
Figure 1.

Family Study 1. Breakdown of Attachment Category, by Subgroup

Figure 2.

Family Study 2. Breakdown of Attachment Category, by Subgroup

Category of Nomination Examples of Category (Positive and Negative)
Percent 

Nominated

Romantic Relationship History + He had prior successful or fulfilling relationships. 

- She had a previous bad relationship with a partner.

72.2%

Social Network (Friends/Siblings/Mentors) + She was touched by mentor influences as a child.

- He had bad or no relationship with his siblings.

63.5%

Personality/Genetic Predispositions + She seems to be a sociable person.

- He is too clingy and obsessive.

57.9%

Self Image/Self-Esteem + He has a positive self image.

- She struggles with low self-esteem.

53.0%

Relationship with Parents + She has a close relationship with both parents.

- His parents weren’t very affectionate towards him.

36.5%

Parents’ Relationship Behavior + His parents are still married.

- Her parents had a dysfunctional relationship.

29.6%

Trauma + His siblings and close friends didn’t die unexpectedly or young.

- She is a rape victim.

25.2%

Fear of Hurt/Commitment + She doesn’t fear abandonment by someone.

- He is afraid of long-term commitment.

12.3%

Sociological Variables + She is white.

- He had a rural upbringing, he is not an inner city kid.

12.2%

Current Relationship Partner + His partner isn’t the right one for him.

- She is with someone who does not support her emotional needs.

7.9%

Psychopathology + (NA)

- He has an anxiety disorder.

7.9%

Miscellaneous + She sees happiness in balance – she feels too yin or yang.

- The devil may be screwing with him.

7.9%

Table 1. 

Categories of Participants’ Perceptions of Romantic Attachment Causes, Sample Nominations of Each Category, and the Percent of Participants who 

Nominated a Cause in each Category

Note. “Positive” causes tended to be nominated by participants who read a description of someone with a secure attachment style, and “negative” causes 

tended to be nominated by participants who read a description of someone with either an anxious-avoidant or anxious-ambivalent attachment style. Each 

nomination was placed into only one category. 
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Young adult

women

Young adult

men

Young adults

(sexes combined)

…and their 

mothers

…and their

fathers

…and their 

mothers

…and their 

fathers

…and their 

mothers

…and their 

fathers

Attachment

anxiety

.03

(81)

-.12

(61)

.33

(30)

-.17

(24)

.10

(111)

-.11

(85)

Attachment 

avoidance

.03

(85)

-.06

(61)

-.01

(31)

.02

(23)

.02

(116)

-.06

(84)

Table 2. 

Family Study 1. Correlations Between Young Adults’ and Parents’ Attachment Anxiety and 

Attachment Avoidance (continuous dimensions; cell sizes are in parentheses)

Young adults Siblings

…and their 

mothers

…and their

fathers

…and their 

siblings

…and their 

mothers

…and their 

fathers

Attachment

anxiety

.15

(88)

.09

(71)

.09

(51)

.29†

(34)

.34†

(30)

Attachment 

avoidance

-.11

(92)

.01

(72)

.01

(51)

.11

(35)

.35†

(30)

Table 3.

Family Study 2. Correlations Between Young Adults’ and Their Family Members’ Attachment 

Anxiety and Attachment Avoidance (continuous dimensions; cell sizes are in parentheses; no 

correlations are significant at p < .05;   † p < .10)

Primary Findings

Introduction

Method

Results

Acknowledgments

Select References

Discussion

Attachment research began when John Bowlby recognized the

importance of the bonds, or “attachments,” formed between infants and

their caregivers. In the late 1980s, psychologists extended Bowlby’s

research into the domain of adult romantic love by proposing that

romantic love can be conceptualized as a process of becoming attached

(e.g., Hazan & Shaver, 1987). They and others documented that

individuals differ in two primary attachment dimensions: avoidance, or

the extent to which individuals are uncomfortable with closeness, and

anxiety, the extent to which individuals worry about abandonment in

their relationships (Feeney, Noller, & Callan, 1994). Individuals with a

secure attachment style are low in both avoidance and anxiety; those

with an avoidant attachment style score high in avoidance; and those

with an anxious attachment style score high in anxiety.

Since Hazan and Shaver’s (1987) initial conceptualization of romantic

love as an attachment process, researchers have documented links

between attachment style and memories of one’s relationships with

parents during childhood, one’s parents relationship status (e.g.,

divorced), and one’s own current and past romantic relationship

experiences. Research has not, however, determined the causes of

individual differences in romantic attachment style.

We conducted a series of studies to explore this issue. In Phase I, 114

men and women reported their beliefs about the potential causes of a

hypothetical character’s secure or insecure attachment style. We

expected that participants would nominate causes that coincide with

previously documented correlates of attachment, such as their parents’

romantic relationship behavior and their childhood rearing environment.

