reported higher satisfaction than couples in which 

one or both partners endorsed an insecure attachment style. Couples in which both 

partners were securely attached also reported less partner withdrawal and less 
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verbal aggression during communication compared to the other couples. 

Mikulincer and Nachshon’s (1991) research has shown that, when compared to 

avoidant people, secure and anxious people were more self-disclosing in their 

communication, when self-disclosure was assessed via a self-report scale. 

Further evidence of the attachment–communication association comes 

from Kobak and Hazan (1991) who assessed attachment styles, relationship 

satisfaction and observed couple communication in a cross-sectional design with 

40 couples recruited via media outreach. Secure attachment was found to covary 

with relationship satisfaction. Couples’ communication during problem-solving 

was rated on two dimensions: Rejection versus Support–Validation, and 

Disclosing by the speaker versus Acceptance of Distress by the listener. 

Attachment security and communication behaviour were related, though there 

were gender differences. Specifically, husbands who reported being less secure 

had wives who were rejecting. Husbands’ problem-solving behaviour was 

unrelated to wives’ attachment security, but wives who reported being secure had 

husbands who listened more to them. 

Self-reported communication behaviour has also been related to 

attachment style in recent cross-sectional research conducted by Creasey, 

Kershaw and Boston (1999) and O’Connell-Corcoran and Mallinckrodt (2000). In 

both cases, ineffective self-reported conflict resolution behaviours such as 

nagging, whining, defensiveness and avoidance were associated with insecure 

attachment. Secure attachment was associated with effective conflict resolution 

behaviours such as integrating and compromising. Self-reported conflict 

resolution style was also studied by Pistole (1989) in a sample of 137 university 
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students. She found that securely attached participants reported greater 

relationship satisfaction and were more likely to report using an integrating 

(problem-solving) style for conflict resolution when compared to insecurely 

attached participants. In addition, participants who endorsed an anxious 

attachment style were more likely than their avoidant counterparts to be obliging 

of their partner’s wishes as a conflict resolution behaviour.  

Feeney et al.’s (1994) longitudinal research also shows an association 

between attachment and self-reported communication. A sample of 35 married 

couples participated in data collection over a two year period. For both males and 

females, anxious attachment was associated with coercion, withdrawal, feelings of 

guilt and hurt, and lack of mutual expression and understanding. Mutual 

expression and understanding were also positively related to comfort with 

closeness (low avoidance), but for males only. In all cases, high relationship 

satisfaction was related to secure attachment, and insecure attachment related to 

low relationship satisfaction. Feeney et al. also used attachment security to predict 

longer-term communication and relationship satisfaction. Again a gender 

difference was evident where males’ data showed both concurrent and predictive 

relationships with communication and satisfaction. For wives, however, the 

predictive validity of attachment was not supported, only concurrent relations. 

To summarise, insecure attachment appears to be consistently associated 

with negative communication behaviour. Gender differences suggest male 

listening behaviour is positively related to female attachment security, with 

longer-term affects of attachment security on predicted future communication also 

evident for males. The final relationship to be explored before the complete model 
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can be presented is the association of attributions with communication, which the 

following section will address. 

The Association of Attributions with Communication 

In this thesis, it is argued that communication is the expressed output of 

attachment and attributions, providing a mechanism through which attachment 

and attributions are associated with change in partner relationship satisfaction. 

While the previous section considered the association that attachment has with 

couple communication, it is also necessary to show that couples’ attributions are 

also associated with couple communication. The cognitions that couples report as 

having occurred during interactions have been shown to be associated with couple 

behaviour during that interaction (Halford & Sanders, 1990), so it is likely that 

specific cognitions in the form of attributions would also be associated with 

communication.  

Bradbury and Fincham (1992) found that negative attributions and 

problem-solving behaviour are more strongly related to one another in distressed 

couples than in nondistressed couples. Earlier research by these authors (Fincham 

& Bradbury, 1989) targeted the positive communication behaviour of self-

disclosure. They assessed the extent to which self-disclosure mediated between 

causal attributions and relationship satisfaction in 43 married couples, predicting 

that self-disclosure would mediate between the communicator’s attributions and 

their partner’s relationship satisfaction. Regression analyses supported Fincham 

and Bradbury’s predictions, but only for females. That is, females’ self-disclosure 

mediated between females’ causal attributions and their partner’s satisfaction. The 

authors suggest this interpersonal gender difference reflects males’ and females’ 
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relationship ‘orientations’, where self-disclosure encourages the intimacy and 

emotion considered more typical for females than males (Fincham & Bradbury, 

1989). 

The association of attributions and communication has also been evident 

in research that has used observational measures of communication. In this case, 

couples are observed while performing a problem-solving task and each partner is 

asked about the attributions that took place during that discussion. Studies that 

have used this procedure consistently report an association between ‘maladaptive’ 

attributions and less effective problem-solving behaviour (Bradbury & Fincham, 

1992; Miller & Bradbury, 1995). Fletcher and Fitness (1990) employed an 

observational coding methodology in their research into the role of cognition in 

relationships. Fletcher and Fitness had participants perform a videotaped problem-

solving discussion and, following the completion of this task, each partner 

reviewed the tape and stopped it whenever they recalled experiencing a particular 

thought or feeling. Partners were audio-taped as they provided a verbal 

description of this thought or feeling. The valence of this verbal behaviour was 

then analysed along with the attributions reported by each partner. Significant 

positive correlations were found between each of Fletcher and Fitness’s 

independent variables, including the valence of verbal behaviour and the 

attributions made during this verbal behaviour. Thus, the positivity of verbal 

behaviour was related to the percentage of relationship-positive attributions. More 

recently, McNulty and Karney (2004) have found a similar result. Eighty-two 

couples completed the Relationship Attribution Measure and, subsequently, 

performed a 10-minute problem-solving discussion which was videorecorded and 
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coded for the presence of positive and negative verbal tactics. Results from 

McNulty and Karney’s study showed that, for females, positive communication 

behaviour, such as speaking on topic and taking steps to resolve conflict, was 

positively correlated with responsibility attributions. Thus positive behaviour 

during an interaction, for females anyway, is associated with a reduction in the 

blame afforded partners for their negative behaviour (McNulty & Karney, 2004). 

On the whole, there is a robust association between couple cognitions—

attributions in particular—and couple communication. What the research in this 

area suggests is that when couples make negative attributions about partner 

behaviour either before or during a communication task, their own behaviour 

during that interaction is usually more negative compared to when their 

attributions are positive. 

Developing the Model – Attachment and Satisfaction 

Mediated by Attributions and Communication 

This thesis argues that the association between attachment and relationship 

satisfaction is mediated by the attributions people make for partner behaviour. As 

attachment security is also related to partner satisfaction, this thesis argues that 

negative attributions also mediate between attachment and couple communication. 

Communication is seen here as an expressed component of the attachment–

attribution association and thus a possible mechanism though which partner 

satisfaction is influenced. Previous sections of this thesis have presented empirical 

support for the various components of the model being argued here. From a 

theoretical perspective, this model also has promising support. 
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Cognitive effort in the form of attention provides a key theoretical link 

between attachment and attributions. Feeney and Noller (1996) argue that working 

models assert their influence on people via the notion of attentive processes. They 

suggest that an individual’s attention is directed towards (or away from) stimuli 

depending on the security of their attachment. For example, people with a positive 

model of self and others (secure) are likely to have a realistic view of the world 

and interpret stimuli in a positive manner. Conversely, the negative model of self 

that is present in anxiously attached people is likely to result in attention being 

focused on stimuli that paints self in a negative light but other in a positive light. 

Recall that Fincham et al.’s (1990) explanation of the attribution process involved 

a number of stages, beginning with an instigating event. Following the occurrence 

of this event the perceiver is thought to be attending to the event and is extracting 

information from the event in preparation for responding. During the final stage—

secondary processing—the perceiver is making an attempt to understand the 

meaning of this event and, according to Fincham et al., the result of this search for 

meaning is the making of attributions. When described in this manner, the process 

of attribution appears very similar to the process of selective attention that occurs 

when internal working models of attachment direct attention towards (or away 

from) particular environmental cues or stimuli. A similar interpretation has also 

been adopted by Collins and Read (1994) for explaining the different attentional 

processes seen in anxious and avoidantly attached people. Collins and Read 

propose that anxious individuals are likely to have a threat- or rejection-oriented 

attentional focus, keeping them alert to signs of rejection or disapproval in their 

partners. Conversely, avoidant individuals will strive to maintain autonomy and 
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are likely to be highly sensitive to signs of intrusion or control by others (Collins 

& Read, 1994). Their attention will thus be directed away from those features of 

the environment that may make their attachment needs salient. 

Cognitive theory also supports the model being argued here. Adopting an 

approach that resembles a schema-like process may provide a more accurate 

analysis of how internal working models of attachment can be considered a 

cognitive process not unlike attributions. Schemata have been shown to facilitate 

the processing of information about self and the making of judgements and 

decisions (Markus, 1977). Social cognitive theorists (e.g. Baldwin, 1992; Baldwin 

& Meunier, 1999) have argued for the existence of relational schemas that 

represent patterns of interpersonal relatedness. A relational schema is a theoretical 

heuristic useful for describing how regular patterns of interpersonal relatedness 

develop over time when individuals have repeated experience with similar types 

of interaction. Baldwin (1992) has argued that internal representations of self and 

other guide the formation of interpersonal scripts that contain procedural and 

declarative knowledge for interactions. These scripts influence the way people 

interpret social situations and form expectations regarding interpersonal 

interactions. Collins and Read (1994) have also suggested that interactions are 

important when looking at how individuals respond according to attachment 

security. Specifically, “adults with different attachment styles will draw from very 

different behavioural repertoires and will be motivated to achieve different 

interactional and personal goals” (Collins & Read, 1994, p. 79). 
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The Model 

The model of attachment and relationship satisfaction that is being argued in this 

thesis is presented in Figure 3. This model can be argued as follows. A person’s 

attachment security guides how they attend to an event. Insecure attachment 

directs that person’s attention towards stimuli that confirm their biased view of 

themselves and/or other people. It also directs attention away from stimuli that 

disconfirm these biased views. When insecurely attached people formulate 

attributions for their partner’s behaviour, their biased attentional processes result 

in negative attributions to a greater extent than those made by securely attached 

people. Securely attached people do not experience the same degree of biased 

selective attention. This relation between insecure attachment and negative 

attributions is further associated with low relationship satisfaction because the 

model argues that insecurely attached people consistently view their partner’s 

behaviour through a negative filter. These relationships are illustrated in Figure 3a 

and represent the actor effect in the model. 

However, because insecure attachment in one person also affects their 

partner’s relationship satisfaction, the model must also account for partner effects. 

Figure 3b illustrates the partner effect component of the model. In this case, the 

association of a person’s attachment insecurity with negative attributions needs to 

have an expressed outlet in order to be related to partner satisfaction. The model 

presented in Figure 3b argues that insecure attachment and negative attributions 

contribute to negative communication behaviours which not only reduce a 

person’s own relationship satisfaction but also partner relationship satisfaction. 
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Mediational Model of Attachment and Relationship Satisfaction with Attributions 

and Communication 

 

Using the example of Paul and Rosie, the model would explain their 

relationship as follows. When Rosie comes home late from work for the fourth 

time in a row, Paul’s anxiety over abandonment leads him to interpret Rosie’s 

behaviour as a sign of her being selfish and avoiding him. This erodes his 

relationship satisfaction. Hence, Paul’s attachment insecurity has resulted in him 

selectively attending to Rosie’s behaviour and attributing cause and responsibility 

to Rosie. He is likely to attribute Rosie’s absences to a stable, internally located, 

global cause (e.g. “she never respects my needs”), lowering the level of 

relationship satisfaction he experiences in his marriage. The association of Paul’s 
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insecure attachment with his negative attributions become overt when he 

communicates with Rosie using negative communication behaviour. Faced with 

hostile, withdrawn communication that does not validate or offer compromise, 

Rosie’s relationship satisfaction is also reduced. 

Contributions to Theory 

This study seeks to advance theoretical knowledge in the area of attachment and 

couple relationships by showing that insecure attachment represents a stable, 

consistent cognitive processing bias, shaping couple interactions and perpetuating 

relationship distress. I argue that the mechanisms via which attachment is 

associated with relationship satisfaction require more detailed exploration. 

Moreover, I propose that by incorporating the theory of attachment with the 

theory of attributions a robust and deeper understanding of couple satisfaction and 

distress can be achieved. 

The study presented here also seeks to make some important 

methodological contributions to the study of attachment and attributions. It used a 

dimensional measure of attachment and assessed the association between 

attachment and attributions across multiple relationships—an actual partnership 

and a hypothetical partnership. This aspect of the study was designed to test if 

attachment security was associated with attributions in a consistent manner, 

something that previous research in this area had not investigated. 

Finally, this study tested a model that accounts for both actor and partner 

effects. Existing attachment literature does little to explain how an intrapersonal 

variable such as attachment can reduce partner relationship satisfaction. By 

including couple communication as an additional variable, the model presented in 
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this thesis makes an important theoretical contribution by providing explanation 

for how attachment insecurity contributes to relationship distress for both self and 

partner. 

