
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Attachment Style and Underlying Concerns in Romantic Relationship Conflict 
 

Aaron J. Grace, Psy.D. 
 

Mentor: Keith Sanford, Ph.D. 
 
 
 The current study investigated the relationship between underlying concerns in 

romantic relationship conflict and adult attachment.  Participants were 109 undergraduate 

students in dating relationships who completed between one and five assessments via 

internet questionnaire over the course of eight weeks.  At each assessment, participants 

considered a recent conflict in their romantic relationship, and completed measures of 

underlying concerns in the conflict as well as attachment at the time of the conflict.  Data 

were analyzed at the within-person level as well as at the between-person level.  At the 

within-person level, the underlying concern of perceived partner under-investment was 

predicted by attachment anxiety but not by attachment avoidance.  In addition, the 

underlying concern of perceived partner threat was predicted by both attachment anxiety 

and attachment avoidance.  After controlling for within-person effects, perceived partner 

under-investment was further predicted by participants’ mean level of attachment 

anxiety. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
Introduction 

 
 

 All romantic relationships involve conflict from time to time.  The ability of a 

couple to understand, manage, and successfully resolve such conflicts has been shown to 

predict several outcomes, such as the physical health (Kiecolt, Glaser, & Newton, 2001) 

and mental health (Whisman, 2007) of the partners, overall relationship stability and 

satisfaction (Karney & Bradbury, 1995), and even couples therapy outcomes (Atkins et 

al., 2005).  As such, many forms of couples therapy include a component devoted to 

helping couples improve their conflict resolution skills (Snyder, Castellani, & Whisman, 

2006).  The current study focused on examining the processes at work during romantic 

relationship conflict.  Specifically, it examined the relationship between a person’s 

perceptions and underlying concerns during a conflict, and that person’s attachment style 

at the time of the conflict.  Furthermore, the relationship between these two constructs 

was examined on multiple levels.  Each of these areas, along with their implications for 

romantic relationship conflict, will now be discussed. 

 
Underlying Concerns 

 One approach to couples therapy (Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 1994) focuses 

on identifying and addressing the underlying concerns, or ―hidden issues,‖ that each 

partner may have during a given conflict.  It is theorized that many conflicts which occur 

between couples have more to do with an underlying, interpersonal concern than with the 

―surface level‖ topic.  For example, if a couple has a disagreement about how one partner 
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did not pick up dirty socks off the floor, it is possible that the conflict is more related to 

issues other than the dirty socks, such as mutual respect or the stability of the 

relationship.  Sanford (under review) argued that such underlying concerns may have 

developed over the course of evolutionary history and may still underlie most romantic 

conflicts.  Helping couples identify and address these underlying concerns may be a 

mechanism for improving conflict resolution, and, in turn, improving relationship 

functioning and overall satisfaction. 

 Recent research by Sanford (2008, under review) has sought to identify the 

primary underlying concerns which fuel most conflict in romantic relationships.  He 

developed a self-report measure which asks respondents to identify a specific incident 

and rate the extent to which different statements describe them (e.g. ―I felt criticized‖) or 

their perception of the partner (e.g. ―My partner seemed inattentive‖) during the incident.  

This measure is based on the assumption that the words people use to describe 

themselves or their partners can be used to identify underlying concerns in the conflict.  

A series of large sample factor analytic studies of multiple versions of this measure 

suggested that there are two primary underlying concerns which fuel most conflict in 

romantic relationships.  These two factors have been termed Perceived Threat and 

Perceived Partner Under-Investment, and are best understood as two independent, 

continuously distributed dimensions. 

The Perceived Threat dimension pertains to a person’s perception that his or her 

status has been threatened by a romantic partner.  This may be the result of, for example, 

perceived criticism, restriction of autonomy, the partner’s failure to recognize the 

person’s perceived authority in the relationship, or a perception that the partner attempted 
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to exercise more than his or her rightful share of power and control.  The second 

dimension, Perceived Partner Under-Investment, pertains to a persons’ perception of a 

lack of investment in the relationship on the part of the partner.  A person may perceive 

that the partner failed to provide comfort or security, has become disinterested in him or 

her, failed to invest desired time or energy in the relationship, has not provided enough 

affection, or has become detached from the relationship. 

Confirmatory factor analysis of this model has produced a good fit and 

demonstrated high internal reliability.  These factors have also been found to correlate as 

expected with theoretically related variables, such as relationship satisfaction and 

negative communication patterns (Sanford, 2008, under review).  Thus, for the current 

study, this measure of underlying concerns and the corresponding two-factor model will 

be utilized.  However, although the measure has demonstrated good reliability and 

validity using several large samples, only one such validation study has been completed.  

The measure and corresponding model would benefit from further validation using 

additional populations, such as college students in dating relationships, as opposed to 

adults in marriages.  The current study investigated the proposed two-factor model of 

underlying concerns in romantic relationship conflict in such a population. 

If underlying concerns in a conflict are related to a person’s perceptions during 

that conflict, then we can better understand underlying concerns by understanding how 

perceptions are influenced.  What is it, then, that influences a person’s perceptions during 

conflict?  According to Bradbury and Fincham’s (1991) Contextual Model of Marital 

Interaction, two general classes of variables influence perceptions during interpersonal 

conflict.  The first set of variables includes the transient, momentary thoughts and 
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feelings that a person experiences, which are sometimes the result of prior events in the 

interaction.  This context is updated frequently throughout the interaction, and it is within 

this frame of thoughts and feelings that each new partner behavior or verbalization is 

processed.  The second general class of variables involves the relatively stable 

psychological variables of the person.  Included in this class are relationship-specific 

variables, such as expectations, goals, and rules for the current relationship and beliefs 

about the partner, as well as more enduring variables, such as beliefs about how 

relationships should function, prior relationship experiences, and representations of the 

self (Bradbury & Fincham, 1991).  Similarly, Bradbury, Cohan, and Karney (1998) 

emphasized the importance of individual differences and personality variables for 

understanding relationship functioning.  Termed ―enduring vulnerabilities,‖ these 

variables include experiential factors and relationship expectations that ―set the stage‖ for 

future interactions.  Thus, it is thought that internalized relational schemata, both 

relatively transient and more enduring and global, are predictive of perceptions and 

appraisals during times of interpersonal conflict. 

 
Attachment 

If relational schemata influence perceptions and appraisals during conflict, then it 

is likely that such factors would be related to perceptions of underlying concerns during 

conflict.  To further understand this process, we need a coherent framework for 

understanding relational schemata and relationship functioning.  One such framework is 

that of attachment theory.  First described by Bowlby (1969/1982, 1973), attachment 

theory provides a conceptual scaffolding for predicting and understanding behaviors, 

cognitions, emotions, and motivations in close human relationships.  Bowlby 
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(1969/1982) posited that humans are motivated to seek proximity to others during times 

of need.  These close relationships serve a protective function as well as a means of 

regulating emotions.  However, Bowlby (1973) outlined important individual differences 

in the pattern of seeking proximity with close others (i.e. the attachment system).  When a 

person has interactions with attachment figures who are available and responsive to one’s 

needs, a relatively stable sense of attachment security develops.  This results in increased 

confidence in support-seeking as a distress-regulation strategy.  However, when 

proximity seeking behavior is not distress-relieving, as when one’s attachment figures are 

not reliably available and supportive, confidence in this strategy is lost.  Subsequently, a 

person must develop other strategies for achieving affect regulation. 

Over time, internalization of these repeated experiences results in the 

development of a generalized pattern of emotions, behaviors, and expectations about 

interpersonal relationships, especially close relationships (Fraley & Shaver, 2000).  This 

pattern is known as a person’s attachment style, and extends to most marital and 

committed nonmarital romantic relationships (Weiss 1982, 1986, 1991).  Early research 

in the area of adult attachment focused on Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and Wall’s (1978) 

three-category model of infant attachment—secure, anxious, and avoidant—and the 

conceptualization of similar adult styles put forth by Hazan and Shaver (1987).  