In Phase II, we collected two samples of family members. In Family

Study 1, we investigated similarity in attachment style among 180 adult

children and their parents to explore the possibility that parents’ own

relationship style is transmitted genetically or through experience (or

both) to their children. In Family Study 2, we again investigated

similarity among 169 adult children and their parents; we also collected

data from 52 siblings to determine if being reared in the same home

induces similarity in romantic attachment style.
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Phase I: Individuals’ Beliefs about Causes of

Romantic Attachment Style

A total of 114 young adults from a regional university

participated in the study. Participants read one of three

hypothetical descriptions about either a man’s or

woman’s feelings in romantic relationships. In the secure

description, the person was described as comfortable

depending on others and as not afraid of being abandoned

by their romantic partners. In the avoidant description,

the person was described as being uncomfortable being

close with others. In the anxious description, the person

was described as being concerned that their partner

doesn’t love them or will abandon them. Participants

were given 10 blank lines to list potential causes of the

individual’s relationship style.

Phase II: Similarity Between Family Members’

Romantic Attachment Styles

Family Study 1: Young Adults and Their Parents

A total of 184 young adults from a regional university

participated. First, participants completed a categorical

measure of attachment, in which they placed themselves

into one of three romantic attachment types (secure,

avoidant, anxious) on the basis of paragraph descriptions

(Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Participants also completed a

36-item attachment questionnaire that provides scores on

continuous dimensions of anxiety and avoidance

(Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998). Sample items on this

measure include “I worry about being abandoned by my

romantic partner” (anxiety) and “I try to avoid getting

close to my partner” (avoidance).

Next, we mailed a blank version of the same

questionnaire to each participant’s mom and/or dad.

Forty-five percent of fathers and 65% of mothers returned

their questionnaires, resulting in 87 child-father pairs and

120 child-mother pairs.

Family Study 2: Young Adults and Parents and Siblings

A new sample of 169 pairs of young adults and their

parent(s) participated in the study. Additionally, we

collected attachment data from 52 siblings. The same

measures employed in Family Study 1 were used. In

addition, participants completed a brief, but internally

valid 10-item personality inventory. This measure was

used to confirm the validity of our sample.

We thank all the participants who generously permitted

us to invite their family members to participate in the

study.
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Phase I: Individuals’Beliefs about Causes

Phase I was conducted to determine the content of men’s and women’s

beliefs about the causes of individual differences in adults’ romantic

attachment style. Table 1 displays the results of this study. Over half of

participants attributed the hypothetical target’s romantic relationship

style to past romantic relationship history, uniquely positive or

negative interpersonal relationships earlier in life (e.g., a mentor),

personality traits, or self-worth. Approximately a third attributed it to

the target’s relationship with parents, or the parents’ own romantic

relationship behavior. Not surprisingly, each of these variables has

been documented as associated with attachment. An actual causal

relationship has not been documented.

Phase II: Similarity Between Family Members

In Phase II, Family Study 1, we investigated similarity between adult

children and their parents’ attachment styles. Similarity would support

the hypothesis that the parents’ own relationship functioning is

transmitted either through shared environment or shared genes, to their

children. As displayed in Table 2, young adults were not similar to

their parents in either attachment anxiety or avoidance. Chi-square

analyses of the association between children’s and parents’ Hazan

category selections were not significant, ps > .05.

In Phase II, Family Study 2, we again investigated similarity between

adult children and their parents to investigate the possibility of parental

romantic attachment functioning as a causal influence on their

children. We also included data from 52 of the young adults’ siblings;

similarity between siblings would support the hypothesis that being

raised in the same home (in a similar family environment) induces

similarity in romantic attachment style. As displayed in Table 3, these

hypotheses were not supported: Pair-wise associations between family

members were not significantly different from zero. Chi-square

analyses of the categorical measures of attachment were not

significant.

In this set of studies, we found that although

people believe that one’s home environment and

parents’ own romantic relationship behavior have

a causal influence on children’s romantic

attachment style, relevant familial correlations

that would support such an interpretation did not

surface in our data. This does not appear to be a

product of convenience sampling because our

samples functioned much like previous samples in

three ways: (1) in each sample, the parents were

more secure than were the young adults (see

Figures 1 and 2); (2) in Family Study 2,

individuals who scored higher in attachment

anxiety also scored higher in the personality trait

Neuroticism; and (3) in Family Study 2, family

members showed weak but positive similarity in

the primary personality traits of Neuroticism and

Extraversion. We suspect that future research

might find nonshared environmental influences to

be the most important factor behind individual

differences in adult romantic attachment style.