Contributions to Therapy 

If, as it is being predicted, attributions mediate the association between attachment 

and relationship satisfaction, this might guide intervention. For example, in 

emotionally focused couples therapy (EFT) developed by Johnson and her 

colleagues (Johnson & Denton, 2002; Johnson & Greenberg, 1985), dysfunctional 

patterns of interaction in relationships are seen as stemming from emotionally-

motivated behaviours that bias people’s perception of self and other. Emotions, 

such as anger, grief, or fear, are viewed from an attachment perspective where 

expressed affect is considered to reflect the need for security in the relationship. 

Thus, relationship distress is reframed in terms of attachment needs and the fears 

partners have of expressing these needs. As therapy progresses, clients are taught 

to better communicate their attachment insecurities and problem-solve their 

differences (Johnson & Denton, 2002). Applying the model presented in this 

thesis, therapeutic gains in EFT are likely only to eventuate if the attributions that 

are associated with attachment insecurity are also targeted. Simply targeting 

attachment security may not be enough to produce long-term changes in 

relationship satisfaction—for EFT to be maximally effective it should also target 

modifying a person’s attributions. From a theoretical perspective, Johnson, 

Makinne and Millikin (2001) support the role of cognition in attachment when 

they suggest distressed couples possess a negatively skewed schema for their 

relationship that is based on attachment insecurity and betrayal of trust. The model 
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presented in this thesis would argue that Johnson et al.’s reference to negative 

schemata is actually the association of attachment insecurity and negative 

attributions. Thus if the model is supported it will provide empirical support for 

what has, until now, existed only as a theoretical argument.  

Behavioural interventions for couple therapy will also benefit from 

showing that attributions mediate the association between attachment and 

relationship satisfaction, in particular Jacobsen’s (Jacobson, Christensen, Prince, 

Cordova, & Eldridge, 2000) integrative behavioural couples therapy (IBCT). 

What makes IBCT stand out from other behavioural approaches to couple therapy 

is its emphasis on helping people to accept negative partner behaviours that are 

unlikely to change. Acceptance, from an IBCT therapeutic point of view, involves 

empathic joining about problems, unified detachment from problems and the 

building of tolerance to the responses these problems typically generate 

(Christensen et al., 2004). Applying the model presented in this thesis to IBCT, it 

is possible that IBCT reduces causal and blaming attributions for partner 

behaviour by way of encouraging greater acceptance of partner behaviour. As 

partners become more emotionally accepting of each other’s incompatibilities, a 

restructuring of their attributional style would occur, where negative partner 

behaviour is viewed more positively from a causal perspective and less negatively 

from a responsibility perspective. Furthermore, as acceptance involves 

perceptions of behaviour and what each partner believes requires changing, during 

the course of therapy the advent of healthier attributions means partners see each 

other as requiring less change, and acceptance grows as they themselves begin to 

change. Thus, the role of attributions put forward in the present model provides an 



 Attachment, attribution and relationship outcomes 71 

alternative yet complimentary viewpoint for considering the impact of acceptance 

in couples seeking therapy for relationship distress. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter it is suggested that attributions can provide a valuable contribution 

to understanding how attachment security is associated with relationship 

satisfaction. Negative attributions for partner behaviour are reliably associated 

with relationship satisfaction using both cross-sectional (Fincham, 1985; Fincham 

& Beach, 1988; Fincham & Bradbury, 1989) and longitudinal (Fincham & 

Bradbury, 1987; Fincham et al., 2000; Karney & Bradbury, 2000) data. This 

association is independent of mood (Davila et al., 1998). Finally, there is 

empirical support for a positive association between attachment insecurity and 

negative attributions (Collins, 1996; Gallo & Smith, 2001; Holtzworth-Munroe & 

Hutchinson, 1993; Sumer & Cozzarelli, 2004; Whisman & Allan, 1996). It was 

concluded that attributions are a viable mediator for the attachment–satisfaction 

pathway. 

The evidence reviewed in this chapter suggests that attachment insecurity 

might be associated with partner relationship satisfaction through the influence of 

couple communication. Both cross-sectional (Christensen & Shenk, 1991; 

Emmers-Sommer, 2004; Halford & Sanders, 1990) and longitudinal (Heavey et 

al., 1995; Markman et al., 1988; Markman et al., 1993) data demonstrate an 

association of communication with relationship satisfaction, although it is unclear 

to what extent communication contributes to long-term changes in relationship 

satisfaction. Furthermore there is an association between attachment and 

communication (Creasey et al., 1999; Kobak & Hazan, 1991; O'Connell-Corcoran 
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& Mallinckrodt, 2000; Senchak & Leonard, 1992), and attributions and 

communication (Fincham & Bradbury, 1989; Miller & Bradbury, 1995). 

The chapter finished with a brief presentation of a model in which 

attributions mediate two associations: (a) between attachment and relationship 

satisfaction and (b) between attachment and couple communication. Chapter 

Three presents a program of research undertaken to investigate this model.
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CHAPTER THREE: 

TESTING THE MODEL – ATTACHMENT AND 

SATISFACTION MEDIATED BY ATTRIBUTIONS AND 

COMMUNICATION

Overview of the Present Research 

This program of research tested the prediction that attributions mediate the 

association between attachment and relationship satisfaction, and between 

attachment and couple communication. An important contribution of the current 

research is that it investigates whether attachment is a stable interpersonal style 

associated with an attribution style that is global across relationships. If 

attachment is consistent in this manner, it would be expected that attributions 

about any partner, actual or hypothetical, about any behaviour, actual or 

hypothetical, would be similar and show the same association with attachment and 

relationship satisfaction. On the other hand, if attributions or attachment are more 

relationship-specific or behaviour-specific, then the association between 

attachment, attributions and relationship satisfaction should vary by partner and 

behaviour.  

Research Aims and Hypotheses 

The research was organised into three parts. The first part of the study tested the 

hypothesis that attributions for negative partner behaviour mediate the association 

between attachment and relationship satisfaction. The second part of the study 

tested the hypothesis that the stable interpersonal characteristics of attachment 

result in the association articulated in Hypothesis 1 being present across a number 
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of situations with different people. Specifically, when individuals respond to the 

hypothetical behaviour of a hypothetical intimate partner, anxiety over 

abandonment or avoidance of intimacy are associated with causal and 

responsibility–blame attributions for negative hypothetical partner behaviour, and 

with low relationship satisfaction. The third part of the study tested the hypothesis 

that attributions for negative partner behaviour mediate the association between 

attachment and couple communication. That is, anxiety over abandonment or 

avoidance of intimacy are associated with causal and responsibility–blame 

attributions for negative partner behaviour, and are associated with high negative 

communication behaviour and low positive communication behaviour. 

Method 

Participants 

Fifty-nine couples were recruited via an advertisement placed in a 

metropolitan newspaper in Brisbane, Australia for a study of relationship 

communication. To be included in the study participants had to be in a committed, 

heterosexual relationship for a minimum of six months, and spend a minimum of 

four nights per week together. 

The mean duration of relationship was 11.7 years (SD = 10.3). The mean 

age for males was 41.4 years (SD = 10.9), and for females was 38.1 years (SD = 

10.8). Twenty-nine couples (49%) had children with their current partner and 29% 

of participants (17 males and 17 women) had children with a previous partner. 

Approximately half of the couples (n = 33; 56%) were married, and the remaining 

couples were defacto (n = 26; 44%). The proportion of defacto relationships in the 

present sample is higher than the national proportion of defacto relationships of 
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12% of all Australians identified as being in couple relationships (ABS, 2004). 

The majority of males were in full-time employment (n = 80%) and 41% of 

females were full-time employed. Average annual individual income for males 

was $48135 and for females was $29491. Over half the sample reported having a 

university degree (men = 61%; females = 51%). 

Materials 

Self-Report Measures. The Experiences in Close Relationships (ECR) is a 

36-item self-report measure of adult attachment (Brennan et al., 1998) consisting 

of two 18-item scales, avoidance (Avoid) and anxiety (Anxiety). Participants rate 

the extent to which they agree with each item on a 7-point likert scale with higher 

scores reflecting more avoidant or anxious attachment. There is high internal 

consistency for both Avoidance (α = .94) and Anxiety (α = .91), and the scales of 

the ECR correlate significantly with both Collins and Read’s (1990) measure of 

adult attachment (r = .79 for Anxiety and r = .87 for Avoidance), and Griffin and 

Bartholomew’s (1994) measure (r = .73 for Anxiety and r = .81 for Avoidance). 

The Relationship Attribution Measure (RAM) is a 60-item measure of 

attributions for ten hypothetical spouse behaviours (Fincham & Bradbury, 1992). 

Respondents rate on a 6-point likert scale the extent to which they agree with six 

attribution statements for each of the eight negative behaviours and two positive 

behaviours (included as filler items). Derived scores are (a) the extent to which 

the partner is seen as causing the negative behaviour (RAM_C), and (b) is 

responsible or blameworthy for the behaviour (RAM_RB). Higher scores 

represent a greater tendency to make negative attributions of this nature. The 

RAM displays good internal consistency for both Cause and Responsibility-
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Blame (husbands: α = .86 and α = .91 respectively; wives: α = .89 and α = .93 

respectively), and moderate test-retest reliability. Fincham and Bradbury  report 

the RAM scales correlate significantly with marital satisfaction. 

Each person’s self-reported communication during conflict in the 

relationship was assessed with the Communication Patterns Questionnaire (CPQ). 

The CPQ (Christensen & Sullaway, 1984) has 35 items assessing communication 

across three stages of conflict: when a problem in the relationship arises 

(avoidance or engagement in discussion), during a discussion of a relationship 

problem (criticism, blame and withdrawal), and after a discussion of a relationship 

problem (mutual withdrawal or reconciliation). Respondents rate on a 9-point 

likert scale the likelihood that each communication pattern would occur in their 

relationship. The present study utilised Noller and White’s (1990) scoring 

procedure, producing four scores—Coercion (CPQ_C; α = .86), Mutuality 

(CPQ_M; α = .88), Post-Conflict Distress (CPQ_PCD; α = .73), and Destructive 

Processes (CPQ_DP; α = .79). Noller and White report good inter-partner 

agreement for each scale. 

The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS) is a 32-item assessment of couple 

relationship satisfaction (Spanier, 1976). The DAS is a widely used measure in 

relationship research, with high scores indicating greater levels of relationship 

satisfaction. The scoring results in the calculation of a total adjustment score that 

is highly reliable (α = .96). Furthermore, the DAS distinguishes between married 

and divorced couples, and correlates highly (r = .86) with other measures of 

dyadic adjustment (Spanier, 1976). 
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Video-Mediated Recall (VMR). All couples completed two 10-minute 

discussions of a current problem in their relationship, each of which was recorded. 

This discussion task has been widely used to assess couple communication  

(Heyman, 2001). Each partner nominated a topic for discussion relevant to his or 

her current relationship from a 10-item problem list. This list was based on the 

research of Geiss and O’Leary (1981) that identified topics that were salient to 

relationship distress, and likely to elicit strong emotional responses in participants 

(e.g. finances and budgeting; in-laws and other relatives; child-rearing practices; 

sexual relations and intimacy). Couples discussed the male and female nominated 

topics one week apart, with the order of male- versus female-nominated topics 

counter-balanced across couples. The experimenter instructed the couple to 

“discuss this issue as you normally would at home” prior to leaving the room. 

Couples then discussed the topic for 10 minutes after which time the researcher 

re-entered the room. The partners were then separated and individually watched 

the video of their discussion. The video playback was set up so that each 

individual could only see their partner on the screen, which provided a similar 

view as during the actual discussion. Each partner recorded the emotional valence 

of every 1-minute segment of video on a 7-point scale. The most positive- and 

most negative-rated segment of each discussion was identified. 

Partners then watched their own and their spouse’s nomination of the most 

positive and most negative 1-minute segments (i.e. four one-minute segments of 

video in total). Following each segment the video was stopped and partners 

completed a set of six questions on their attributions about their partner’s 

behaviour within the 1-minute segment of video. The questions were the same six 
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used in the RAM, and provide a Cause and Responsibility-Blame score. For each 

person four sets of RAM questions were posed—two positive events (self- and 

partner-nominated) and two negative events (self- and partner-nominated). This 

process was repeated the following week. Thus, each partner had a total of eight 

VMR assessments of attributions, four negative and four positive. The scoring 

process was the same as used by Fincham and Bradbury’s (1992), giving a Cause 

(VMR_C) and Responsibility-Blame (VRM_RB) score. This application of the 

RAM questions produced good reliability for males (α = 0.81 for both scales) and 

females (α = 0.83 for Cause and α = 0.80 for Responsibility-Blame). 