However, later research (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 

1998, Sanford, 1997) found that attachment styles are best understood along two 

independent, continuously distributed dimensions. 

One dimension, usually called attachment anxiety, describes the extent to which a 

person is worried that a partner will be unavailable during times of need (Mikulincer & 
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Shaver, 2005).  Persons high in attachment anxiety typically view proximity-seeking as a 

viable method of getting emotional needs met.  However, due to their attachment history, 

temperamental factors, or contextual cues, they are unsure that their partners will be 

available to provide that care and support.  This results in dependence on relational 

partners for protection (Shaver & Hazan, 1993), and the perception of oneself as 

relatively helpless (Mikulincer & Florian, 1998).  Additionally, Shaver and Mikulincer 

(2002) report that persons with high attachment anxiety have altered appraisal processes 

such as a lowered threshold for detecting cues of a partner’s unavailability and increased 

vigilance to threat-related signals.  Thus, minute cues about a partner’s potential 

unavailability are perceived as very threatening, resulting in insistent efforts to gain the 

partner’s care and support through clinging and controlling behaviors (Shaver & Hazan, 

1993). 

The other dimension of adult attachment is known as attachment avoidance.  

Sometimes termed avoidance of intimacy (Davila & Kashy, 2009), this dimension 

reflects the degree to which a person distrusts a partner’s goodwill and makes subsequent 

efforts to achieve and maintain behavioral independence and emotional distance from the 

partner (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005).  Because individuals high in attachment avoidance 

see proximity seeking as unlikely to relieve distress, they actively engage in steps to 

manage distress alone.  These steps include avoiding dependence, intimacy, and 

emotional involvement in close relationships.  Such individuals further alienate 

themselves by adopting self-reliant attitudes which decrease dependence on others and 

minimize the acknowledgment of personal faults (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003).  In the 

two-dimensional model of adult attachment outlined here, low scores on both dimensions 
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reflect the prototypical secure attachment style, characterized by acknowledgment of 

distress without personal disorganization (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003), trusting of a 

partner’s intentions, and confidence in one’s ability to deal with threats (Shaver & Hazan, 

1993). 

Collins and Read (1994) found that a person’s attachment style (i.e. relational 

schemata), shaped the individual’s cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses to 

others, by altering the type of stimuli that was attended to, creating biases in memory 

retrieval, and affecting attributional processes.  Applying adult attachment theory and 

research to the previous discussion of relational schemata, appraisal, and underlying 

concerns, it would follow that an individual with high attachment anxiety would be 

especially sensitive to cues signifying a lack of investment in the relationship on the part 

of the partner.  Thus, it can be hypothesized that attachment anxiety would positively 

correlate with the perception of partner Under-Investment as an underlying concern in a 

given conflict.  Furthermore, an individual with high attachment avoidance would be 

especially sensitive to threats to one’s autonomy or attacks on one’s person—in other 

words, threats to one’s status.  It follows, then, that attachment avoidance would 

positively correlate with the perception of threat as an underlying concern of a given 

conflict. 

However, attachment should not only correlate with perception of underlying 

concerns, but changes in attachment should predict changes in perception.  As discussed 

earlier, it is currently thought that a person’s set of expectations and beliefs about 

relationships (i.e. attachment orientation) influences how interpersonal events are 

perceived.  If this pathway is accurate, then the two should covary closely.  Thus, in 
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general, attachment levels should predict underlying concerns, and also, fluctuations in 

the one should predict fluctuations in the other.  It is possible to test this assertion 

because attachment style is not completely stable over time.  Rather, both theoretical 

models and empirical data demonstrate that attachment shows both stability and change 

over time. 

The question of how much stability exists in attachment style is hotly debated in 

contemporary research and theory (Lewis, Feiring, & Rosenthal, 2000; Waters, Merrick, 

Treboux, Crowell, & Albersheim, 2000).  On a theoretical level, early interpretation of 

Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory posited that attachment style should be relatively 

stable and resistant to change, especially as a person matured out of childhood and 

adolescence.  In other words, early experiences have a channeling effect on one’s 

attachment style.  Just as a marble rolling down a channel is likely to stay on that same 

path, after repeated experiences, one’s orientation is thought to be relatively stable and 

unlikely to be modified or changed (Fraley & Brumbaugh, 2004).  However, Davila and 

Sargent (2003) point out that Bowlby actually stated that working models of attachment 

accommodate as well as assimilate new information, and are thus open to change as a 

result of external factors, such as the interpersonal environment.  Furthermore, Fraley and 

Brumbaugh (2004) state that when Bowlby’s theories are formalized, they ―do not 

necessarily lead to the prediction that attachment patterns will be highly stable across 

different developmental periods‖ (p. 87).  Rather, attachment security may tend toward 

stability, but this stability is not ensured and can be modified and influenced by various 

internal and external factors (Davila & Cobb, 2004).  For example, Baldwin and 

colleagues (Baldwin, 1999; Baldwin, Keelan, Fehr, Enns, & Koh-Rangarajoo, 1996) 
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uphold the conceptualization of attachment orientation as a set of relational schemas 

which provide scripts for interpersonal relating.  These schemas can be changed through, 

for example, relational experiences which disconfirm our prior beliefs and expectations.  

These scholars agree that most changes in attachment orientation are relatively 

temporary, and that lasting change in attachment is more rare and difficult to achieve 

(Davila & Cobb, 2004).  Continuing the analogy presented above, it is thought that the 

channels are not completely smooth, but include bumps of various sizes.  These bumps 

result in the marble making oscillations and fluctuations within the same canal, although 

significant bumps in the channel may cause the marble to enter a separate pathway.  This 

is not to say that Bowlby’s concept of attachment style as being an enduring pattern of 

interpersonal relating is completely without merit.  Rather, attachment is currently 

thought to have both trait-like and state-like properties (Baldwin et al., 1996; Davila & 

Cobb, 2004; Davila, Karney, & Bradbury, 1999; Davila & Sargent, 2003). 

Not only have the state- and trait-like qualities of attachment been explained 

theoretically, this conceptualization has been upheld in the research.  A large body of 

research exists that has attempted to examine the question of stability and change in 

attachment style (see Scharfe, 2003, and Fraley & Brumbaugh, 2004, for a review).  

These studies have varied by methods of assessing attachment (self-report measures or in 

depth interviews), conceptualization of the attachment construct (categorical or 

dimensional), and time periods across which attachment was measured (a few weeks to 

several decades).  Although results have been mixed, it is generally accepted that 

attachment measures show moderate stability over time. 
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However, concluding from these findings that attachment is a static and 

entrenched trait has several problems.  First, the stability found in most studies is only 

moderate.  Moderate stability means that while some individuals stay the same, many 

people show fluctuations on levels of attachment security over time (Baldwin & Fehr, 

1995; Baldwin et al., 1996; Davila, Burge, & Hammen, 1997), whether attachment is 

conceptualized as categorical or dimensional (Davila et al., 1999; Pierce & Lydon, 2001), 

or self-report or interview measures are used (Davila & Cobb, 2004; Shaver and 

Mikulincer, 2004). 

Another problem with interpreting existing data to mean that attachment is stable 

lies at the measurement level, specifically the number of measurements taken in a given 

study.  Even studies designed to examine stability and change in attachment typically use 

relatively few data points spread over long time periods (Baldwin & Fehr, 1995; Davila 

et al., 1997, 1999; Kirkpatrick & Hazan, 1994; Pierce & Lydon, 2001; Scharfe & 

Bartholomew, 1994).  The fact that moderate correlations are found at this level is of no 

surprise and is in keeping with the dynamic conceptualization of attachment.  If 

attachment is understood as a dynamic construct which is open to fluctuations over the 

short-term, while tending to maintain a general course or style over the long-term, we 

would expect that similarities would exist between just a few data points over an 

extended time-frame.  If this theory is correct, multiple measurements taken relatively 

close together in time should exhibit detectable within-person fluctuations while staying 

moderately stable across the long term. 

