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Attachment Styles 

Literature Review 
 

 Our attachment style says who we are in our relationships; it is a stable characteristic 

(Pearce & Halford, 2008) that permeates our closest interpersonal relationships.  Attachment 

style is often studied alongside relationship dynamics such as jealousy, support seeking, self-

disclosure (Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994), positive/negative attributions, positive/negative 

communication (Pearce & Halford, 2008), satisfaction, commitment, and communal strength 

(Bello, Brandau-Brown, & Ragsdale, 2008).  Attachment style is seen as a contributing factor to 

many areas of communication research (Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994). 

 Many researchers have spent time trying to understand how attachment style is best 

measured: interview, observation, or self-report measures (Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994).  

Griffin and Bartholomew elaborate on a categorization system that is often used when 

describing/labeling attachment styles (1994).  Bartholomew proposed that attachment style can 

be expressed by assessing where people lie along a quadrant of cross-referenced dimensions: 

positivity/negativity of the self and positivity/negativity of the other/hypothetical partner (Griffin 

& Bartholomew, 1994).  Positive self and positive other yields secure attachment, positive self 

and negative other yields dismissing (insecure) attachment, negative self and positive other 

yields preoccupied (insecure) attachment, and negative self and negative other yields fearful 

(insecure) attachment (Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994).  This is the most accepted, up-to-date 

categorization model for attachment styles (Bello, Brandau-Brown, & Ragsdale, 2008). 



 In relationships, those with a secure attachment value intimacy and autonomy, and are 

better at developing and maintaining relationships than those that have one of the three kinds of 

insecure attachment.  Preoccupied attachment is also found to value intimacy, but these people 

are many times too dependent on a partner, often becoming clingy and obsessive.  People with 

fearful attachment desire intimacy; however, they often withdraw from a partner because they 

are too fearful of being hurt emotionally.  Those who have dismissive attachment value 

autonomy over closeness with someone else (Bello, Brandau-Brown, & Ragsdale, 2008). 

 Applying attachment styles to marital research has become a common practice.  For 

example, Bello, Brandau-Brown, and Ragsdale sought to examine how attachment style, marital 

satisfaction, commitment, and communal strength impacted relational repair messages in 

relationships where both partners have been previously married (2008).  They used attachment 

style as the primary variable to predict message interpretation among their "remarrieds".  They 

predicted that the positivity/negativity of others would be the most important aspect of 

attachment styles, saying that secure and preoccupied attachment would be closely related and 

fearful and dismissive attachment would be closely related in the outcomes of the study.  

Commitment has been found to be an important variable when interpreting a marital partner's 

behaviors and messages; these researchers hoped to prove that highly committed individuals 

would engage in more repair strategies than moderate to low committed individuals.  Communal 

strength can be described simply as "felt obligation"; the researchers guessed that weaker 

communal strength would be more indicative of negative associations to a partner's repair 

attempts.  Relational repair attempts are messages that are meant to put the relationship on a 

previously experienced successful track.  Research has already proven the usage and frequency 

of these messages in marital relationships.  In this study, repair message scenarios were written 



in one of two ways (clear or unclear) and the interpretations (honesty and politeness) of these 

messages were measured alongside satisfaction, attachment style, commitment, and communal 

strength.  The researchers found that secure and preoccupied attachment indicated a more 

positive interpretation of the repair message (more honest and more polite) than fearful and 

dismissive attachment.  They also found that satisfaction predicted the level of politeness 

attributed to the interpretation and that satisfaction, commitment, and communal strength were 

all predictors for the honesty attributions made to the interpretation (Bello, Brandau-Brown, & 

Ragsdale, 2008). 

 Pearce and Halford also studied attachment styles as they relate to negative couple 

communication, with attributions as a potential mediating variable (2008).  The researchers 

focused on secure versus insecure attachment instead of all four categorizations of attachment; 

further, they looked at insecure attachment as being affected by anxiousness and avoidance.  The 

attributions are measures of interpretations of a marital partner's behaviors and/or messages.  