The videotaped problem-solving discussions were coded using the Rapid 

Kategoriensystem für Partnerschaftliche Interaktion (Rapid-KPI)(Sanders et al., 

1999). The Rapid-KPI classifies each partner’s verbal utterances into one of 11 

behaviours; definitions for all behaviours are presented in Table 1. The behaviours 

are summarised into four summary categories: Positive Speak (self-disclosure and 

positive suggestion), Positive Listen (agreement and acceptance), Negative Speak 

(criticism and negative suggestion) and Negative Listen (justification, disagree, 

and withdrawal). The derived scores are the percent of intervals in which any 

behaviour within a given summary category occurs. Positive Affect and Negative 

Affect were also coded, where each segment of video was classed as either 

positive or negative and the overall percentage of positive and negative segments 

were then recorded. Research assistants coded the videotaped interactions. They 

received approximately 20 hours of training in the Rapid-KPI method. Training 

consisted of learning the behaviour codes, sample coding interactions, and 

extensive feedback and discussion.  
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Table 1 

Definitions of Behaviour Codes used in Rapid-KPI 

Code Definition 

Description Neutral statements or questions which describe event or 
issue 

Self Disclosure Direct expression of own feelings and thoughts where 
self is revealed 

Agreement Agreement with what the partner has previously said 

Acceptance Positive regard, acknowledgement and empathy for 
partner and their position 

Positive Suggestion Statements or questions that offer specific, realistic 
change possibilities 

Meshing Co-occurrence of facilitative behaviours 

Criticism Negative judgement, condemnation or devaluation of the 
partner 

Justification Defence of own behaviour or position through denial or 
justification 

Disagree Direct disagreement with partner 

Negative Suggestion Indicates need or desire for change in a destructive or 
demanding way 

Withdrawal Verbal or nonverbal lack of participation in the 
conversation 

Positive Affect Excited or relaxed voice tone, expression, posture, 
movement 

Negative Affect Angry or depressed voice tone, expression, posture, 
movement 

Note. From Rapid Kategoriensystem für Partnerschaftliche Interaktion (Rapid-KPI) 

Coding Manual by K. Halford, S. Osgarby & R. Bouma, 2000. Unpublished manuscript, 

adapted with permission. 

 

Reliability was determined using a random sample of 25% of the interactions that 

were subsequently coded by an independent coder. The intra-class correlation for 

Positive Speak was .87, with .96 for Positive Listen, .91 for Negative Speak, and 
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.95 for Negative Listen. The intra-class correlation for Positive Affect was .85, 

with .94 for Negative Affect. 

Potential Partner. In order to assess if attributions are relationship-specific 

or represent a consistent cognitive style, partner attributions were assessed in 

response to behaviours of a hypothetical potential partner. A Potential Partner 

(PP) video was created consisting of headshots of an actor making 12 different 

statements, chosen to prompt attribution processes. The statements spanned three 

emotional valences (four positive, four negative, and four ambiguous) and were 

designed to be relevant to a wide cross-section of relationships. The wording of 

these statements is presented in Table 2. 

Preliminary testing of the PP video supported its social validity in 

presenting positive, ambiguous and negative statements. A convenience sample of 

twenty-eight volunteers (14 males and 14 females) was used to pilot test the PP 

video. Participants were all fellow graduate students or faculty of Griffith 

University’s School of Psychology, with a mean age of 35 years (SD = 12.01). 

Participants viewed the videotapes and classified the affect expressed in each 

statement as positive, ambiguous or negative. The results of this classification 

process are presented in Table 3. Overall, statements were correctly identified as 

intended as positive, ambiguous or negative statements. Of the 224 ratings made 

for each valence across both videos and all respondents, 90% (n = 201) were 

correctly identified as positive, 94% (n = 211) were correctly identified as 

negative, and 76% (n = 171) were correctly identified as ambiguous. 

Each statement was rated on a 5-point likert scale (-2 to +2) for both 

credibility, where high scores suggest the viewer found the statement believable 
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and the actor credible, and for attractiveness, where high scores reflect high 

ratings of attractiveness of the actor as they spoke each statement. Total scores for 

each actor were calculated by summing responses across all valences (12 

statements) providing a potential range for each scale of -24 to +24. Participants 

rated the opposite gender actor as highly and equally credible, M = 13.93, SD = 

6.68 for male actor; M = 16.86, SD = 6.00 for female actor, t(26) = 1.22, p > .05. 

Women rated the male actor as considerably less attractive (M = 2.21, SD = 

10.32) than men rated the female actor (M = 9.71, SD = 6.59), t(26) = 2.29, p < .05, 

d mean difference = .89. It is unclear why the mean attractiveness ratings were so much 

lower than those for credibility, but this was not considered an important issue 

when it came to ensuring the reliability across the two videos. 

Participants were instructed to imagine each statement in the PP video as 

forming part of a larger conversation they were having with this person, a 

potential partner for them. The videotape was paused after each statement and 

participants completed a set of six questions from the RAM, modified to be 

relevant to the videotape. This application of the RAM questions produced good 

reliability scores across both Cause (PP_C) and Responsibility-Blame (PP_RB) 

for males: negative behaviour (α = 0.79 for Cause and α = 0.82 for Responsibility-

Blame), and ambiguous behaviour (α = 0.80 for Cause and α = 0.70 for 

Responsibility-Blame); and females: negative behaviour (α = 0.82 for Cause and α 

= 0.88 for Responsibility-Blame), and ambiguous behaviour (α = 0.86 for both 

scales). 
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Table 2 

Potential Partner Attribution Statements 

Valence Statement 
Number 

Statement 

Positive One When are you free next? … I’d really like to spend 
some time with you… 

 Two You’ve been looking amazing lately – you just 
look really happy … I guess you look … you 
know… great. 

 Three You know I was thinking the other day, when I 
compare myself to other people, I’m really lucky to 
be in this relationship. 

 Four I had a really fantastic time with you last weekend 
… it was relaxing … fun … I had a really great 
time. 

Negative One …this house is a pig sty. I’m working my ass off to 
try and keep it clean but you just seem to ignore 
that fact. 

 Two I don’t want you to come … you always embarrass 
me … I’d rather go on my own. 

 Three You were so much fun when we first got together 
… what’s happened? … 

 Four Everything’s got to be the way you want it … if it’s 
not done your way, you storm about the house as if 
the world’s about to end. 

Ambiguous One I saw my ex-[husband/wife] today. We had lunch 
together in the Mall … It was interesting to see 
[him\her] again. 

 Two Have you got any free time in the next couple of 
days? I’d like to talk some things over with you… 

 Three Well, how about that? We went out to dinner and 
didn’t have a fight the whole time… 

 Four What have you done with your hair? There’s 
something different about it… 
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Table 3 

Respondent Nominated Valence per Video Statement 

 NOMINATED VALENCE 

# of respondents (%) 

 Male Respondents (n = 14) Female Respondents (n = 14) 

 Positive Ambig. Negative  Positive Ambig. Negative 

MALE ON VIDEO        

Positive statements        

 One  13 (93)    1 (7)    13 (93)    1 (7)  

 Two  11 (79)    3 (21)    12 (86)    2 (14)  

 Three  14 (100)     14 (100)   

 Four  12 (86)    1 (7)    1 (7)   13 (93)    1 (7)  

Ambiguous statements       

 One    1 (7)  13 (93)     14 (100)  

 Two    2 (14)  10 (72)    2 (14)     1 (7)  11 (79)    2 (14) 

 Three    2 (14)    8 (57)    4 (29)     4 (29)    7 (50)    3 (21) 

 Four    1 (7)    9 (64)    4 (29)    11 (79)    3 (21) 

Negative statements       

 One    14 (100)     14 (100) 

 Two    14 (100)     14 (100) 

 Three     2 (14)  12 (86)   3 (21)  11 (79) 

 Four     1 (7)  13 (93)     1 (7)   13 (93) 
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Table 3 (continued) 
 

 NOMINATED VALENCE 

# of respondents (%) 

 Male Respondents (n = 14) Female Respondents (n = 14) 

 Positive Ambig. Negative  Positive Ambig. Negative 

FEMALE ON VIDEO        

Positive statements        

 One  12 (86)    2 (14)    12 (86)    2 (14)  

 Two  13 (93)    1 (7)    13 (93)    1 (7)  

 Three  13 (93)    1 (7)    14 (100)   

 Four  12 (86)    2 (14)    10 (71)    4 (29)  

Ambiguous statements        

 One   13 (93)    1 (7)    13 (93)    1 (7) 

 Two    1 (7)  12 (86)    1 (7)     3 (21)  11 (79)  

 Three    4 (29)    9 (64)    1 (7)     1 (7)  11 (79)    2 (14) 

 Four    4 (29)  10 (71)      5 (36)    9 (64)  

Negative statements        

 One    1 (7)   13 (93)     14 (100) 

 Two     2 (14)  12 (86)      1 (7)  13 (93) 

 Three    14 (100)      1 (7)  13 (93) 

 Four    14 (100)     1 (7)   13 (93) 
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Procedure 

Couples responding to the advertisement were sent a consent form and 

information sheet outlining the goals of the study and what to expect in the 

interviews. All interviews took place at the Psychology Clinic, Griffith 

University, Brisbane, Australia. Written informed consent was obtained from each 

partner at the start of the first interview. During the first interview one partner 

selected a topic for discussion and the problem-solving task was completed. One 

partner was then asked to leave the room and complete the questionnaire battery 

while the remaining partner completed the individual VMR and PP protocol. 

Partners then swapped rooms and the process was completed again. 

Each couple returned to the Psychology Clinic one week later to complete 

the second problem-solving discussion and VMR process. Once both partners had 

completed the VMR protocol they returned to the same room where they received 

written feedback concerning their couple communication and were provided with 

a brief overview of ways to improve (if necessary) this communication. In 

addition, an information sheet listing local counselling providers was made 

available should couples wish to seek assistance. Each couple received $50.00 

payment for participation. 

Results 

Data Screening 

Missing data was identified for the VMR measure for eight couples that elected 

not to return for the second interview, and for one couple in the PP protocol as 

they declined to participate in the PP protocol due to their belief that they would 

find it difficult to relate to the video actors. Two scales from the VMR were 
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skewed and these were successfully corrected with square root transformations, 

re-reflecting negative skew where necessary (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). Only 

one of these scales (male VMR_C locus scale for negative event) was utilised in 

the present study, with the other non-normal scale coming from the pool of 

disregarded positive filler items. Three scales from the PP protocol violated 

assumptions of normality, but all three were disregarded positive filler items and 

as such were ignored. The transformed data produced different results, and hence 

the transformed data was used in subsequent analyses. Using a minimum 

tolerance level of z = 3.29, p < .001, no univariate outliers were identified; 

Mahalanobis distance calculations using the statistic (p < .001) revealed no 

significant multivariate outliers. 

2χ

Analyses were conducted on questionnaire data from 59 couples and PP 

data from 58 couples. The VMR scores for each interview were added together 

and divided by two to produce a single average composite score on each 

attribution scale for each partner. Thus for 51 couples this composite score 

represented average data from two interviews and for eight couples this composite 

score represented data from one interview. 

Statistical Analyses 

Simple associations between each of the research variables were identified with 

bivariate correlations. Applying suggestions by MacKinnon, Lockwood, 

Hoffman, West and Sheets (2002), a series of analytical steps were used to test for 

mediation: (a) the dependent variable was regressed on to the independent 

variable to determine the extent to which the independent variable affected the 

dependent variable (τ); (b) the mediating variable was regressed on to the 



 Attachment, attribution and relationship outcomes 87 

independent variable to determine the extent to which changes in the independent 

variable predicted changes in the mediator (α); (c) the dependent variable was 

regressed on to both the independent variable and the mediator, giving an estimate 

of the amount of change in the dependent variable that could be accounted for by 

changes in the mediating variable (β) after adjusting for the impact of the 

independent variable (τ’). If the independent variable no longer significantly 

predicts the dependent variable this is evidence of full mediation. If the variance 

accounted for by the independent variable is significantly reduced, but the 

independent variable still contributes variance in the model, this is evidence of 

partial mediation. The significance of the change in the variance accounted for by 

the independent variable when the mediator was included in the model was tested 

using the Freedman-Schatzkin significance test (MacKinnon et al., 2002). Data for 

attachment, attribution and communication were standardised using z-score 

transformations prior to entering results into the Freedman-Schatzkin formula. 

Tests of mediation were conducted on variables that returned a significant beta 

coefficient following entry of the variables in step 2 of regression analysis (where 

applicable), and on pathways where both α and β were nonzero (MacKinnon et 

al., 2002) as the Freedman-Schatzkin test is argued to have the lowest Type I error 

rates and greatest power estimates when both α and β are nonzero. 

Descriptive Information for Key Measures 

Means and standard deviations for attachment, attributions, satisfaction and 

communication are presented in Table 4. There were no gender differences in 

anxious or avoidant attachment. Participants’ attachment insecurity was 

approximately equal to Brennan et al.’s (1998) original sample mean of 3.03 for 
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Avoidance, and somewhat higher than Brennan et al’s sample mean of 3.46 for 

Anxiety. Table 4 also shows that women rated their partner as the cause of 

negative behaviour more often than men on the RAM using hypothetical partner 

behaviours.  