Davila and Sargent (2003) set out to address just this possibility.  In a landmark 

study, they administered self-report attachment questionnaires to individuals every day 
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over the course of eight weeks.  They then used hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) to 

analyze this data on two levels—between-subject variability and within-subject 

variability.  They found that levels of self-reported attachment security did indeed vary 

over time, showing that people constantly experience fluctuations in attachment (Davila 

& Cobb, 2004).  Notably, this variability cannot be observed at the between-subject level, 

and within-subject analysis is necessary to detect such fluctuations.  This suggests that 

between-subjects analysis is not sufficient to fully understand attachment orientation, as it 

cannot a detect fluctuation in attachment that is observable at the within-person level of 

analysis.  This study and others (Zhang & Labouvie-Vief, 2004; Davila & Kashy, 2009) 

uphold the conceptualization of attachment as demonstrating both significant stability 

(trait-like properties) and significant change (state-like properties).  Such a model is 

necessary if we are to examine how attachment influences perceptions of relationship 

conflict. 

 
Levels of Effects 

Since, as discussed above, attachment style has been shown to have both trait-like 

and state-dependent properties, it is important to account for differing levels of effects 

between attachment style and underlying concerns in order to understand their 

relationship more fully.  Using three types of measurement, the current study examined 

these effects on two levels: within-person effects and between-person effects (also called 

compositional effects). 

Generally, within-person effects have to do with changes exhibited by an 

individual across time, while between-person effects pertain to differences between 

individuals that remain stable across time.  For example, at the first level, a within-person 



12 

effect would occur if a person’s perception of a given underlying concern changed over 

time, along with changes (over time) in that same person’s attachment orientation.  In 

keeping with attachment theory and recent research (Davila & Sargent, 2003; Davila & 

Kashy, 2009), it was expected that within-person (state-like) fluctuations in attachment 

orientation would be detected across multiple measurements taken over the course of 

several weeks.  More interestingly, in keeping with the discussion of how relational 

schemata influence perception, it was expected that within-person changes in attachment 

orientation would predict within-person changes in perceived underlying concerns. 

In contrast, between-person effects differ from within-person effects in that they 

examine the relationship between two variables after controlling for within-person 

effects.  In other words, between-person effects examine whether stable differences 

between people can predict outcomes that within-person effects cannot predict.  In the 

example used above, a between-person effect would occur if, after controlling for within-

person associations between attachment and underlying concerns, a person’s typical 

attachment style helped predict the typical underlying concerns that they perceived.  In 

other words, if knowing a person’s current attachment orientation helps to predict their 

current perception of a given underlying concern, that is a within-person effect.  

Furthermore, if knowing a person’s typical attachment orientation (in addition to their 

current attachment orientation) helps us predict their perception of an underlying concern 

better than simply knowing their current attachment orientation alone, that is a between-

person effect. 

The current study extended this two-level method of analysis a step further by 

examining between-person effects by measuring a person’s ―typical‖ attachment in two 
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distinct ways: the person’s relationship-specific attachment orientation and the person’s 

global attachment orientation. 

 Current attachment theory and research (e.g. Collins & Read, 1994; Pierce & 

Lydon, 2001) states that people develop a hierarchy of attachment models, including 

global models and models specific to certain relationships.  Thus, a person’s typical 

attachment orientation for a given relationship may be different than that person’s global 

attachment style.  As a result, a person’s perceptions during a given conflict may be 

influenced by several internalized attachment models, including their current, state 

attachment orientation (within-person effects), their typical attachment orientation for the 

current relationship (relationship-specific attachment), and their attachment orientation 

across all romantic relationships (global attachment).  If each of these attachment models 

plays a role in peoples’ perceptions during conflict, it would expected that, after 

controlling for level 1 effects, a person’s typical attachment for the current relationship 

would predict perceived underlying concerns.  Additionally, after controlling for level 1 

effects, a person’s global attachment style across all relationships should predict 

perceived underlying concerns.  In other words, after controlling for within-person 

effects, it was expected that individuals who typically experience high attachment anxiety 

or high attachment avoidance (in the current relationship or in all relationships) would be 

the types of people who typically perceive Partner Under-Investment or perceive Threat 

to Status, respectively. 

Distinguishing between within-person and between-person effects can be 

beneficial for several reasons.  First, a significant within-person effect would lend support 

to the proposed pathway by which a person’s attachment style influences the person’s 
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perceptions during interpersonal conflict.  If attachment style does fluctuate over time 

and does influence perceptions during conflict, then within-person effects, as opposed to 

simple between-person correlations, should be observed.  Secondly, analysis at the 

within-person level can control for response bias and other stable confounding third 

variables.  As will be discussed below, measurement of the constructs involved in this 

study relied on participant self-reports, and as such, there is the potential that participant 

response bias could influence any observed associations between variables.  However, if 

multiple assessments are conducted across time, analysis at the within-person level can 

detect the extent to which changes in one variable for a given participant are associated 

with changes in another variable for that participant, after controlling for differences 

between people.  This would effectively eliminate any response bias that is related to a 

participant’s stable style of responding to questionnaire items. 

Obviously, simple correlations are unable to differentiate between multiple levels 

of effects.  It is possible to detect this distinction, however, if assessments of attachment 

and perceived underlying concerns are made on multiple occasions.  Then, by using 

Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM), it is possible to separate different levels of data.  

The amount of variance accounted for by each level can then be estimated while holding 

the other level constant (Sanford, 2007). 

 
Overview of Current Study 

The current study examined the relationship between attachment style and 

underlying concerns in relationship conflict in a sample of undergraduate students in 

romantic relationships.  First, participants completed a questionnaire measuring global 

attachment style as defined by the two independent dimensions of relationship avoidance 
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and relationship anxiety.  Additionally, they identified a specific incident in which they 

experienced conflict with their romantic partner.  While considering this incident, they 

completed two questionnaires.  One measured current (at the time of the conflict) 

attachment orientation, as defined by relationship avoidance and relationship anxiety.  

The other questionnaire identified the extent to which they perceived the concern 

underlying this conflict was related to a Threat to one’s status or Partner Under-

Investment.  This process was repeated up to a total of five times throughout the 

semester, following the same procedure each time, with the constraint that identical 

specific incidents were not used multiple times.  This design made it possible to focus on 

the following hypotheses: 

At the within-person level (level 1): 

1. Within-person fluctuations in state attachment anxiety across repeated 
measures will be positively associated with within-person fluctuations in 
perceived partner Under-Investment across different incidents. 

2. Within-person fluctuations in state attachment avoidance across repeated 
measures will be positively associated with within-person fluctuations in 
perceived threat to status across different incidents. 

 
At the between-person level (level 2, or compositional effect level): 

3. After controlling for within-person effects, a person’s typical relationship-
specific attachment anxiety (the average state anxiety across repeated 
measurements) will be positively associated with that person’s perception of 

partner Under-Investment. 
4. After controlling for within-person effects, a person’s typical relationship-

specific attachment avoidance (the average state avoidance across repeated 
measurements) will be positively associated with that person’s perception of 

threat to status. 
5. After controlling for within-person effects, a person’s global attachment 

anxiety will be positively associated with that person’s perception of partner 

Under-Investment. 
6. After controlling for within-person effects, a person’s global attachment 

avoidance will be positively associated with that person’s perception of threat 
to status. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
Method 

 
 

Participants 

 The study included 109 participants.  Participants were drawn from 

Neuroscience’s Human Participation in Research (HPR) subject pool, and were required 

to be ―either married or involved in a romantic relationship of at least two weeks 

duration.‖ All participants indicated that they were undergraduate students and that they 

were involved in heterosexual relationships.  Ages of participants ranged from 18 to 23 

years (mean = 19.51, sd = 1.34).  The sample was 81% female, 68% White (non-

Hispanic), 17% Black or African American, 6% Hispanic, 6% Asian, and 2% Native 

American. 

