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ADULT RELATIONSHIP ATTACHMENT STYLES
by Ryan Kennedy, MA, LPC, LMFT, RN, BC-DMT, CACIII

The basic concept of attachment style in relationships comes from research that looked at the
relationship between infants and their caregivers. In this research it was discovered that there are
two basic ways in which infants and children organize themselves when they are faced with
distressing feelings or alarming situations. The first attachment style is known as a secure
attachment. In this type of attachment the child knows that the parent or caregiver will respond
consistently to her or his call for help in a timely manner that is attuned to the particular needs of
the child. In other words, the child is secure in the knowledge that his or her parents or caregivers
will be there for him or her when needed most of the time.

The other type of attachment is an insecure attachment. In this type of attachment the infant or
child does not have the experience of being consistently attended to or met by responsive parents
or caregivers. This type of attachment style arises from several different types of disturbed
parent/child interactions. For instance, it can be related to situations where the child's basic needs
are met, such as for food and shelter, but these needs are not met in a caring or attuned manner
and the child is not allowed to express emotions about this. Parenting in this way frequently
results in the insecure attachment style called avoidant attachment. It can also be associated with
parent/child interactions where the parents or caregivers are inconsistent and unpredictable with
the types of responses they give; in other words, sometimes the parents/caregivers are warm and
friendly and other times they are cold and distant. This type of parenting often results in an
insecure attachment style known as ambivalent attachment. The last type of insecure attachment
style comes from parenting or caregiver patterns that are mostly frightening, intrusive, or abusive
to the child. This type of parenting style often leads to the insecure attachment style in the child
referred to as disorganized attachment.

These early attachment patterns can be carried forth into our adult relationships if we are not
careful and do not have an awareness of what they are. The research does not indicate that if we
grew up with a particular attachment pattern as a child that it is inevitable we will act out that
pattern in our adult relationships, but it does show that there is a correlation or connection
between our childhood attachment patterns and the ways in which we connect and bond to others
in our adult relationships.

This becomes particularly important to those of us who may not have experienced secure
attachment patterns as children due to abusive or dysfunctional familial patterns. In these
instances we may have learned how to attach to significant people in our lives using insecure
attachment mechanisms that only allowed us to get some of our most basic needs met. These
insecure attachment styles were adaptive to us as children because we really had no other choice.
We couldn't allow ourselves to relax into knowing our needs would be met so we had to brace
ourselves for the reality that they wouldn't be met. In other words, the anxiety, fear, and rejection
we would feel when we were not responded to quickly, consistently, or warmly would be too
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overwhelming so we learned to diminish our level of expectation from our parents or caregivers
by more or less rejecting them first, which is the essential feature of insecure attachment.

As adults, in order to break free from unwanted and patterned insecure attachment styles, we
need to first understand what the patterns are and then work to identify them in our lives so that
we can address the insecurities we are feeling in more conscious and choiceful ways. To this end,
the following are the types of attachment styles related to adult attachment:

Secure Attachment: This style corresponds to the secure attachment style in children.
People who have this style find it relatively easy and comfortable to have close, intimate
relationships with other people. They also find it easy to develop interdependence with
other people and are just as comfortable with being together as they are with being alone.
Adults with a secure attachment style are not concerned about other people's approval or
acceptance. In general, people with this type of style tend to feel positively about both
themselves and their partners and also feel greater satisfaction with their relationships.

Anxious-Preoccupied Insecure Attachment: This attachment style is associated with the
anxious/ambivalent insecure attachment style of children. Adults with this style tend to
look for high levels of approval, intimacy, and validation from their partners. They also
have a tendency to lose themselves in relationships because they are overly dependent on
their partners. Adults who operate from this framework tend to feel less self-worth and
less positively about themselves than adults with secure attachment styles. They also tend
to feel less positively about their partners, particularly because they have a hard time
trusting them. These people are often anxious, overly expressive, and impulsive.

Dismissive-Avoidant Insecure Attachment. This attachment style is affined with the
avoidant insecure attachment style of children. Adults who view life and relationships
from this perspective tend to undervalue intimate relationships and instead favor their
own autonomy and independence. The desire for self-sufficiency is often so great that it
serves as a vehicle for avoiding intimacy. In this style there is a tendency to dismiss
intimate relationships as unnecessary or even unimportant and they are often defensive
about their viewpoint. Adults expressing this style of insecure attachment tend to view
themselves as better than their partners, who they see as inferior. They also tend to not
show their emotions and even push them away so as not to have to experience them. In
general, these people tend to remove themselves first from any type of relationship where
they fear they might be rejected.

Fearful-Avoidant Insecure Attachment:. The attachment style is also associated with the
avoidant insecure attachment style of children, but it is expressed through the opposite
end of that continuum. Adults who experience the world through this perspective tend to
want intimate relationships, but are fearful and overly cautious about allowing themselves
to experience them. People with this attachment style often have a poor view of
themselves and don't feel that they are worthy of the attention and approval of their
partners. On the other hand, they are also mistrustful about the motives of their partners
and have a hard time being cared for. Just as in the dismissive-avoidant insecure
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attachment style, these individuals typically are good at hiding and suppressing their
feelings and end up seeking and therefore receiving less intimacy from their partners.

Once we have an understanding of the various adult attachment styles and their roots in early
childhood attachment patterns, we have a valuable tool to begin examining our own attachment
behaviors in our intimate relationships. If we are acting in ways that are reflective of insecure
attachment then we have the opportunity to stop and look more closely at the pattern by doing
some detective work around it. Typically, when we identify an insecure attachment pattern in our
lives, it is useful to look inward for the resources and answers that will help us have a corrective
experience that will transform our insecurities about ourselves and our relationships into secure
patterns of interaction with our partners and our own minds.
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