 

Table 4 

Means and Standard Deviations for Attachment, Attributions, Satisfaction and 

Communication across Males and Females 

 Males  Females   

 M SD M SD  t 

Effect 
size 

ECR         

 Avoid  2.92  0.86   2.63  0.91    1.82 .33 

 Anxious  3.95  0.97   3.79  0.99    0.91 .08 

RAMa – negative         

 Cause  10.93  2.11   11.73  1.87   -2.20* .40 

 Responsibility-Blame  7.57  2.59   8.14  2.53   -1.20 .22 

VMR – negative         

 Cause  12.83  1.91   13.42  2.14   -1.59 .29 

 Responsibility-Blame  9.23  2.32   9.50  2.47   -0.61 .11 

PP – negative         

 Cause  12.47  1.92   14.22  1.85   -4.98** .93 

 Responsibility-Blame  11.47  2.16   13.03  2.35   -3.71** .69 

PP – ambiguous         

 Cause  12.31  1.89   13.06  2.06   -2.04* .38 

 Responsibility-Blame  10.82  1.76   11.53  2.41   -1.80 .35 
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Table 4 (continued) 

 Males  Females   

 M SD M SD  t 

Effect 
size 

DAS         

 Satisfaction 103.31  17.69   102.08  17.79    0.37 .07 

CPQ         

 Coercion  3.14  1.57   3.10  1.71    0.15 .02 

 Mutuality  6.06  1.53   6.10  1.53   -0.15 .03 

 Post-conflict distress  4.48  1.35   4.72  1.45   -0.90 .17 

 Destructive 
processes  4.61  1.66   4.72  1.77   -0.33 .06 

Rapid-KPI         

 Negative speak  15.14  19.41   16.32  18.46   -0.34 .06 

 Negative listen  50.96  23.86   54.68  24.51   -0.83 .15 

 Positive speak  10.13  10.36   16.29  13.61   -2.75** .51 

 Positive listen  48.15  23.15   46.24  22.30    0.45 .08 

 Negative affect  8.28  17.23   15.00  25.69   -2.78* .31 

 Positive affect  78.43  25.89   76.72  26.36    0.47 .07 

Note. N = 59  

a For each application of the RAM the results were divided by the number of items, 

resulting in comparable scales of measurement.  

*p < .05. **p < .01. 

 

Women also made more causal and responsibility-blame attributions than men in 

response to the negative PP video statements, and more causal attributions than 

men in response to the ambiguous PP video statements. Participants’ mean 
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relationship satisfaction was in the low, nondistressed range (Crane, Allgood, 

Larson, & Griffin, 1990), with a broad range of scores (52 – 137), suggesting the 

sample consisted of a substantial proportion of distressed couples. The only 

significant gender differences for communication were found on the Rapid-KPI 

coding, women used more positive speaking than men during the problem-solving 

task. Listening occurred more frequently than speaking. Interestingly, females did 

more positive speaking, and showed more negative affect than males. As these 

were the only gender differences found in a large number of comparisons, the 

reliability of these noted differences is questionable. 

Predicting Relationship Satisfaction 

Questionnaire Data 

The correlations between attachment, attributions and relationship 

satisfaction are presented in Table 5. For males, there was a small to moderate 

significant association between attachment insecurity and low satisfaction. A 

small to moderate association was also found between attachment insecurity and 

causal attributions, but not between attachment and responsibility-blame 

attributions. Finally, causal and responsibility-blame attributions were moderately 

associated with lower relationship satisfaction. For females, Table 5 shows that 

attachment insecurity is associated with relationship dissatisfaction, with moderate 

correlations. Low to moderate correlations were also evident between insecure 

attachment and negative attributions. Finally, there was a strong association 

between making more negative attributions and low relationship satisfaction. 
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Table 5 

Correlations for Attachment, Attributions and Relationship Satisfaction 

Measure 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 

1. Avoid   .24   .43**   .28*   .12  -.31* 

2. Anxiety   .20  -.05   .37**   .14  -.38** 

3. RAM_C   .22   .32*   .31*   .68**  -.59** 

4. RAM_RB   .33*   .37**   .70**   .33**  -.52** 

5. DAS  -.48**  -.31**  -.55**  -.64**   .57** 

Note. N = 59. Correlations for males presented above the diagonal; correlations for 

females presented below the diagonal. Correlations between genders presented on the 

diagonal in bold.  

*p < .05. **p < .01 

 

Significant positive cross-correlations resulted between female avoidant 

attachment and male causal attributions (r = .29, p < .05), female anxious 

attachment and male responsibility-blame attributions (r = .27, p < .05), and male 

avoidant attachment and female responsibility-blame attributions (r = .28, p < 

.05). No other significant correlations existed between one partner’s attachment 

and the other partner’s attributions. Significant negative correlations also existed 

between male avoidant attachment and female relationship satisfaction (r = -.35, p 

< .01), male anxious attachment and female satisfaction (r = -.49, p < .01), female 

avoidant attachment and male relationship satisfaction (r = -.51, p < .01), and 

female anxious attachment and male satisfaction (r = -.35, p < .01). 

To determine the extent that attachment predicted relationship satisfaction, 

hierarchical regression analyses were conducted with an individual’s own 
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attachment entered at Step 1, and partner attachment entered at Step 2. Table 6 

presents the results of these analyses for males and females. Males’ attachment 

accounted for 17% of the variance, and female attachment accounted for an 

additional 20% of the variance, in male relationship satisfaction. Females’ 

attachment style accounted for 27% of the variance, and male attachment 

accounted for an additional 13% variance, in female relationship satisfaction. 

After entry of actor and partner attachment, it was female anxious attachment that 

predicted both male and female satisfaction. 

The data presented in Table 6 suggest female avoidant attachment acted as 

a suppressor variable for male anxious attachment when predicting male 

relationship satisfaction. Male anxious attachment was significant in step 1 but not 

step 2 of the regression analysis, where female anxious and avoidant attachment 

were the only significant predictors. As reported earlier, female avoidant 

attachment was also correlated with male relationship satisfaction, and female 

anxious attachment was correlated with male relationship satisfaction. Table 5 

showed that female anxious attachment did not correlate with male anxious 

attachment, but female avoidant attachment does (r = .45, p < .01). Table 6 also 

shows when female relationship satisfaction was the criterion variable male 

anxious attachment may have suppressed the association of female avoidant 

attachment with satisfaction. Given that all the correlations are cross-sectional, it 

is not possible to establish the causal relationship underpinning these associations. 

But it is clear that female avoidant attachment and male anxious attachment are 

correlated, and the shared variance between these variables is associated with both 

male and female relationship satisfaction. 
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The recommended subsequent steps in MacKinnon et al.’s (2002) 

procedure for assessing mediation were conducted on those attachment variables 

that had significant regression coefficients in Step 2, and that had significant 

independent variable (IV) to mediating variable (MV) and MV to dependent 

variable (DV) correlations. When male relationship satisfaction was the criterion 

variable, male anxious attachment and female anxious and avoidant attachment 

were included as predictors. When female relationship satisfaction was the 

criterion, female anxious attachment and male anxious attachment were included 

as predictors. These analyses are summarised in Table 7. For males, more causal 

attributions mediated the association of avoidant attachment behaviour in their 

partner and lower relationship satisfaction, and greater use of responsibility-blame 

attributions mediated between anxious partner attachment and lower relationship 

satisfaction. For females, the association of own anxious attachment and 

relationship satisfaction was mediated by both causal and responsibility-blame 

attributions, suggesting that in the case of anxious attachment the use of either 

style of attributions is associated with changes in relationship satisfaction.  
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Table 6 

Regression of Relationship Satisfaction on Attachment 

Predictor B SEBB β R2 change F change a

Male Relationship Satisfaction 

Step 1     .17    5.84** 

 Avoid  -3.62  2.77  -.18   

 Anxiety  -5.65  2.46  -.31*   

Step 2     .20    8.73** 

 Avoid  -1.88  2.51  -.09   

 Anxiety  -3.78  2.44  -.21   

 Avoid (P)  -6.55  2.42  -.34**   

 Anxiety (P)  -4.89  2.02  -.27*   

Female Relationship Satisfaction 

Step 1    .27  10.56*** 

 Avoid -8.44 2.27  -.43***   

 Anxiety -3.90 2.08  -.22   

Step 2    .13     5.61** 

 Avoid -4.76 2.39  -.24   

 Anxiety -4.63 2.00  -.26*   

 Avoid (P) -1.97 2.48  -.10   

 Anxiety (P) -6.42 2.41  -.35**   

Note. N = 59. Relationship satisfaction = DAS Total Score; (P) = partner’s score on this 

scale. 

a dfStep 1 = 2, 56; dfStep 2 = 4, 54 

* p < .05. ** p < .01.  *** p <.001. 

 



Table 7 

Tests of Mediation for Attachment, Attributions and  Relationship Satisfaction 

        Mediation Results 

IV MV DV α β τ τ'  Type Test % 

Males           

Avoid (P) RAM_C DAS  .29*  -.49***  -.51***  -.37**  Partial -4.14*** 27.89 

Anxiety (P) RAM_RB DAS  .27*  -.46***  -.35**  -.23  Full -3.64*** 35.32 

Females           

Anxiety RAM_C DAS  .32*  -.50***  -.31*  -.15  Full -3.99*** 51.83 

Anxiety RAM_RB DAS  .37**  -.61***  -.31*  -.08  Full -4.80*** 74.55 

47.54 

Note. IV = independent variable; MV = mediating variable; DV = dependent variable; α = beta weight of IV to MV (MV regressed on to IV); β = beta 

weight of MV to DV controlling for IV, τ = IV to DV without MV, τ‘ = IV to DV with MV. (P) = partner’s score on this scale. 

Anxiety (P) RAM_RB DAS  .28*  -.59***  -.35**  -.18  Full -4.36*** 

* p < .05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < .001.
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The association of male anxious attachment with female relationship satisfaction 

was mediated by female responsibility-blame attributions. In all but one case full 

mediation was supported, and between 28 and 75 percent of the effect of 

attachment on relationship satisfaction was mediated by attribution style. Overall, 

the results show that attributions do mediate between attachment and relationship 

satisfaction. 

Potential Partner 

Correlations between attachment style, potential partner attributions and 

relationship satisfaction appear in Table 8. As the significant correlation between 

attachment and relationship satisfaction was already illustrated in Table 5, the 

correlations of interest in Table 8 are how attachment relates to potential partner 

attributions, and how those attributions relate to relationship satisfaction. Male 

attachment was not significantly correlated with male attributions. Similarly, 

female attachment was not significantly correlated with female attributions. 

Furthermore, male attachment did not correlate with female attributions, nor did 

female attachment correlate with male attributions. Further analyses were not 

conducted, as the key variables were not related to one another. 

 



7. 

 -.38** 

  .57** 

Table 8 

Correlations for Attachment, Potential Partner Attributions and Relationship Satisfaction 

Measure 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 

1. Avoid   .24   .43**   .03  -.09   .05   .01  -.31* 

2. Anxiety   .20  -.05   .20  -.04   .15   .03 

3. PP_C Negative   .05  -.09   .18   .47**   .62**   .46**  -.03 

4. PP_RB Negative   .12   .04   .77**  -.05   .39**   .56**   .11 

5. PP_C Ambiguous  -.04   .01   .67**   .64**   .26   .60**  -.03 

6. PP_RB Ambiguous   .06   .22   .57**   .80**   .73**   .09   .15 

 

 

Note. N = 58. Correlations for males presented above the diagonal; correlations for females presented below the diagonal. Correlations between gender 

presented on the diagonal in bold. 

7. DAS  -.48**  -.31**  -.08  -.28*  -.07  -.28 

*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Predicting Relationship Communication 

Self-Reported Communication 

From Table 9 it is evident that there were moderate to high correlations 

between the scales of the CPQ for men and women with the exception that mutual 

discussion showed only low to moderate association with post-conflict distress. 

There was moderate to high agreement between partners on their reports on the 

CPQ of occurrence of coercion, mutuality and destructive processes, but 

somewhat lower agreement on post-conflict distress. Given that the first three 

scales report on shared couple processes, while the post-conflict distress reflects 

individual responses to couple conflict, the lower agreement between partners on 

this scale makes sense. The correlations presented in Table 9 show a low to 

moderate association between attachment insecurity and negative self-reported 

communication for both males and females. Post-conflict distress was the only 

communication scale that failed to consistently correlate with attachment. For 

males, making more negative attributions was strongly related to all aspects of 

negative communication patterns expect post-conflict distress. For females, there 

was a consistent moderate association between making more negative attributions 

and self-reported negative communication.  

Table 10 presents the regression analyses conducted with male self-

reported communication. For each analysis on each scale of the CPQ male 

attachment style was entered at Step 1 with female attachment style entered at 

Step 2. When coercive communication was used as the criterion, male attachment 

accounted for 20% of the variance, with the inclusion of female attachment in 

Step 2 significantly contributing an additional 19% of variance. Significant 
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regression coefficients were found for all attachment variables except male 

avoidant attachment style. When male mutuality was used as the criterion 

variable, the inclusion of female attachment in Step 2 significantly contributed an 

additional 22% variance above the 17% already accounted for by male attachment 

in Step 1. In this analysis, the regression coefficients for female avoidant and 

anxious attachment styles were the only coefficients to reach significance. Neither 

male nor female attachment predicted post-conflict distress in males. Finally, 

when males’ use of destructive processes was regressed on attachment, male 

attachment style significantly accounted for 17% of the variance in Step 1, with 

female attachment significantly contributing an additional 16% of the variance in 

Step 2. Both male and female anxious attachment were significantly associated 

with destructive communication. 