 
Procedure 

 Participants completed between one and five assessment sessions conducted via 

internet questionnaire over the span of eight weeks.  Due to time constraints related to the 

end of the academic semester, participants were recruited in two waves.  The first set of 

participants were asked to complete five assessments, while the second set of participants 

were asked to complete three assessments.  In the final sample, 39% of participants were 

from the first set of participants, while 61% were from the second set.  Percentage of 

participants completing each number of assessments (from one to five assessments) were 

4%, 10%, 57%, 4%, and 25%, respectively.  Reasons for completing fewer than the 

required number of assessments included missing data, matriculation from the study, and 
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dissolution of the current romantic relationship.  If participants indicated that they were 

no longer in the same relationship as at the beginning of the study, future data from that 

participant were excluded from analysis.  To screen for possibly invalid data, participants 

were asked if they had provided serious, good quality answers to the questionnaire.  

Furthermore, participants were asked to report where they were when completing the 

questionnaire.  Data from participants who indicated that they had not provided good data 

or who were in exceptionally distracting locations were not included in analysis.  In all, 

data from a total of 21 assessments were excluded from analysis for these reasons.  

Specifically, five of these assessments pertained to dissolved relationships, four did not 

pertain to any specific conflict, three were excluded due to grossly incomplete data, and 

nine were excluded because of invalid responses. 

 Procedures for each of the assessment sessions were identical, with the exception 

that the first session included an additional measure.  On the first session only, after 

completing an informed consent form and reporting demographic information, 

participants completed a global measure of relationship anxiety and relationship 

avoidance to assess global attachment style.  Following this, and on each successive 

assessment session, each participant was instructed to recall a single, specific conflict 

interaction that actually took place in their current relationship.  To increase the 

likelihood that participants were able to recall a specific conflict, they received the 

following instructions: 

―All couples experience conflict from time to time.  Please take a moment to think 

of a specific conflict you have had with your romantic partner in the past two 
weeks.  A conflict can include an argument, a disagreement, or any conversation 
that involves hurt feelings or anger.  It is not necessary to think of a conflict that is 
unresolved, as both resolved and unresolved conflicts are within the scope of this 
study.  Furthermore, although the conflict should be as significant as possible, you 
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do not need to think of an extremely important conflict, as both major and minor 
conflicts are acceptable.‖ 
 
Participants were asked to indicate whether they considered the conflict to be 

resolved or unresolved, and whether they considered the conflict major or minor.   If 

participants were still unable to recall a specific conflict, they were directed to complete 

an unrelated questionnaire of a length similar to the ones being used in the current study.  

Furthermore, the data from that particular assessment were excluded from analysis. 

Once participants had recalled a specific conflict in their romantic relationship, 

they completed a measure of relationship anxiety and relationship avoidance to assess 

context-specific attachment orientation, and a measure of perceived underlying concerns 

in relationship conflict.  For descriptive purposes, participants completed a measure of 

relationship quality at each assessment.  Participants also completed additional items 

pertaining to the relationship and relationship conflict, but which were not used in the 

current study.  On subsequent sessions, participants were instructed to recall specific 

incidents other than the ones they had already used in previous sessions.  To decrease the 

number of participants who did not complete all required assessments, all participants 

received email reminders two days prior to their next scheduled assessment, reminding 

them of the need to complete the assessment within the next two days.  Furthermore, 

participants who did not complete an assessment on time received another reminder email 

instructing them to complete the assessment within the next two days. 

 
Measures 

 All measures were computer-administered and are included in the appendix. 
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Attachment 

 Relationship anxiety and relationship avoidance were assessed using a version of 

the Experiences in Close Relationships Questionnaire – Revised (ECR-R; included in 

Appendix; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998; Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000).  The 

ECR-R was shortened to consist of an eight-item relationship avoidance scale and an 

eight-item relationship anxiety scale, with items for each scale chosen based on an item 

response theory analysis conducted by Fraley et al. (2000).  For the global measure of 

attachment, participants were given a version of the ECR-R questionnaire on which the 

instructions referred to romantic relationships on a global level (―indicate the extent to 

which each statement describes your typical romantic relationships‖).  One example item 

on the relationship avoidance scale is ―I don’t feel comfortable opening up to romantic 

partners.‖ In the current study, alphas were .86 for global relationship anxiety, and .80 for 

global relationship avoidance. 

 For the incident-specific attachment measures, items and instructions were 

modified to refer to the specific relationship the participant was currently in.  For 

example, participants were asked to use a six-point scale to ―indicate the extent to which 

each statement describes your relationship with your partner on the day of the conflict,‖ 

and the item listed above was changed to ―I didn’t feel comfortable opening up to my 

partner.‖ These instructions helped to tap the specific attachment orientation of the 

participant at the time of the conflict.  For the current study, alphas were computed for 

the incident-specific attachment scales based on the data from the first questionnaire.  

These alphas were .82 for incident-specific relationship anxiety (i.e. ―state anxiety‖), and 

.79 for incident-specific relationship avoidance (i.e. ―state avoidance‖). 
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Participants’ typical relationship-specific attachment was calculated using the 

mean of the incident-specific attachment measures across all assessment sessions.  For 

the current study, reliability for each relationship-specific scale was estimated using 

intraclass correlations.  This procedure compares the variance within a group of data to 

the variance between groups of data to estimate the reliability of each set of data (in this 

case, each scale).  These reliability estimates were .73 for mean relationship anxiety and 

.71 for mean relationship avoidance. 

 
Underlying Concerns 

 Perceived underlying concerns were assessed using a version of Sanford’s (2008; 

under review) Underlying Concerns Inventory (included in the appendix).  This 

questionnaire has demonstrated good reliability and includes an eight-item Perceived 

Threat to status scale and an eight-item Perceived Partner Under-Investment scale.  A 

series of large sample factor analytic studies (Sanford, under review) found no significant 

gender differences on the Perceived Threat dimension, and a statistically significant 

gender difference on the Perceived Partner Under-Investment scale, with women scoring 

slightly higher than men.  However, this gender difference explained only slightly more 

than 1% of the variance.  On the measure, participants are asked to recall a specific 

incident of conflict in their relationship.  They are then asked to use a five-point scale to 

rate the extent to which each statement ―describes your experience during the interaction‖ 

or ―describes how you perceived your partner during the interaction.‖ One example item 

from the Perceived Threat scale is ―I felt accused.‖ An example item from the Perceived 

Partner Under-Investment scale is ―I felt neglected.‖  For the current study, alphas were 

computed for the underlying concerns scales based on the data from the first 
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questionnaire.  These alphas were .93 for Perceived Threat and .91 for Perceived Partner 

Under-Investment. 