Table 10 also presents regression analyses using female self-reported 

communication behaviour as the criterion. Whereas male communication was 

predicted by both male and female attachment, female communication behaviour 

was predicted only by females’ own attachment style. Thirty-five percent of the 

variance in coercion was accounted for by female attachment in Step 1. The 

inclusion of male attachment in Step 2 did not contribute significantly to the 

variance. The analysis of mutuality produced similar results. Female attachment 

was a predictor but male attachment was not. Female post-conflict distress was 

predicted by female anxious attachment, which accounted for 15% of the 

variance, but not male attachment. Females’ anxious attachment was a significant 

predictor of female post-conflict distress. Finally, females’ report of destructive 

processes was predicted by female attachment, which explained variance of 31%, 
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but not male attachment. Once again it was female anxious and avoidant 

attachment that predicted female reports of communication. 

The significant attachment regression coefficients reported in Table 10 

were used to determine which attachment styles to focus mediational analyses on, 

again using only significant IV to MV and MV to DV pathways. Thus with 

communication as the criterion, a total of 7 mediation pathways were tested for 

males, and a total of 11 mediation pathways were tested for females. These 

analyses are summarised in Table 11. Given the number of analyses in non-

independent data, it is important to focus on the overall pattern of results. 

For males, causal attributions partially mediated the association of own 

anxious attachment and coercive communication, and female avoidant attachment 

with coercive communication. Table 11 also shows that the relationship between 

female anxious attachment and male coercive communication was partially 

mediated by the greater use of responsibility-blame attributions in males. The 

association between male mutual communication and insecure female avoidant 

attachment was partially mediated by the males’ use of causal attributions, with 

female anxious attachment partially mediated by the males’ use of responsibility-

blame attributions. The relationship between male anxious attachment and males’ 

use of destructive communication was fully mediated by the males’ causal 

attributions. Finally, the relationship between female anxious attachment and 

males’ destructive communication was partially mediated by male responsibility-

blame attributions. Across these tests of mediation between 31 and 53 percent of 

the effect of attachment style on self-reported communication was mediated by 

attribution style. 



 

Table 9 

Correlations for Attachment, Attributions and Self-Reported Communication 

Measure 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 

1. Avoid   .24   .43**   .28*   .12   .27*  -.31*   .11   .21 

2. Anxiety   .20  -.05   .37**   .14   .43**  -.39**   .15   .40** 

3. RAM_C   .22   .32*   .31*   .68**   .61**  -.66**   .23   .64** 

4. RAM_RB   .33*   .37**   .70**   .33**   .51**  -.53**   .16   .51** 

5. CPQ_C   .48**   .43**   .57**   .59**   .75**  -.74**   .60**   .82** 

6. CPQ_M  -.54**  -.37**  -.42**  -.47**  -.69**   .56**  -.23  -.68** 

7. CPQ_PCD   .21   .36**   .35**   .48**   .72**  -.41**   .35**   .59** 

  .62** 8. CPQ_DP   .42**   .44**   .48**   .54**   .73**  -.58**   .53** 

Note. N = 59. Correlations for males presented above the diagonal; correlations for females presented below the diagonal. Correlations between genders 

are presented on the diagonal in bold. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. 

 



 

Table 10 

Regression of Self-Reported Communication on Attachment 

 Males  Females 

Predictor B SEB β R2 change F change a  B SEB β R2 change F change a

Coercive Communication 

Step 1     .20  6.85**      .35  15.10*** 

 Avoid   0.20  0.24   .11      0.78  0.21   .41***   

 Anxiety   0.63  0.22   .39**      0.60  0.19   .35**   

Step 2     .19  8.58**     .06   2.60 

 Avoid   0.02  0.22   .01      0.56  0.23   .30*   

 Anxiety   0.54  0.21   .33*      0.61  0.19   .36**   

 Avoid (P)   0.42  0.21   .25*      0.28  0.24   .14   

 Anxiety (P)   0.53  0.18   .34**      0.30  0.23   .17   

 

 



 

Table 10 (continued) 

 Males  Females 

Predictor B SEB β R2 change F change a  B SEB β R2 change F change a

Mutuality Communication 

Step 1     .17  5.92**      .37  15.49*** 

 Avoid  -0.31  0.24  -.18     -0.81  0.18  -.48***   

 Anxiety  -0.49  0.21  -.31*     -0.41  0.17  -.27*   

Step 2     .22  9.69***     .05   2.05 

 Avoid  -0.15  0.21  -.09     -0.61  0.21  -.37**   

 Anxiety  -0.34  0.21  -.21     -0.45  0.17  -.30**   

 Avoid (P)  -0.57  0.21  -.34**     -0.06  0.21  -.03   

 Anxiety (P)  -0.45  0.17  -.30**     -0.36  0.21  -.23   

 

 



 

Table 10 (continued) 

 Males  Females 

Predictor B SEB β R2 change F change a  B SEB β R2 change F change a

Post-conflict Distress 

Step 1     .02  0.68      .15   4.91* 

 Avoid   0.09  0.23   .06      0.22  0.20   .14   

 Anxiety   0.17  0.20   .12      0.48  0.18   .33**   

Step 2     .05  1.55     .03   0.98 

 Avoid   0.01  0.23   .01      0.07  0.23   .05   

 Anxiety   0.19  0.23   .14      0.54  0.19   .37**   

 Avoid (P)   0.06  0.22   .04     -0.08  0.24  -.05   

 Anxiety (P)   0.30  0.19   .22      0.32  0.23   .21   

 

 



 

Table 10 (continued) 

 Males  Females 

Predictor B SEB β R2 change F change a  B SEB β R2 change F change a

Destructive Processes 

Step 1     .17  5.55**      .31  12.33*** 

 Avoid   0.10  0.26   .05      0.67  0.22   .35**   

 Anxiety   0.66  0.23   .38**      0.65  0.20   .37**   

Step 2     .16  6.27**     .03   1.04 

 Avoid  -0.09  0.24  -.05      0.54  0.25   .28*   

 Anxiety   0.68  0.24   .40**      0.65  0.21   .37**   

 Avoid (P)   0.18  0.24   .10      0.24  0.26   .12   

 Anxiety (P)   0.62  0.20   .37**      0.16  0.25   .09   

Note. N = 59. Communication = CPQ scales; (P) = partner’s score on this scale. 

a df Step 1 = 2, 56; dfStep 2 = 4, 54 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

 



 

Table 11 

Tests of Mediation for Attachment, Attributions and Self-Reported Communication 

        Mediation Results 

IV MV DV α β Direct β Indirect β  Type Test % 

Males           

Anxiety RAM_C CPQ_C  .37**   .52***   .43***   .24*  Partial   4.36*** 44.58 

Avoid (P) RAM_C CPQ_C  .29*   .52***   .47***   .32**  Partial   4.23*** 32.04 

Anxiety (P) RAM_RB CPQ_C  .27*   .44***   .37**   .26*  Partial   3.54*** 31.60 

Avoid (P) RAM_C CPQ_M  .29*  -.55***  -.52***  -.36***  Partial  -4.51*** 31.30 

Anxiety (P) RAM_RB CPQ_M  .27*  -.47***  -.37**  -.24*  Partial  -3.76*** 34.44 

Anxiety RAM_C CPQ_DP  .37**   .57***   .40***   .19  Full   4.69*** 52.52 

Anxiety (P) RAM_RB CPQ_DP  .27*   .44***   .37**   .25*  Partial   3.55*** 32.43 

 

 



 

Table 11 (continued) 

        Mediation Results 

IV MV DV α β Direct β Indirect β  Type Test % 

Females          

Avoid RAM_RB CPQ_C  .33**   .48***   .49***   .33**  Partial   4.12*** 32.50 

Anxiety RAM_C CPQ_C  .32*   .48***   .43***   .28*  Partial   4.00*** 34.91 

Anxiety RAM_RB CPQ_C  .37**   .50***   .43***   .25*  Partial   4.16*** 42.84 

Avoid RAM_RB CPQ_M  .33**  -.33**  -.54***  -.43***  Partial  -2.94** 20.28 

Anxiety RAM_C CPQ_M  .32*  -.34**  -.37**  -.26*  Partial  -2.73** 29.48 

40.09 Anxiety RAM_RB CPQ_M  .37**  -.39**  -.37**  -.22  Full  -3.10*** 

Anxiety RAM_C CPQ_PCD  .32*   .27*   .36**   .28*  Partial   2.10* 23.22 

Anxiety RAM_RB CPQ_PCD  .37**   .40**   .36**   .21  Full   3.22*** 41.67 

Avoid RAM_RB CPQ_DP  .33**   .45***   .42***   .28*  Partial   3.73*** 34.86 

Anxiety RAM_C CPQ_DP  .32*   .38**   .44***   .32**  Partial   3.17*** 27.31 

Anxiety RAM_RB CPQ_DP  .37**   .43***   .44***   .28*  Partial   3.62*** 37.12 

 

 

Note. IV = independent variable; MV = mediating variable; DV = dependent variable; α = beta weight of IV to MV (MV regressed on to IV); β = beta 
weight of MV to DV controlling for IV, Direct β = IV to DV without MV, Indirect β = IV to DV with MV. 
* p < .05. ** p < 0.01. ***p < .001. 



 

 

For females, attribution style was a significant mediator across all tested 

pathways. For coercive communication, responsibility-blame attributions partially 

mediated the association with both avoidant and anxious attachment, and causal 

attributions partially mediated the association of anxious attachment. The same 

results concerning the pattern of causal and responsibility-blame attributions as 

mediators was evident when mutuality and destructive processes were entered as 

criterion variables. In the case of post-conflict distress, the impact of female 

anxious attachment on this variable was significantly mediated by females’ use of 

both causal and responsibility-blame attributions. As Table 11 highlights, most 

pathways tested demonstrated partial mediation, with only two pathways showing 

full mediation. Between 20 and 43 percent of the association of female attachment 

style with self-reported communication was mediated by attributions. 

Observed Communication 

Table 12 shows the correlations between attachment and observed 

communication were universally low and mostly non-significant. Male avoidance 

was unrelated to male communication. Male anxiety was associated with more 

negative speaking and less positive listening. Female avoidance was associated 

with more negative speaking and listening, and more negative and less positive 

affect. Female anxiety was associated with less positive affect. There was little 

association between attachment and VMR attributions for either gender. Males’ 

causal attributions had a low positive correlation with negative communication 

and a low negative correlation with positive communication. Female 

responsibility-blame attributions were associated with negative communication, 

but there was no relationship between attributions and affect.



Table 12 

Correlations for Attachment, Attributions and Observed Communication 

Measure 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 

1. Avoid   .24   .43**   .09   .18   .23   .12  -.08   .12   .02   .07 

2. Anxiety   .20  -.06   .27*   .12   .30*   .09   .09  -.32*   .15  -.16 

3. VMR_C Negative   .19   .12   .20   .42**   .31*   .24   .01  -.37**   .33*  -.37**

4. VMR_RB Negative   .31*   .25   .52**   .28*   .06   .10  -.16  -.14   .20  -.13 

5. Negative speak   .29*   .23   .03   .29*   .52**   .44**  -.02  -.45**   .68**  -.39**

6. Negative listen   .37**   .17   .02   .33*   .54**   .66**  -.05  -.45**   .40**  -.44**

7. Positive speak  -.03   .01   .19   .08  -.11  -.26*   .49**  -.04  -.02  -.33* 

8. Positive listen  -.22  -.19  -.08  -.29*  -.50**  -.43**   .17   .55*  -.38**   .35* 

9. Negative affect   .28*   .22  -.15   .14   .65**   .46**  -.04  -.52**   .64**  -.67**

10. Positive affect  -.42**  -.34*   .07  -.13  -.39**  -.47**   .03   .50**  -.78**   .68** 

 

 

Note. N = 59. Correlations for males presented above the diagonal; correlations for females presented below the diagonal. Correlations between genders 

presented on the diagonal in bold. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Table 13 presents regression analyses for each Rapid-KPI factors. In each 

analysis, own attachment was entered in Step 1 and partner attachment was added 

in Step 2. The most important pattern evident in Table 13 is that, consistent with 

the patterns evident in the correlations in Table 12, there was limited association 

between attachment and observed communication. For males, negative speaking, 

positive speaking, and negative affect showed no association with either male or 

female attachment. Male negative listening was associated with female anxious 

attachment, and male positive listening was association with low male anxious 

attachment. Male positive affect was associated with low female avoidant 

attachment. In all cases of significant prediction, the variance account for is 

modest, ranging from 10 to 13% of the variance. Female communication showed 

no association with male attachment. Female positive speaking, positive listening, 

and negative affect also showed no association with female attachment. Female 

avoidant attachment was associated with negative speaking and negative listening, 

and with low positive affect. Female anxious attachment was associated with only 

low positive affect. Again only testing for mediation where both a significant 

independent-to-mediator variable and mediator-to-dependent variable pathway 

existed, the paucity of significant results resulted in one pathway to test for 

mediation. Table 14 provides the results of this test, suggesting females’ 

responsibility-blame attributions partially mediated the association between 

female avoidant attachment and their own negative listening behaviour. The 

mediated effect accounted for approximately 21% of the total association of 

attachment and negative listening. 

 



 

Table 13 

Regression of Observed Communication on Attachment 

 Males  Females 

Predictor B SEB β R2 change F change a  B SEB β R2 change F change a

Negative Speak 

Step 1     .10  3.04      .12   3.67* 

 Avoid   2.79  3.17   .12      5.24  2.60   .26*   

 Anxiety   4.81  2.82   .24      3.42  2.42   .18   

Step 2     .09  2.98     .01   0.12 

 Avoid   1.62  3.14   .07      4.70  3.02   .23   

 Anxiety   3.03  3.06   .15      3.72  2.54   .20   

 Avoid (P)   5.45  3.05   .26     -0.96  3.12  -.04   

 Anxiety (P)   3.14  2.57   .16      1.42  3.03   .08   

 

 



 

Table 13 (continued) 

 Males  Females 

Predictor B SEB β R2 change F change a  B SEB β R2 change F change a

Negative Listen 

Step 1     .02  0.46      .14   4.62* 

 Avoid   2.86  4.08   .10      9.32  3.41   .35**   

 Anxiety   1.08  3.62   .04      2.55  3.16   .10   

Step 2     .11  3.31*     .01   0.23 

 Avoid   0.76  4.01   .03      9.26  3.94   .34*   

 Anxiety   0.57  3.91   .02      2.10  3.32   .08   

 Avoid (P)   3.73  3.89   .14      2.72  4.06   .10   

 Anxiety (P)   6.93  3.28   .29*     -0.92  3.95  -.04   

 

 



 

Table 13 (continued) 

 Males  Females 

Predictor B SEB β R2 change F change a  B SEB β R2 change F change a

Positive Speak 

Step 1     .02  0.63      .01   0.02 

 Avoid  -1.60  1.77  -.13     -0.39  2.04  -.03   

 Anxiety   1.56  1.57   .15      0.12  1.90   .01   

Step 2     .01  0.10     .07   1.84 

 Avoid  -1.44  1.84  -.12      1.02  2.29   .07   

 Anxiety   1.64  1.79   .15      0.35  1.93   .03   

 Avoid (P)  -0.38  1.78  -.03     -3.42  2.36  -.22   

 Anxiety (P)  -0.50  1.50  -.05     -1.36  2.30  -.10   

 

 



 

Table 13 (continued) 

 Males  Females 

Predictor B SEB β R2 change F change a  B SEB β R2 change F change a

Positive Listen 

Step 1     .10  3.20*      .07   2.08 

 Avoid   0.48  3.77   .02     -4.71  3.23  -.19   

 Anxiety  -7.84  3.35  -.33*     -3.39  3.00  -.15   

Step 2     .08  2.51     .09   2.65 

 Avoid   1.67  3.76   .06     -0.80  3.57  -.03   

 Anxiety  -5.70  3.67  -.24     -4.18  3.01  -.18   

 Avoid (P)  -6.32  3.65  -.25     -1.22  3.69  -.05   

 Anxiety (P)  -3.08  3.08  -.13     -7.05  3.59  -.31   

 



 

Table 13 (continued) 

 Males  Females 

Predictor B SEB β R2 change F change a  B SEB β R2 change F change a

Negative Affect 

Step 1     .03  0.62      .11   2.81 

 Avoid  -0.84  2.99  -.04      7.07  4.01   .25   

 Anxiety   3.00  2.73   .17      4.46  3.85   .16   

Step 2     .08  2.06     .01   0.36 

 Avoid  -1.76  2.99  -.09      5.02  4.75   .18   

 Anxiety   1.23  3.06   .07      5.20  4.04   .19   

 Avoid (P)   4.89  3.21   .26     -0.62  4.42  -.02   

 Anxiety (P)   2.39  2.73   .13      3.79  4.53   .15   

 

 



 

Table 13 (continued) 

 Males  Females 

Predictor B SEB β R2 change F change a  B SEB β R2 change F change a

Positive Affect 

Step 1     .04  1.11      .24   7.51* 

 Avoid   4.38  4.45   .15     -10.68  3.79  -.36*   

 Anxiety  -5.73  4.05  -.22      -7.21  3.64  -.26*   

Step 2     .13  3.49*     .03   0.80 

 Avoid   6.13  4.32   .21     -8.75  4.46  -.30   

 Anxiety  -2.44  4.43  -.09     -8.46  3.79  -.30*   

 Avoid (P)  -9.14  4.65  -.32†      3.76  4.15   .13   

 Anxiety (P)  -4.59  3.95  -.17     -4.84  4.25  -.18   

Note. N = 59. Observed communication = Rapid-KPI scales; (P) = partner’s score on this scale. 

a dfStep 1 = 2, 48; dfStep 2 = 4, 46 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. † p < .06. 

 



 

Table 14 

Tests of Mediation for Attachment, Attributions and Observed Communication 

        Mediation Results 

IV MV DV α β Direct β Indirect β  Type Test % 

Females          

Avoid VMR_RB Negative Listen  .31*  .25   .37**   .29*  Partial 1.92* 20.74 

 

 

Note. IV = independent variable; MV = mediating variable; DV = dependent variable; α = beta weight of IV to MV (MV regressed on to IV); β = beta 

weight of MV to DV controlling for IV, Direct β = IV to DV without MV, Indirect β = IV to DV with MV. 

* p < .05. ** p < 0.01. 
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Accounting for Inconsistent Results 

The results reported so far show some unexpected findings. Specifically, 

attributions for hypothetical behaviour by the actual partner mediated between 

attachment and relationship satisfaction, but attributions for hypothetical 

behaviour by a hypothetical partner did not mediate between attachment and 

relationship satisfaction. Furthermore, attributions mediated the association 

between attachment and communication for self-reported but not observed 

communication. It was predicted that attributions would mediate all these 

associations. 

The Use of the Relationship Attribution Measure 

Attributions were assessed in a number of different ways in the present 

study, attributions were assessed for hypothetical behaviour in a real partner 

(traditional RAM), hypothetical behaviour in a hypothetical partner (potential 

partner scenarios) and real behaviour in a real partner (video-mediated recall 

process). The divergent pattern of association of attribution with satisfaction and 

communication across these assessment methods might be an artefact of the 

assessment methods. Accordingly, Cronbach’s alpha for each attribution 

assessment method appear in Table 15. As Table 15 shows, the internal 

consistency was high across these varied assessment methods, suggesting each 

method was equally as reliable for assessing attributions. 

The correlations between each method of assessing attributions are  

summarised in Table 16. They show low to moderate agreement across measures. 

For males, there was little association between attributions for hypothetical 

behaviour of the actual partner and hypothetical behaviour of a potential partner.  
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Table 15 

Cronbach’s Alpha for 3 Measures of Attributions 

Alpha 
Scale 

Males Females 

RAM   

 Causal negative .91 .86 

 Responsibility/blame negative .93 .94 

VMR   

 Causal negative .81 .83 

 Responsibility/blame negative .81 .80 

Potential Partner   

 Causal negative .79 .83 

 Responsibility/blame negative .82 .88 

 Causal ambiguous .80 .86 

 Responsibility/blame ambiguous .70 .86 

Note. Normative data suggest Cause α for males = .86, for females = .89 and 

Responsibility-Blame α for males = .91, for females = .93 (Fincham & Bradbury, 1992). 

 

The attributions for hypothetical and actual behaviour of the actual partner were 

moderately correlated. For women, there was a positive correlation between 

causal attributions for hypothetical behaviour of the actual partner and 

hypothetical behaviour of a potential partner, but not for responsibility-blame 

attributions. The VMR causal attribution measure of attributions for actual partner 

behaviour was positively associated with attributions for all potential partner 

behaviour in females, and the VMR responsibility-blame attribution measure was 

related to responsibility-blame scales in the potential partner scenario. In sum, 
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each method of assessing attributions were similar in reliability and each was 

correlated with one another. This suggests the divergent findings concerning 

attributions are unlikely to have been the result of measurement issues and are 

more likely to be genuine differences. 

Self-Report versus Observed Communication 

Self-reported, but not observed communication, was associated with 

attachment, with the association mediated by attributions. The correlations 

between the scales of the self-report CPQ and the ratings of observed 

communication on the Rapid-KPI are presented in Table 17 and are moderately 

correlated in the appropriate direction for both males and females. These figures 

show convergent validity between self-reported and observed communication, 

replicating similar findings reported previously (Hahlweg et al., 2000). The most 

noted exception was Positive Speak, which failed to correlate significantly with 

any of the CPQ scales for both males and females. As Table 4 indicated, relative 

to listening behaviour, both Positive and Negative Speak scores were low, with 

male Positive Speak significantly lower than male Negative Speak (t(57) = -3.68, p 

< .05). Thus, a truncated range for speaking behaviour may have contributed to 

the divergent results for observed communication, while across most other scales 

the results are likely to reflect a genuine difference. 

 



 

Table 16 

Correlations for 3 Measures of Attributions 

Measure 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 

1. RAM_C negative   .31*   .68**   .45**   .30*   .26*   .25   .35**   .13 

2. RAM_RB negative   .70**   .33*   .30*   .45**   .12   .20   .14   .09 

3. VMR_C negative   .62**   .49**   .20   .42**   .31*   .31*   .35**   .40** 

4. VMR_RB negative   .41**   .62**   .52**   .28*   .17   .41**   .29*   .55** 

5. PP_C negative   .31*  -.03   .27*   .03   .18   .47**   .62**   .46** 

6. PP_RB negative   .47**   .24   .39**   .26*   .77**  -.05   .39**   .56** 

7. PP_C ambiguous   .46**   .05   .53**   .18   .67**   .64**   .26   .60** 

  .09 8. PP_RB ambiguous   .44**   .27*   .44**   .35**   .57**   .80**   .73** 

Note. N = 59. Correlations for males presented above the diagonal; correlations for females presented below the diagonal. Correlations between genders 

presented on the diagonal in bold.  

*p < .05. **p < .01.

 



Table 17 

Correlations between Self-Reported and Observed Communication 

Measure 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 

1. CPQ_C   .75**  -.74**   .60**   .82**   .54**   .42**   .12  -.43**   .35*  -.30* 

2. CPQ_M  -.69**   .56**  -.23  -.68**  -.39**  -.28*  -.16   .40**  -.26   .22 

3. CPQ_PCD   .72**  -.41**   .35**   .59**   .26*   .43**   .19  -.27*   .23  -.35* 

4. CPQ_DP   .73**  -.58**   .53**   .62**   .44**   .47**   .19  -.39**   .40**  -.34* 

5. Negative Speak   .33*  -.43**   .18   .37**   .52**   .44**  -.02  -.45**   .68**  -.39**

6. Negative Listen   .29*  -.44**   .13   .19   .54**   .66**  -.05  -.45**   .40**  -.44**

7. Positive Speak   .07   .07   .14  -.01  -.11  -.26*   .49**  -.04  -.02  -.33* 

8. Positive Listen  -.44**   .39**  -.44**  -.34**  -.50**  -.43**   .17   .55**  -.38**   .35* 

9. Negative Affect   .26  -.33*   .31*   .15   .65**   .46**  -.04  -.52**   .64**  -.67**

10. Positive Affect  -.31*   .41**  -.29*  -.19  -.39**  -.47**   .03   .50**  -.78**   .68** 

 

 

Note. N = 59. Correlations for males presented above the diagonal; correlations for females presented below the diagonal. Correlations between genders 

presented on the diagonal in bold. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

DISCUSSION

The present study tested three hypotheses relating to the proposition that 

attributions mediate the association between attachment and relationship 

outcomes. The first hypothesis was supported, negative attributions about partner 

behaviour mediated the association of attachment insecurity with relationship 

dissatisfaction. Contrary to hypothesis two, negative attributions about a potential 

partner’s behaviour did not mediate between attachment insecurity and 

relationship dissatisfaction. There was partial support for the third hypothesis, 

negative attributions mediated between attachment insecurity and self-reported, 

but not observed, communication. 

The current findings extend prior research by demonstrating that the well-

established association between attachment and relationship satisfaction is 

mediated by negative attributions. It was striking that attributions either provided 

total mediation, or partial mediation, that accounted for large proportions of the 

variance in satisfaction. Furthermore, the current study showed that attributions 

also mediate the association between attachment and self-reported 

communication. 

Attachment, Relationship Satisfaction 

and Communication 

Attachment and Relationship Satisfaction 

The finding in the current study that attachment avoidance and anxiety are 

associated with low relationship satisfaction replicates earlier research (e.g. 
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Collins, 1996; Collins & Feeney, 2000; Collins & Read, 1990; Feeney, 1994; 

Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994; Simpson, 1990), further strengthening the notion that 

attachment insecurity is reliably associated with relationship satisfaction. 