 
Relationship Satisfaction 

 Relationship satisfaction was assessed using the 16-item version of the Couples 

Satisfaction Index (included in appendix; Funk & Rogge, 2007).  This measure was 

developed from multiple relationship satisfaction inventories using item-response theory 

to select the most discriminating items.  It has demonstrated excellent reliability as well 

as construct, convergent, and discriminant validity.  Participants are asked to consider 

their relationship as a whole and rate the extent to which several items describe their 

relationship or how they feel about their relationship.  The alpha for the current study was 

.92. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 
Results 

 
 

 Means and standard deviations for each scale are reported in Table 1.  The reader 

is reminded that Perceived Threat and Perceived Partner Under-Investment were 

computed using a five-point Likert scale, and the measures of attachment orientation 

were computed using a six-point Likert scale.  On the relationship satisfaction scale, 

scores (mean = 74.49) were slightly elevated as compared to the normative sample 

reported by Funk and Rogge (2007) (mean = 61), although similarly distributed (sd’s = 

15.39 and 17, respectively).  Scores on all scales were converted to z-scores for data 

analysis.  Of all conflicts included in analysis, 74% were described as ―resolved‖ (with 

26% being ―unresolved‖), and 66% were described as ―minor‖ (with 34% being 

―major‖). 

 
Table 1 

Means and Standard Deviations for Scales Prior to Standardization 

 

Scale  Mean Standard 
Deviation 

State Perceived Threat  2.51 1.02 
State Perceived Under-Investment  2.53 1.07 
State Relationship Anxiety  2.62 1.12 
State Relationship Avoidance  2.65   .97 
Mean Perceived Threat  2.54   .86 
Mean Perceived Under-Investment  2.55   .83 
Mean Relationship Anxiety  2.67   .92 
Mean Relationship Avoidance  2.66   .78 
Global Relationship Anxiety  2.94 1.03 
Global Relationship Avoidance  2.60   .82 
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Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

 To test the hypothesized two-factor structure of the Underlying Concerns Index, a 

confirmatory factor analysis model was tested using LISREL 8.72 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 

2005).  In keeping with Sanford (2008; under review), the model included two factors: 

Perceived Threat and Perceived Under-Investment.  Each of the factors had eight 

indicators.  The two factors were allowed to correlate with each other, and the 

correlations between all error variances were fixed at zero.  Although researchers often 

use more lenient standards in evaluating fit, such as accepting fit indices greater than .9, 

the current study used a more stringent procedure.  In the current study, the model’s fit 

was evaluated using a two-index strategy proposed by Hu and Bentler (1999), who 

suggested a cut-off of  at least .95 for the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and a cut-off of 

less than or equal to .09 for the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR). 

 Using these criteria, the model produced a less than ideal fit (Chi-square (df = 

103) = 266.59, CFI = .94, and SRMR = .11).  The correlation between the two factors 

was -.07, and the standardized factor loadings are listed in Table 2.  With the exception of 

one item, all factor loadings were strong, ranging from .71 to .96.  The lower-loading 

item (―My partner seemed unresponsive‖) loaded .61.  When this item was omitted from 

analysis, a better, though not ideal, fit was produced (Chi-square (df = 89) = 207.28, CFI 

= .95, and SRMR = .10).  Thus, although the fit could be improved slightly by altering 

the scales, the degree of improvement was trivial.  Although the current model did not 

meet the proposed cutoff criteria, which are somewhat stringent, the fit was not poor 

enough to warrant changing the scales, particularly because the existing scales have been 

developed and validated through prior research (Sanford 2008; under review).  For these 
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reasons, it was judged that the benefits of using the existing structure of the Underlying 

Concerns Index outweighed the benefits of altering the measure. 

 
Table 2 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis Standardized Loadings 

 

Items Perceived Under-
Investment Perceived Threat 

I felt overlooked. .83  
I felt invisible. .89  
I felt neglected. .96  
I felt forgotten. .95  
My partner seemed inattentive. .77  
My partner seemed unconcerned. .71  
My partner seemed unresponsive. .61  
My partner seemed uncommitted. .76  
I felt accused.  .84 
I felt criticized.  .80 
I felt blamed.  .87 
I felt misjudged.  .84 
My partner seemed judgmental.  .85 
My partner seemed demanding.  .88 
My partner seemed controlling.  .87 
My partner seemed imposing.  .82 

 

 

 

 To provide initial descriptive information, correlations were computed between 

all variables, and also with relationship satisfaction, using only data provided by 

participants during their initial assessment, as well as participants’ mean state attachment.  

These correlations are reported in Table 3.  Obviously, the variables computed from the 

initial assessment cannot detect within-person change and do not control for stable 

response biases, and the mean attachment variables do not control for the variables at 

level one.  However, these correlations do provide useful general information on 

relationships between scales.  First, all the variables were negatively correlated with 

relationship satisfaction, although these correlations are not so large to suggest that 
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Table 3 
Correlations Between Variables Using Only Scores From Participants’ First Assessment 

 

   Underlying Concern  Global Attachment  State Attachment  Mean State 
Attachment 

Scale CSI  Threat Under-
Investment 

 Anxiety Avoidance  Anxiety Avoidance  Anxiety Avoidance 

Perceived Threat -.26**  1.00           
Perceived Under-

Investment 
-.25**  -.08 1.00          

Global Anxiety -.35**      .21*       .31**  1.00        
Global 

Avoidance 
-.30**   .15  .17      .40** 1.00       

State Anxiety -.38**   .18       .53**      .51**      .27**  1.00     
State Avoidance -.46**   .14       .31**      .36**      .41**      .45** 1.00    

Mean State 
Anxiety 

-.45**   .15       .56**      .49**      .30**      .83**      .38**  1.00  

Mean State 
Avoidance 

-.56**   .13       .45**      .35**      .42**      .52**      .80**      .62** 1.00 

**p < .01. 
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variables are redundant with satisfaction.  Also, mean state attachment anxiety and state 

attachment anxiety, as well as mean state attachment avoidance and state attachment 

avoidance, were highly correlated, which was expected.  In addition, global attachment 

dimensions were significantly, though not redundantly, correlated with state attachment 

dimensions.  This is in keeping with the theoretical conceptualization of attachment 

having both state-like and trait-like properties. 

 As expected, concerns about partner under-investment correlated with all three 

measures of attachment anxiety (state, mean, and global), and did not correlate 

significantly with global attachment avoidance.  Additionally however, and contrary to 

expectations, concerns about partner under-investment correlated with both average and 

conflict-specific attachment avoidance.  Regarding concerns about threat, of all the 

attachment variables, global attachment anxiety was the only variable that produced a 

significant correlation.  The non-significance of the correlations with all three measures 

of attachment avoidance were inconsistent with expectations. 

 
Hierarchical Linear Modeling 

 As discussed above, full investigation of the hypotheses of the current study 

require analysis on both the within-person and between-person levels using hierarchical 

linear modeling (HLM).  This approach was chosen because the HLM approach (1) can 

adequately test all associations hypothesized in the current study, (2) does not require all 

participants to have completed the same number of assessments, and (3) can distinguish 

between within-person and between-person effects.  Data were analyzed using 

hierarchical linear modeling techniques and HLM 6 software (Raudenbush, Bryk, & 

Congdon, 2004).  Two separate models were used, one for each underlying concern.  In 
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each model, the underlying concern was used as the outcome variable, and was predicted 

using the measures of attachment.  Thus, for each model there were six predictor 

variables: state, mean, and global anxiety and state, mean, and global avoidance.  To 

serve as an example, the equations for perceived investment will be discussed here. 

 Each equation contained two levels.  The first level examined only the variables 

that could detect within-person change (i.e. state attachment anxiety and state attachment 

avoidance).  For example, at the first level, within-person change in both types of state 

attachment was used to predict within-person changes in Perceived Under-Investment.  

This level-1 equation took the following form: 

 Investment_state = 0 + 1 (anxiety_state) + 2 (avoidance_state) + e 

For each individual, the outcome variable (perceived Under-Investment), and each of the 

level-1 predictor variables were measured on multiple occasions, and a separate set of 

parameters was computed for each person in the sample.  The slopes 1 and 2 represent 

the extent to which changes in each attachment variable could predict changes in the 

outcome variable.  0 represents the person’s typical investment score when holding the 

within-person fluctuations in attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance constant.  In 

other words, 0 is the person’s investment score that can not be predicted by either state 

attachment anxiety or state attachment avoidance. 