Direct (actor) effects were found where male anxious attachment 

significantly predicted male relationship satisfaction and female avoidant 

attachment significantly predicted female relationship satisfaction. An intriguing 

result for both males and females was that these significant actor effects were no 

longer significant when partner effects were included in the model. Female 

avoidant attachment appears to have suppressed the variance in male satisfaction 

explained by male anxious attachment, and male anxious attachment appears to 

have suppressed the variance in female satisfaction explained by female avoidant 

attachment. The suppression results suggest that some of the variance in 

relationship satisfaction is being explained by the shared variance of female 

avoidant attachment and male anxious attachment. 

Collins and Read (1990) argued that female avoidant attachment might 

predict lowered relationship satisfaction because the woman is failing to meet the 

stereotypical expectation of being nurturing in an intimate relationship, and of 

being emotionally expressive and comfortable with intimacy (Eagly & Crowley, 

1986). In contrast, because of the male stereotype of being uncomfortable with 

intimacy, male attachment avoidance might have less impact on relationship 

satisfaction than female avoidance. Consistent with this argument, in the present 

study female avoidant attachment predicted low relationship satisfaction in males, 

whereas male avoidant attachment did not predict either own or partner 

relationship satisfaction. Disconfirmation of gender stereotypes might also 
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provide an explanation for finding that male anxious attachment predicted low 

female relationship satisfaction. Anxious clingy behaviour in males does seem to 

go against the stereotype of what is expected from males in relationships. 

Partner attachment had stronger correlations with actor relationship 

satisfaction than did actor attachment. For male relationship satisfaction, both 

female anxious and avoidant attachment were significant predictors. Male anxious 

attachment was also a significant predictor of female relationship satisfaction. 

This finding, that partner attachment has important implications for relationship 

satisfaction, supports earlier empirical research (Collins & Read, 1990; Feeney, 

1994; Feeney et al., 1998; Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994) that has identified female 

attachment in general, and female anxious attachment in particular, as an 

important predictor of relationship satisfaction. 

Why would female anxious attachment impact on relationship satisfaction 

to such an extent? The stereotypical image of anxious attachment is one of 

someone who is clingy and needy of attention (Pistole, 1994), desirous of extreme 

intimacy and fearing rejection (Feeney, 1999). Females displaying these 

behaviours may be considered as being possessive, and perceptions of 

possessiveness have been found by Davis and Outhout (1987) to be related to low 

relationship satisfaction in males. The current finding that female anxiety was 

associated with low male relationship satisfaction is also consistent with 

Sharpsteen and Kirkpatrick’s (1997) study of romantic jealousy, where anxious 

attachment was associated with the covert expression of anger, feelings of 

sadness, inferiority and insecurity, and few attempts to maintain self-esteem. The 
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results from the present study suggest that when males are confronted with these 

behaviours in a partner, relationship satisfaction is low. 

In the present study, actor avoidant attachment had no effect on 

relationship satisfaction once partner effects were included in the model. It seems 

possible that, since participants had to be in a committed relationship to be 

included in the current study, this recruitment requirement might under-represent 

individuals with high avoidant attachment, as such individuals avoid committing 

to relationships (Bartholomew, 1990) and disengage from stressful relationship 

situations (Gallo & Smith, 2001). Consistent with the possibility that avoidant 

attachment was under-represented, female avoidant attachment was about .43 

standard deviations below the normative mean for the attachment measure 

reported by Brennan et al. (1998). However, male mean avoidant attachment in 

the current sample was approximately the same as reported in Brennan’s 

normative data, being only .13 standard deviations less. Given that female 

avoidant attachment was associated with several aspects of self-reported couple 

communication, it seems there was a sufficient range of female avoidant 

attachment for it to be associated with relationship outcomes. 

Attachment and Self-Reported Communication 

Actor and partner effects of attachment security were evident in the association 

with self-reported couple communication. Males’ coercion and destructive 

processes were associated with their own attachment anxiety, replicating the 

longitudinal result of Feeney et al. (1994). The present study also found that 

females’ anxious attachment was consistently related to their own and their 

partner’s communication, which again replicates Feeney et al.’s results. 
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Specifically, high female anxious attachment was associated with both genders 

engaging in high levels of blaming, threatening communication, and the demand–

withdraw pattern. In addition, anxious attachment in females predicted low 

positive communication behaviours such as mutual discussion, understanding and 

expression. Unfortunately these behaviours would all tend to exacerbate a 

person’s anxiety, especially if the partner tends to withdraw in response, which 

the present data suggest is the likely outcome for both anxious males and females. 

Feeney et al.’s (1994) longitudinal data supports this argument, with female 

anxiety predicting high levels of demand–withdraw communication and post-

conflict distress for up to 21 months following initial assessment. 

Avoidant attachment showed a strong association with self-reported 

communication. Creasey et al. (1999) proposed that avoidant attachment leads 

people to “emotionally deactivate” (p. 538) when the relationship is going through 

a period of stress. In the present study, female avoidant attachment was associated 

with low rates of mutual discussion and emotional expression. Consistent with 

Creasey et al.’s proposition, the lack of mutuality could be the result of this 

emotional deactivation, where feelings (either positive or negative) are not 

communicated. The questions on the CPQ specifically ask about patterns of 

responding before, during, and after a conflict which likely represent times of 

relationship stress. In times of stress avoidant attachment could result in low 

positive communication and high negative communication. O’Connell-Corcoran 

and Mallinckrodt (2000) found that avoidant attachment was negatively associated 

with mutually focused conflict styles, such as integration and compromise. Their 
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results supported the notion that avoidantly attached individuals have conflict 

resolution styles oriented towards self-preservation rather than mutual gain. 

It was striking that female attachment was a stronger and more consistent 

predictor of both male and female self-reported communication than was male 

attachment. Gender differences in the association of attachment with self-reported 

communication have been found by Feeney (1994) when females’ attachment 

anxiety was negatively associated with males’ satisfaction. The importance of 

female attachment was also illustrated in Kobak and Hazan’s (1991) observational 

study that found males’ listening behaviour significantly related to females’ 

security of attachment. This pattern of female attachment security being a 

consistently strong predictor has also been found in research looking at 

relationship satisfaction. The results of Kirkpatrick and Davis’s (Kirkpatrick & 

Davis, 1994) self-report study showed that female anxious attachment was a 

stronger predictor of male relationship satisfaction than male attachment was of 

female relationship satisfaction. It is noteworthy that much of the research on 

attributions also find that female attributions better predict relationship 

satisfaction than do male attributions (Fincham & Bradbury, 1987; Schaefer 

Porter & Hendrick, 2000) and female attributions better predict marital dissolution 

than male attributions (Karney & Bradbury, 2000). Is a female’s inner experience 

in the relationship more important than a male’s? Females have been found to be 

more likely to initiate divorce (Buckle, Gallup, & Rodd, 1996), suggesting they 

may be likely to identify and respond to relationship dissatisfaction more than 

men. Perhaps women are the social gatekeepers of relationships? The results from 

the current study suggest that, overall, female attachment was a stronger predictor 
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of relationship outcome, so it is possible that they have more of an impact in their 

relationship than do their partners, regulating and identifying relationship distress.  

Attachment and Observed Communication 

The present study found that self-reported communication covaries with 

attachment, but this result was not replicated with observed communication. This 

could reflect differences in measurement methods. The majority of research that 

has investigated the association of attachment with communication has used self-

report or diary measures of communication (e.g. Feeney, 1994; Feeney et al., 

1994), and most frequently the self-report measure has been the CPQ. None of the 

previous research that has assessed the association of attachment with 

communication has used the Rapid-KPI when observing couple interactions. For 

example, in one of the few studies that has used observed communication, Kobak 

and Hazan (1991) used a classification system that identified problem-solving 

behaviour along the two dimensions of Rejection versus Support, and Disclosing 

by speaker versus Acceptance of Distress by listener. Conversely, the Rapid-KPI 

uses 11 codes to classify behaviour and, as such, may assess interactions from a 

different perspective, not picking up attachment-related communication patterns. 

The CPQ assesses general communication patterns before, during and after 

a conflict, including avoidance or withdrawal, but the CPQ does not directly 

assess communicated affect. The Rapid-KPI assesses behaviours and affect during 

a specific problem-solving discussion. However, the demand characteristics of the 

laboratory task means couples cannot avoid discussion, and have restricted 

opportunity to withdraw. The self-report CPQ does seem to assess somewhat 

different constructs than the Rapid-KPI. Withdrawal and avoidance in 
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communication have both been associated with attachment insecurity (Senchak & 

Leonard, 1992) and negative attributions (Miller & Bradbury, 1995), and perhaps 

the Rapid-KPI coding of observed communication did not adequately assess 

withdrawal or avoidance. 

There was evidence in the current study to suggest the constructs assessed 

in the CPQ and the Rapid-KPI partially overlap. The CPQ Coercion scale is a 

negative process not unlike the Rapid-KPI codes of Negative Speak and Negative 

Listen. Similarly, the CPQ Mutuality scale is a positive process not unlike the 

Rapid-KPI Positive Speak and Positive Listen codes. These CPQ and Rapid-KPI 

variables were correlated with one another, supporting their similarity. Thus, 

dissimilarity in the constructs being assessed by the CPQ and the Rapid-KPI can 

only account for why self-report and observation produced differing results on 

avoidance and withdrawal, but not positive and negative communication. 

The divergent results between self-reported and observed communication 

could be an artefact of common method variance (Kline et al., 2000). Perhaps the 

association of self-reported communication and attachment was due to sentiment 

override (Weiss, 1980), such that a negative view of the relationship influenced 

reports of both constructs. However, there was moderate agreement between 

partners on the CPQ demonstrating convergent validity. This consistency across 

partners reduces the likelihood that common method variance was the cause of 

any association of attachment with self-reported communication. Alternatively, it 

is possible the self-report measure collected biased information from couples—is 

the observational data actually a more accurate indication of how couples in this 

study communicate with each other? The current study sampled two interactions 
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totalling 20 minutes in length, which Weiss and Heyman (1997) argue improves 

confidence in results. But the self-report measure allows couples to tap into their 

recollection of many interactions and therefore might actually provide a more 

accurate overall picture of what the average communication episode looks like for 

that couple. 

In essence, the current study has replicated previous findings identifying a 

robust association between attachment and relationship outcome. Attachment was 

associated with both relationship satisfaction and self-reported communication 

patterns, but not consistently with observed communication. As this is one of the 

few studies that has used observed communication, and the only one that has used 

the Rapid-KPI, it is unclear if this lack of consistency across communication 

measures is due to the nature of the constructs being investigated or the manner in 

which they were assessed. Future research needs to replicate these results before it 

is possible to determine with any certainty that the current results are valid. 

The Nature of Attachment – Revisited 

Traditional attachment theorists view attachment as a stable and global trait. That 

is, attachment is seen as a stable personal characteristic that influences responses 

to a variety of relationships over time. Attribution also has sometimes been seen 

as a global, stable trait. If both attachment and attribution are stable and global, 

then the association between the two should also be global and stable. However, 

in the current study I found that attributions for hypothetical behaviour of the 

actual partner versus a hypothetical partner were differentially associated with 

attachment. It was attributions about the behaviour of an actual partner, rather 

than a potential partner, that mediated the association between attachment and 
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relationship satisfaction. Collins (1996) also found little consistency across actual 

and hypothetical partners in two studies that investigated attachment-related 

cognitions in both single and dating students. This pattern of findings might mean 

that attachment varies by relationship, attributions vary by relationship, or both. 

Previous attachment research supports the idea that attachment can vary 

over time within the same relationship (Davila et al., 1997; Lopez & Heffer, 1998) 

and between relationships, measured both cross-sectionally (Cook, 2000; La 

Guardia et al., 2000) and longitudinally (Pierce & Lydon, 2001). Furthermore, 

Baldwin (1992) has suggested that individuals develop multiple models of self 

and other in response to the varying experiences that people have across different 

relationships. So it should not be that surprising that the current study found 

evidence of attachment or attribution variability across partners. 

The lack of convergence in the current study between the attributions 

elicited for hypothetical behaviour in real partners and the potential partner may 

reflect a lack of affective engagement when participants viewed the potential 

partner video vignettes. In the potential partner scenario participants watched a 

hypothetical partner communicate to them, rather than communicating with them. 

Perhaps the affect arousal elicited by one’s partner influences partner responses in 

ways not evident in less affect-arousing situations. This might explain why 

distressed couples show negative affect when discussing problems with their 

partner, but not with strangers (Birchler, Weiss, & Vincent, 1975). Working 

models of attachment guide affective responding (Collins & Allard, 2001) so it 

may have been that the degree of affective processing required of participants in 

the current study was not substantial enough to generate significant results. 

 



 Attachment, attribution and relationship outcomes 133 

As noted in Chapter One of my introduction, attachment also does vary 

somewhat within the same relationship over time. For example, married couples 

tend to become more securely attached over time (Davila et al., 1999; Klohnen & 

John, 1998). Thus there is converging evidence that attachment is neither as stable 

nor as global as originally envisaged by Bowlby (1973/1998). This is not to say 

that attachment is completely unstable or completely independent from one 

relationship to another. Both La Guardia et al. (2000), and Baldwin et al. (1996) 

have suggested that attachment consists of a generic and relationship-specific 

component. The generic component is a global, individual difference. The 

relationship-specific component is, as the name suggests, within-person variability 

in attachment across specific relationships. The current study lends support to this 

manner of thinking at the same time as encouraging more research in this area. 