 The level-2 equations used the intercept ( 0) as well as the two slopes ( 1 and 2) 

from the level-1 equation as outcome variables.  Thus, for Perceived Under-Investment, 

there were three level-2 equations: 
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 0 = 00 + 01 (global_anxiety) + 02 (global_avoidance) + 03 (mean_anxiety) + 

04 (mean_avoidance) + u 0 

 1 = 10 + u 1 

 2 = 20 + u 2 

The portion of each person’s variance in Perceived Under-Investment that was 

unexplained (or not able to be predicted) by the level-1 variables is represented in the 

first level-2 equation ( 0).  Accordingly, this unexplained variance was predicted using a 

person’s global and mean attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance.  (Global 

attachment was a person’s scores on the global attachment measure administered on the 

first session, and mean attachment was the average of that person’s state attachment 

scores across all assessments.) Because 0 represented only the variance that was 

unexplained by the level-1 variables, any significance observed in the level-2 variables 

would be due to between-person effects.  In other words, a significant value for, say, 03 

would mean that altogether, peoples’ mean anxiety scores assisted in the prediction of 

their perception of partner under-investment above and beyond their state anxiety score in 

a given conflict (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002).  Using these equations, the variance in each 

person’s underlying concern score was able to be parceled out into within-person effects 

( 10  and 20), and between-person effects ( 01, 02, 03, and 04). 

 The HLM results regarding associations between relationship attachment and 

underlying concerns are listed in Table 4.  As hypothesized, within-person changes in 

attachment anxiety predicted changes in Perceived Partner Under-Investment, and within-

person changes in attachment avoidance did not significantly predict changes is 

Perceived Partner Under-Investment.  To test for differences in the magnitude of these 
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Table 4. 
HLM coefficients: Perceived Threat and Under-Investment Predicted by Attachment Orientation 

 

 Within-Person Effect  Between-Person Effect  Total Effect 
 
Outcome variable 

State 
Anxiety 

State 
Avoidance 

 Mean 
Anxiety 

Mean 
Avoidance 

Global 
Anxiety 

Global 
Avoidance 

 Mean 
Anxiety 

Mean 
Avoidance 

Perceived Under-
Investment .37*** .09     .24* .12 -.01 .00  .61*** .21* 

Perceived Threat   .17*  .15*  -.08 .11  .05 .01   .09 .26* 
*p < .05. ***p < .001. 
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two effects, a chi-square statistic was computed testing the null hypothesis that the 

difference between the two effects was zero.  In keeping with hypotheses, the within-

person effect for attachment anxiety was significantly larger than the effect for 

attachment avoidance (chi-square = 5.72, p = .01).  Also in line with hypotheses, within- 

person changes in attachment avoidance predicted changes in Perceived Partner Threat.  

Unexpectedly, within-person changes in attachment anxiety also predicted changes in 

Perceived Partner Threat, and this effect was not significantly different than the 

attachment avoidance effect (chi-square = .02, p > .50).  At the between-person level 

(after controlling for within-person effects), average relationship-specific attachment 

anxiety predicted Perceived Partner Under-Investment, which is consistent with 

hypotheses.  However, no other between-person effects were significant. 

 For comparative purposes, the total effects for attachment orientation and 

underlying concerns are also included in Table 4.  Total effects indicate the extent to 

which each dimension of attachment, on both the within-person and between-person 

levels put together, can predict underlying concerns.  In other words, the two levels of 

effects are combined and estimated as total level-2 effects, rather than estimated after 

controlling for the within-person effects.  These total effects pertain to mean state 

attachment, not global attachment.  Results were similar to what was expected.  

Attachment anxiety predicted Perceived Under-Investment, and attachment avoidance 

predicted Perceived Threat.  In contrast, the ability of attachment anxiety to predict 

Perceived Threat was non-significant, and although the ability of attachment avoidance to 

predict Perceived Under-Investment was significant, it was not as strong as the Anxiety–

Under-Investment link (chi-square = 7.32, p < .01). 
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 The percent of variance explained by the predictor variables (i.e. global, average, 

and state attachment) was also calculated for each underlying concern variable.  This was 

done by first running a separate HLM model for each underlying concern variable, using 

no predictor variables.  The resulting variance component represented the total variance 

that was observed for that underlying concern.  This total variance was compared with 

the variance component for each full model (using all predictor variables).  The percent 

decrease in the variance component when adding predictor variables to the model 

indicates the total variance explained by the predictor variables.  For Perceived Partner 

Under-Investment, all predictor variables together explained 74% of the total observed 

variance.  For Perceived Partner Threat, predictor variables explained 15% of the total 

observed variance. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
Discussion 

 
 

 This longitudinal study investigated the relationship between underlying concerns 

during romantic relationship conflict and adult romantic attachment.  It built on past 

research on the flexibility of attachment (Davila & Sargent, 2003; Davila & Kashy, 2009) 

as well as research regarding perceptions of underlying themes and concerns during 

conflict (Sanford, 2008; under review).  As expected, there was a robust relationship 

between attachment anxiety and the perception that a partner was under-invested in the 

relationship.  In addition, attachment avoidance was related to the perception that a 

partner was threatening one’s status, although this relationship was weaker than expected.  

An interesting implication of this study is that context-specific attachment may play a 

larger role in interpersonal interactions than has traditionally been thought.  The specific 

findings and their implications are discussed below. 

 One advantage of the current study was that the design made it possible to 

separate within-person effects from between-person effects.  This distinction is important 

because it can eliminate any participant response bias that may be a result of stable third-

variables such as personality factors or sentiment override.  For the current study, within-

person effects pertain only to changes in levels of attachment orientation or underlying 

concern within a person across conflicts.  As such, any within-person effects will 

effectively control for stable response biases that the participants in the sample may have 

exhibited.  While this type of study cannot determine the causal direction of relationships 

between variables, effects at this level do suggest that any covariance between variables 
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is relatively immediate and is likely related to the current context (i.e. the current 

conflict). 

 
Attachment Anxiety and Perceived Under-Investment 

One of the most robust findings of this study was that there is a clear relationship 

between the attachment dimension of attachment anxiety and the underlying concern of 

Perceived Under-Investment.  At the within-person level, the results indicate that during 

conflicts when individuals are experiencing high attachment anxiety, they perceive that 

their partners are under-invested in the relationship.  This association was consistent with 

hypotheses, and supports research suggesting that high attachment anxiety is associated 

with increased sensitivity to cues about the potential unavailability of a partner (Shaver & 

Mikulincer, 2002; Shaver & Hazan, 1993).  Furthermore, the fact that these results were 

detected at the within-person level means that, from conflict to conflict, fluctuations in a 

person’s attachment anxiety are related to fluctuations in that person’s perceptions of 

under-investment.  This means that not only do one’s perceptions (Bradbury & Fincham, 

1991) and one’s attachment orientation (Davila & Cobb, 2004) change with the current 

context, but that they also tend to fluctuate alongside each other. 

At the between-person level, as predicted, individuals’ typical level of 

relationship-specific attachment anxiety predicted perceptions of partner under-

investment.  It is important to note that this level of effect was significant after 

controlling for within-person effects.  In other words, if two individuals experiencing the 

same level of attachment anxiety are engaged in a conflict with their respective partners, 

the individual who typically experiences higher attachment anxiety in the current 

relationship is likely to perceive a greater level of partner under-investment.  This finding 
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is consistent with recent research regarding comfort and support processes among 

couples (Davila & Kashy, 2009).  This study found support for a rather vicious 

attachment anxiety ―contagion‖ cycle, whereby anxious individuals attempt to elicit more 

support from their partners, increasing the attachment anxiety of their partners, who 

attempt to offer support, but which is not recognized by the anxious person, which further 

increases that first partner’s attachment anxiety.  If this cycle is accurate, then it follows 

that individuals with typically higher attachment anxiety would have engaged in such a 

pattern more deeply, and thus would be more sensitive to under-investment than a person 

who typically experiences low attachment anxiety and is merely experiencing more 

during the current conflict.  The fact that attachment anxiety and perceived under-

investment were significantly associated on both levels clearly demonstrates the robust 

relationship between these two variables. 

 
Attachment Avoidance and Perceived Threat 

Also as expected, results from this study indicate that during conflicts in which 

individuals are experiencing high attachment avoidance (also called avoidance of 

intimacy), they perceive their partners as threatening their status.  This supports prior 

research which suggests that attachment avoidance is associated with sensitivity to threats 

to one’s autonomy or perceived attacks on one’s person (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003).  

As with attachment anxiety and Under-Investment mentioned above, this within-person 

level effect suggests that attachment avoidance and Perceived Threat are not only 

associated with each other, but that for each person they fluctuate together from conflict 

to conflict. 
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Somewhat surprisingly, no between-person effect between these two variables 

was observed.  After controlling for within-person effects, between-person differences in 

attachment avoidance did not further predict levels of Perceived Partner Threat.  This 

does not mean that typical attachment avoidance is in no way related to perceptions of 

threat, since the data analysis procedures used in this study controlled for within-person 

effects when testing for between-person effects.  Rather, the results merely indicate that a 

person’s typical level of attachment avoidance did not predict perceptions of partner 

threat above and beyond what can be explained by his or her current (state) attachment 

avoidance.  In other words, individuals experiencing the same level of attachment 

avoidance during a conflict perceived similar levels of partner threat, even if they had 

different typical levels of attachment avoidance.  It is still true, however, that a person’s 

perception of partner threat was related to his or her current level of attachment 

avoidance, and by extension, a person’s typical attachment avoidance predicted typical 

perceptions of threat. 

To illustrate this point, total effects were calculated, which essentially estimate 

the extent to which both levels of measurement (state and typical) can predict perceptions 

of threat, without controlling for each other.  The total effects for attachment avoidance 

and Perceived Threat were, in fact, significant.  This indicates that, in short, while 

attachment avoidance is related to perceptions of threat, it does not appear that habitual 

levels of attachment avoidance have any intensifying effect on perceptions of threat.  In 

all, the connection between attachment avoidance and Perceived Threat, though weaker 

than expected, was significant and consistent with some, though not all, hypotheses. 
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Surprising Findings 

 

 

Attachment Anxiety and Perceived Threat 

One surprising finding of this study was that, at the within-person level, 

fluctuations in attachment anxiety also predicted perceptions of threat to status.  Given 

that the underlying concerns factors were nearly orthogonal in this study, it is surprising 

that attachment anxiety was associated with perceptions of both dimensions of underlying 

concerns.  In other words, attachment anxiety increased along with the perception of 

underlying concerns, regardless of the type of concern (although it increased more if the 

concern was Under-Investment).  One explanation for this could be that attachment 

anxiety may be a rough indicator of context-specific relationship-related emotional 

distress.  For example, Davila and Sargent (2003) found that when faced with 

interpersonal loss, such as the ending of a significant relationship, people experienced 

increases in attachment anxiety and avoidance.  It could be that the potential for 

relationship dissolution inherent in any conflict is enough to raise attachment anxiety in 

individuals, regardless of whether the conflict pertains to Perceived Under-Investment or 

to Perceived Threat to Status.  If a person perceives his or her partner to be threatening, 

that person may experience increased discomfort with closeness and a need for 

interpersonal distance (attachment avoidance, as expected), and at the same time have 

increased concerns about the stability of the relationship (attachment anxiety). 

However, this explanation is only tentative.  While the relationship between 

attachment anxiety and Perceived Threat was significant at the within-person level, there 

was no significant effect observed at the between-person level (after controlling for 

within-person effects).  In fact, there were no significant total effects between these two 
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variables.  The lack of a significant total effect (in spite of a significant within-person 

effect) is possible because, although the between-person effect was not significant, it was 

in the opposite direction of the level-1 effect, in essence cancelling out the within-person 

effect.  In short, while there may be a connection between attachment anxiety and 

Perceived Threat, perhaps by the context-specific distress pathway mentioned above, 

evidence for this connection is not consistently strong. 

 
Global Effects 

Another interesting finding pertains to the lack of predictive power of global 

attachment orientation.  After controlling for within-person effects, neither global 

attachment anxiety nor global attachment avoidance predicted either Perceived Partner 

Under-Investment or Perceived Threat.  In other words, a person’s reported attachment 

orientation across all romantic relationships (global attachment) did not significantly 

explain any variance in that person’s perceptions of underlying concerns that could not be 

explained by the person’s reported attachment orientation at the time of the conflict (state 

attachment).  This suggests that one’s perceptions during romantic relationship conflict 

may be more closely related to context-specific attachment orientation than to global, or 

trait, attachment.  Indeed, this general trend has been found in research examining 

reactions to a broad range of life events (Davila & Sargent, 2003), though that research 

did not distinguish between romantic relationship conflict and other life events.  These 

findings are notable because the traditional understanding of attachment as a stable trait 

suggests that one’s global attachment style would be the best predictor of interpersonal 

perceptions, and that any slight fluctuations in either domain would be insignificant.  The 
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results of this study and others (Davila et al., 1999; Davila & Kashy, 2009; Davila & 

Sargent, 2003) suggest otherwise. 

 
Clinical Implications 

The results of this study are not only interesting from a theoretical standpoint, but 

have implications for clinical work.  As stated previously, many forms of couples therapy 

contain at least a component aimed at helping couples successfully resolve conflict in 

their relationships (Snyder et al., 2006).  One approach in particular (Markman et al., 

1994) specifically attempts to help couples identify the underlying concerns in a given 

conflict as a mechanism for successfully resolving that conflict.  Within this framework, 

the findings of the current study may be useful for helping couples to understand and 

predict their underlying concerns, and thereby resolve conflicts more easily.  For 

example, as implied by this study, couples in which one partner typically experiences 

high attachment anxiety could anticipate that many conflicts may pertain to the 

perception of under-investment on the part of the partner.  In such conflicts, wherein an 

anxious partner perceives that his or her partner is under-invested in the relationship, 

support might take the form of the partner offering reassurances regarding his or her 

commitment to the relationship.  Alternatively, a person’s awareness of experiencing 

particularly high attachment avoidance during a conflict may serve as a signal to that 

person that the conflict is likely related to a perception of threat to his or her status.  If 

this is the case, it is unlikely that pronouncements of commitment to the relationship 

would aid in conflict resolution.  Rather, resolution may involve the other partner 

demonstrating respect or recognizing the person’s need for autonomy. 
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Another clinical implication of the current study pertains to a different approach 

to couples therapy, the emotionally focused model of couple therapy (EFT; Greenberg & 

Johnson, 1988; Johnson 1996).  In EFT, each partner’s attachment relationship is seen as 

the underlying force influencing conflicts, and the mechanism for therapeutic change is 

the modification and repair of these attachment relationships.  However, an important 

distinction is made between a partner’s general, abstract, global style of attachment and 

the partner’s relationship-specific patterns of attachment with their spouse.  The primary 

focus of EFT is on modifying the relationship-specific attachment and patterns of relating 

(Johnson, 2004).  The findings of the current study support this focus.  As previously 

mentioned, it appears that, consistent with EFT, a person’s typical attachment orientation 

in a given relationship is more important in predicting perceptions during conflict than 

his or her global attachment style in all relationships. 