The Expression of Attachment 

A person’s own attachment insecurity can have a direct impact on his or her 

relationship satisfaction, and these actor effects have been demonstrated in the 

present study and in previous research (e.g. Davila & Bradbury, 2001; Feeney & 

Noller, 1990; Feeney et al., 1993; Simpson, 1990). But for attachment to have the 

partner impact that was evident in the current study, insecure attachment needs to 

be expressed in behaviour accessible to the partner in the relationship. The fact 

that attributions mediated between attachment and relationship satisfaction is 

insufficient to explain the association of attachment in one partner with 

satisfaction in their spouse. Therefore, the present study included measures of 

communication as potential mechanisms by which attachment might influence the 

couple relationship.  
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Previous research showed that anxiously attached individuals display a 

range of negative communication behaviours such as hostility towards their 

partners (Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996), jealousy (Brennan & Shaver, 1995), 

and intense feelings of anger (Mikulincer, 1998). In the current study anxious 

attachment was associated with self-reports of coercive and destructive 

communication, which extends previous findings (e.g. Feeney et al., 1994) by 

demonstrating that negative attributions at least partially mediate the association 

between anxious attachment and negative communication. For both genders, 

anxious attachment was associated with causal attributions that in turn were 

associated with coercive, destructive communication. Additionally, when males 

were confronted with anxious behaviours in their partner they saw their partner as 

being more responsible and blameworthy for the relationship event that, in turn, 

was associated with negative communication patterns. 

In the present study avoidant attachment did not play a large role in 

predicting relationship satisfaction, but it was associated with less effective 

communication, and with negative attributions for partner behaviour. Specifically, 

for females, avoidant attachment was associated with negative attributions in their 

partner and in themselves, both of which were associated with coercive, 

destructive, and demand–withdraw communication, and low mutual discussion 

and understanding. I could not test causality so it is only possible to speculate 

exactly how these variables are inter-related. One potential explanation is that, for 

males, being faced with a partner who is unresponsive to attempts at 

communication and who exerts less effort while doing so activates negative 

thought processes causing more negative attributions and less effective 
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communication. Furthermore, females’ own concerns about distance and their 

lack of desire to disclose leads them to view their partner’s attempts at 

communication as potential threats to their attachment organisation, prompting the 

generation of negative attributions that in turn impact upon the effectiveness of 

communication. While longitudinal data is needed to fully clarify the extent to 

which these variables are causally related in the manner suggested here, previous 

cross-sectional research supports the finding that avoidant attachment is 

associated with an unwillingness to make or reciprocate intimate self-disclosures 

(Mikulincer & Nachshon, 1991), a lack of mutual concern during conflict 

(O'Connell-Corcoran & Mallinckrodt, 2000), and, for females, a tendency to 

retract both physically and emotionally during distressing events (Simpson et al., 

1992). 

Two indices of observed communication were correlated with attachment 

anxiety however there was only one significant mediational pathway—for 

females, responsibility-blame attributions mediated between their own avoidant 

attachment and negative listening behaviour. Supporting earlier notions of 

avoidant attachment in general (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991), and avoidant 

attachment and communication in particular (Creasey et al., 1999), this finding 

can be interpreted to suggest that when females’ were not particularly invested in 

the communication, they avoided disclosures and emotionally disengaged in what 

was occurring. This prompted the activation of negative attributions to suggest the 

other person was responsible for what was happening, leaving them unwilling to 

listen. If this were the case, it would also be expected that positive listening 
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behaviour would be inversely affected and, while the results for this variable were 

non-significant in the present study, an inverse relationship was evident. 

As the mediational relationship between attachment and attributions was 

not reflected in observed problem-solving communication, it may be more prudent 

to use a different type of interaction task, such as positive reminiscence (Halford, 

2001), or some form of affective expression (see Gottman & Notarius, 2000). The 

use of a task that requires the expression of affection can increase feelings of 

vulnerability and, if attachment insecurities are present, alter cognitions 

surrounding partner behaviour (Johnson & Denton, 2002; Johnson et al., 2001). In 

the same way that the potential partner effect could be improved by considering 

the role that active affective engagement plays in attachment, attributions and 

relationship satisfaction, a disparity in the level of emotion felt, and therefore 

expressed, during the problem-solving task may have impacted upon couples’ 

communication behaviour. The fact that affective engagement can clearly impact 

upon couple functioning (see Weiss & Heyman, 1990) suggests this is a 

promising avenue of exploration for future research in this area. 

This is the first study that has attempted to draw parallels between self-

report and observed communication and their association with both attachment 

and attributions. It is important now to replicate the findings presented here. In 

addition, future research needs to identify suitable constructs, assessable via both 

self-report and observation, to successfully tap into communicated reactions to 

and from attachment insecurity. One potential variable is self-disclosure. Positive 

attributions have been associated with high self-disclosure (Derlega, Winstead, 

Wong, & Greenspan, 1987), self-disclosure has been found to mediate between 
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causal attributions and relationship satisfaction (Fincham & Bradbury, 1989), and 

Mikulincer and Nachshon’s (1991) research showed how attachment security is 

associated with self-disclosure. Relationship-oriented self-disclosure has been 

assessed using self-report methods (Dion, Dion, & Keelan, 1998), diary methods 

(Bradford, Feeney, & Campbell, 2002), and observational methods (Mikulincer & 

Nachshon, 1991). Whether self-disclosure can replicate or improve upon the 

results presented in the current study is yet to be determined. 

Strengths and Limitations of the Current Study 

The current study used a sample of adults in long-term committed relationships 

which extends prior research done predominantly on young unmarried university 

students (e.g. Collins, 1996). While it is doubtful that the current sample was truly 

representative of the Australian population of couples, the current study affirms 

the generalisability of previous findings to long-term committed relationships. A 

disadvantage of using long-term committed couples is the possibility that self-

selection bias reduced the representation of individuals with high avoidant 

attachment. Future research should include couples who have not been together 

long, and individuals who are not in committed relationships. 

The present study was cross-sectional and it is not possible to draw 

conclusions concerning the stability of attachment or attributions across time. As 

Feeney (1999) points out, longitudinal research across relationships is needed to 

assess the developmental trajectory of attachment insecurity. Additionally, the 

situation-specific nature of attributions (Baucom, Sayers et al., 1989) means that 

this study may have witnessed only one type of attributions occurring in one 

situation. The video-mediated recall procedure partially controlled for this by 
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including two assessments of two different problem-solving discussions. 

Nevertheless, it is difficult to determine how robust the findings from the present 

study are without further longitudinal research that looks at the association of 

attachment and attributions across many situations. As Weiss and Heyman (1990) 

convincingly argue, trusting in the “power of the present” (p. 103) is not always 

wise. 

A significant partner effect of attachment on spouse satisfaction was 

found. But I only assessed main effects rather than interaction effects of partner 

attachment. Recall Kenny and Cook’s (1999) actor-partner interdependence model 

where a person’s score on variable X can be associated with their score on 

variable Y and Y’, where Y’ is their partner’s score on the same variable. Of 

additional importance is the interaction between X and X’ and its association with 

Y and Y’ (where X’ represents the partner’s score on variable X). The study 

presented in this thesis assessed X on Y, X’ on Y, and X on Y’, but it did not 

consider the interaction of X and X’ on Y or Y’. As Feeney et al. (1994) explain, 

“it is possible… that the influences on marital quality of one spouse’s anxiety 

depends on the partner’s degree of anxiety” (p. 298). The issue of interaction 

effects is salient when considering that the shared variance between female 

avoidant attachment and male anxious attachment was associated with 

relationship satisfaction. One possible explanation is that these two variables are 

interacting to influence relationship satisfaction. Kenny and Cook (1999) suggest 

structural equation modelling or hierarchical linear modelling is useful for 

detecting actor-partner interaction effects. The current sample size of 59 couples 
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is too small to investigate interaction effects with this methodology (Hayes, 

1997), but this would be useful to pursue in future research with a larger sample. 

Implications for Theory and Practice 

The body of research presented in this thesis shows that the association between 

attachment and relationship satisfaction, and attachment and self-reported 

communication, is almost entirely mediated by attributions for negative partner 

behaviour. This is an important and unique contribution to couples research, with 

important implications for both theory and practice. A possible re-

conceptualisation of the impact of attachment on relationship outcomes is as 

follows. When anxious or avoidantly attached people attend to relationship events, 

their insecure attachment encourages selective attentional biases which result in 

greater causal and responsibility-blame attributions for their partner’s negative 

behaviour, irrespective of the partner’s original intention. These anxious and 

avoidant people then engage in coercive, destructive and demand–withdraw 

communication, which serves to reduce their own relationship satisfaction and 

that of their partner. This pattern of attachment-related responding appears to be 

relationship-specific.  

Most likely, attachment is not the stable, internal ‘entrenched’ 

characteristic that traditionalists once considered it to be, but rather it varies, at 

least somewhat, from one relationship to another. If attachment has significant 

within-person variance as seems to be suggested in recent attachment literature 

(e.g. La Guardia et al., 2000; Pierce & Lydon, 2001), then attachment might be 

seen to mediate the association between attributions and relationship satisfaction. 

For example, attachment has been found to mediate between abusive childhood 
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experiences and adult relationship quality (McCarthy & Taylor, 1999), and it has 

also been found to mediate the impact of early parental bonding experiences on 

levels of depression (Strahan, 1995). Thus, attachment may be better 

conceptualised as a mediator when considering the link between attributions and 

relationship satisfaction. 

From a therapeutic perspective, arguing that attachment is highly variable 

introduces some interesting notions. For example, while it has been found that 

participation in psychotherapy can lead to increases in attachment security, 

(Travis, Binder, Bliwise, & Horne-Moyher, 2001), no research has tested to see if 

changes in attachment security mediate gains in couple therapy. If attachment 

security truly is an important determinant of relationship satisfaction then many 

therapeutic approaches for couples may be altering attachment security at the 

same time as, for example, teaching couples to recognise irrational thoughts, 

improving communication, encouraging shared positive experiences, and so on. 

Whether attachment security can be explicitly ‘taught’ to someone remains 

unclear, but it may be a potential by-product of improving relationship 

satisfaction. 

Alternatively, given that, in the present study, the association of 

attachment with relationship satisfaction was almost completely mediated by 

attributions, this might call into question the continuing utility of using attachment 

to explain relationship satisfaction. Perhaps attachment is a redundant construct, 

the effects of which are merely artefacts of a cognitive variable such as 

attributions. This conclusion would see therapists no longer relying on stable 

attachment insecurities to explain the ongoing biased and emotionally reactive 

 



 Attachment, attribution and relationship outcomes 141 

behaviour partners display. Instead, the focus would shift to the cognitions that 

partners reported experiencing when their insecure attachment working models 

were activated. Corrective emotional experiences in therapy would come about by 

addressing negative ‘maladaptive’ attributions rather than by creating secure 

attachments. To many cognitive behavioural therapists, this approach would 

sound familiar. Jacobsen’s (Jacobson et al., 2000) integrative behavioural couples 

therapy (IBCT) proposes that improvements in relationship functioning are the 

result of couples working to (a) change behaviour but also (b) accept behaviours 

that cannot change. The results from the present study that showed attributions 

were associated with relationship satisfaction and self-reported communication 

suggest that in order for durable change and acceptance to occur, IBCT must also 

consider the association of attributions with relationship outcome. Therapists 

would focus on restructuring partners’ attributions so that acceptance is bolstered 

by the emergence of healthier attributions which result in partners seeing each 

other as requiring less change. 

Johnson’s (Johnson & Denton, 2002; Johnson & Greenberg, 1985) 

emotionally focused couples therapy (EFT) emphasises addressing insecure 

attachment as the mechanism of enhancing relationship satisfaction. Johnson et al. 

(2001) proposed that cognitive interpretations of events stem from insecure 

attachments. Alternatively, perhaps the cognitive interpretations and negative 

schema are the attachment insecurities and EFT techniques should focus on 

modifying negative attributions. 
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Conclusions 

This thesis found that attributions for negative partner behaviour mediate the 

association between attachment and the key relationship outcomes of relationship 

satisfaction and self-reported communication. Attributions for the negative 

behaviour of a hypothetical partner did not mediate the association of attachment 

with relationship outcomes. The importance of relationship-specific attributions 

was consistent with the growing literature suggesting that attachment is, to a 

significant extent, a relationship-specific characteristic The current research 

demonstrates important potential mechanisms by which insecure attachment 

within a relationship can impact upon relationship outcomes, with both actor and 

partner effects. Female attachment was more closely associated with relationship 

outcomes than male attachment. The pattern of findings is consistent with 

previous research suggesting that women’s cognitive and affective processing of 

relationships seem to have closer association with relationship satisfaction than 

does men’s cognitive and affective processing. 
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