The results of the current study further support EFT by lending empirical support 

to the theorized mechanism of change.  As seen in this study, context-specific attachment 

demonstrates conflict-to-conflict fluctuations, and these changes are related to 

perceptions of underlying concerns.  If these variables fluctuate from conflict to conflict, 

then modification of them may be possible, and incremental change can occur and be 

detected.  Furthermore, the results of this study may help EFT therapists provide couples 

with a vocabulary that will help them understand the interpersonal processes at work.  

EFT interventions for a primarily anxious partner are different than interventions for a 

primarily avoidant partner.  In general, anxious partners are encouraged to clearly 

communicate their needs in a manner that encourages partner support, and avoidant 

partners are helped to deal with insecurities that block emotional engagement (Johnson, 
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2004).  Thus, using the vocabulary and findings from this study, an EFT therapist might 

help an anxious partner express a need for more investment in the relationship from the 

partner, or an avoidant partner might be encouraged to articulate the perception of his or 

her status being threatened. 

 
Limitations of the Study 

The results of this study should be interpreted with the following limitations in 

mind.  First, the confirmatory factor analysis of the two-factor model of the Underlying 

Concerns Index (Sanford, 2008; under review), though promising, did not meet the cut-

off criteria for an ideal fit.  One possible explanation for this could be minor participant 

carelessness.  Although steps were taken to eliminate possibly invalid data from analysis, 

it is possible that participants did not complete each questionnaire as carefully as would 

be hoped.  Another possibility is that the undergraduate population of the current study 

had slightly different reactions to the language used on the items than did the married 

adult population on which the measure was developed.  Whatever the case, although the 

fit was not problematic enough to warrant modifications to the scales for the current 

study, there is room to improve on the factor structure in future research.  One possible 

improvement would be to substitute a new item for the item which loaded slightly low on 

its factor in the current study. 

Second, this study examined correlational associations, and, on each assessment, 

data was collected based on retrospective self-reports.  Because of this, it is impossible to 

tell the causal direction between any of the observed variables.  It is not clear whether, 

during a given conflict, one perceives an underlying concern and one’s attachment 

orientation changes accordingly, one’s attachment orientation changes and this in turn 
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affects one’s perceptions, whether a reciprocal pattern exists, or whether these changes 

occur by some other mechanism. 

Third, although analysis of effects at the within-person level eliminates the 

influence of many of the more obvious, stable confounds, it is still possible that 

fluctuations in a third variable (operating at the within-person level) could have 

influenced the current results.  Finally, this study relied on data from college students in 

dating relationships, which may function slightly differently than marriages between 

older adults (Stewart, Stinnett, & Rosenfeld, 2000).  As such, the generalizability of these 

results to romantic relationship conflict in marriages is unknown. 

 
Conclusion 

In summary, the results of this study affirm that attachment orientation is related 

to perceptions and underlying concerns during romantic relationship conflict, and 

provides support that the two covary closely in theoretically expected ways.  Although 

the causal direction between these two sets of variables is not known, understanding how 

they fluctuate together provides us with a better picture of the processes at work during 

romantic relationship conflict.  Furthermore, these findings have clear implications for 

clinical interventions and couples therapy. 
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APPENDIX 
 

Research Instruments 
 
 

Relationship Avoidance and Anxiety (Global) 

 
Please take a moment to consider your 
romantic relationships in general. Then 
indicate the extent to which each statement 
describes your typical romantic relationships. 
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I’m afraid that I will lose my partner’s love. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I prefer not to show my partner(s) how I feel deep 
down. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I worry that my partner(s) don’t really love me.       
I feel comfortable sharing my private thoughts and 
feelings with my partner(s). 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I often wish that my partner’s feelings for me were 

as strong as my feelings for him or her. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I find it difficult to allow myself to depend on 
romantic partner(s). 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I worry a lot about my relationships. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I am very comfortable being close to romantic 
partners. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I rarely worry about my partner(s) leaving me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I don’t feel comfortable opening up to romantic 

partners. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I do not often worry about being abandoned. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I find it relatively easy to get close to my partners. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I find that my partner(s) don’t want to get as close as 

I would like. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

It helps to turn to my romantic partner(s) in times of 
need. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

My desire to be very close sometimes scares people 
away. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I feel comfortable depending on romantic partners. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
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Relationship Avoidance and Anxiety (Specific) 

 
Please indicate the extent to which each 
statement describes your relationship with 
your partner on the day of the conflict. 
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I was afraid that I would lose my partner’s love. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I preferred not to show my partner how I felt deep 
down. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I worried that my partner didn’t love me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I felt comfortable sharing my private thoughts and 
feelings with my partner. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I wished that my partner’s feelings for me were as 

strong as my feelings for him or her. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I found it difficult to allow myself to depend on my 
partner. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I worried a lot about my relationship with my 
partner. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I was very comfortable being close to my partner. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I didn’t worry about my partner leaving me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I didn’t feel comfortable opening up to my partner. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I did not worry about being abandoned. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I found it relatively easy to get close to my partner. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I found that my partner didn’t want to get as close as 

I would like. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

It helped to turn to my partner in times of need. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
My desire to be very close scared my partner away. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
I felt comfortable depending on my partner. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
 

Underlying Concerns 

 
Please indicate the extent to which each statement 
describes YOUR experience during the 
interaction. 
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I felt accused. 1 2 3 4 5 
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I felt overlooked. 1 2 3 4 5 
I felt criticized. 1 2 3 4 5 
I felt invisible. 1 2 3 4 5 
I felt blamed. 1 2 3 4 5 
I felt neglected. 1 2 3 4 5 
I felt misjudged. 1 2 3 4 5 
I felt forgotten. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Please indicate the extent to which each statement 
describes how you perceived YOUR PARTNER 
during the interaction. 
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My partner seemed judgmental. 1 2 3 4 5 
My partner seemed inattentive. 1 2 3 4 5 
My partner seemed demanding. 1 2 3 4 5 
My partner seemed unconcerned. 1 2 3 4 5 
My partner seemed controlling. 1 2 3 4 5 
My partner seemed unresponsive. 1 2 3 4 5 
My partner seemed imposing. 1 2 3 4 5 
My partner seemed uncommitted. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Relationship Satisfaction 

 
 Extremely 

Unhappy 
Fairly 

Unhappy 
A Little 

Unhappy 
Happy Very 

Happy 
Extremely 

Happy 
Perfect 

Please indicate the 
degree of happiness, 
all things considered, 
of your relationship. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
 All of 

the 
time 

Most 
of the 
time 

More 
often than 

not 

Occasionally Rarely Never 

In general, how often do 
you think that things 
between you and your 
partner are going well? 

5 4 3 2 1 0 

       
Please indicate how true 
the following statements 
are: 

Not at 
all true 

A 
little 
True 

Somewhat 
True 

Mostly True Almost 
Completely 

True 

Completely 
True 

Our relationship is 
strong. 0 1 2 3 4 5 

My relationship with my 
partner makes me happy. 0 1 2 3 4 5 
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I have a warm and 
comfortable relationship 
with my partner. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

I really feel like a part of 
a team with my partner. 0 1 2 3 4 5 

 Not at 
all 

A 
little 

Somewhat Mostly Almost 
Completely 

Completely 

How rewarding is your 
relationship with your 
partner? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

How well does your 
partner meet your needs? 0 1 2 3 4 5 

To what extent has your 
relationship met your 
original expectations? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

In general, how satisfied 
are you with your 
relationship? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

 
For each of the following items, select the answer that best describes how you feel 
about your relationship. Base your responses on your first impressions and immediate 
feelings about the item. 
        

Interesting 5 4 3 2 1 0 Boring 
Bad 0 1 2 3 4 5 Good 
Full 5 4 3 2 1 0 Empty 

Sturdy 5 4 3 2 1 0 Fragile 
Discouraging 0 1 2 3 4 5 Hopeful 

Enjoyable 5 4 3 2 1 0 Miserable 
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