Pearce and Halford acknowledged that relationships had already been found between insecure 

attachment and negative couple communication, insecure attachment and negative attributions, 

and negative attributions and negative couple communication.  They sought to prove that 

negative attributions serve as a mediating variable to insecure attachment and both self-reported 

and observed negative couple communication.  They used multiple measures to assess self-report 

data and observed data.  It was found that negative attributions were a partial mediating variable 

only for self-reported negative couple communication, and not for observed negative couple 

communication (Pearce & Halford, 2008). 

 Both studies outlined future research opportunities.  Bello, Brandau-Brown, and Ragsdale 

said that studying couples that are in their first marriage may return different results than those 



found when studying "remarrieds" (2008).  They also said that looking at relationships between 

their predictor variables would be helpful (Bello, Brandau-Brown, & Ragsdale, 2008).  Pearce 

and Halford recommended looking at anxious and avoidant attachment as separate causes of 

negative attributions and negative couple communication, the differences between female and 

male cognitive processing practices, testing the same relationships using positive communication 

tasks, and conducting longitudinal research (2008).  They say that application of these ideals can 

be used in therapy (Pearce & Halford, 2008).            

 

Rationale 

 

In relationships, those with a secure attachment value intimacy and autonomy, and are 

better at developing and maintaining relationships than those with insecure attachment (Bello, 

Brandau-Brown, & Ragsdale, 2008).  Their respect for autonomy may prevent secures from 

engaging in many secret tests.  This leads to hypothesis one: People with secure attachments will 

be less likely to engage in secret tests.  Further, securely attached people may have a 

commitment to intimacy, which should involve prominent use of affectionate communication.  

This leads to hypothesis two: People with secure attachments will be more likely to engage in 

affectionate communication.  When comparing attachment styles to love styles, secure 

attachment may be visualized as the eros love style. “Romantic love is characterized by passion 

and an intense physical attraction, and eros lovers tend to be emotional and believe in love at first 

sight” (Hans, 2008).  This relationship leads to hypothesis three: People with secure attachments 

will be similar to those with the eros love style. 



In relationships, those with a preoccupied attachment value intimacy, but are many times 

too dependent on a partner, often becoming clingy and obsessive (Bello, Brandau-Brown, & 

Ragsdale, 2008).  Being clingy and obsessive may force preoccupieds to feel the need to 

frequently secret test, which provided a foundation for hypothesis four: People with preoccupied 

attachments will be more likely to engage in secret tests.  Valuing intimacy as well as being 

“clingy” are both reasons that preoccupieds may engage in affectionate communication.  

Hypothesis five states: People with preoccupied attachments will be more likely to engage in 

affectionate communication.  Once again examining the relationship between love styles and 

attachment styles, we can infer positive relationship.  “Possessive love is a passionate but 

insecure type of love; these lovers tend to experience feelings of jealousy and are therefore very 

protective, if not possessive, of their partners' time and attention” (Hans, 2008).  Therefore, 

hypothesis six says: People with preoccupied attachments will be similar to those with the mania 

love style. 

In relationships, those with dismissive attachments value autonomy over closeness with 

someone else (Bello, Brandau-Brown, & Ragsdale, 2008).  Such high value of autonomy would 

decrease the curiosity factor that makes people engage in secret tests. Therefore, we can 

academically make hypothesis seven: People with dismissive attachments will be less likely to 

engage in secret tests. Further, avoidance of closeness would probably include avoidance of 

overly-affectionate communication as well, leading to hypothesis eight: People with dismissive 

attachments will be less likely to engage in affectionate communication. “Game-playing lovers 

typically value fun and self-indulgence over commitment and emotional involvement, and it 

would not be out of character for a game-playing lover to maintain multiple relationships 

simultaneously” (Hans, 2008).  It seems very probable that dismissive attachment could be seen 



in those with ludus love style, which is explored in hypothesis nine: People with dismissive 

attachments will be similar to those with the ludus love style. 

In relationships, those with fearful attachments desire intimacy; however, they often 

withdraw from a partner because they are too fearful of being hurt emotionally (Bello, Brandau-

Brown, & Ragsdale, 2008).  Being fearful of emotional pain may cause someone to secret test 

their partners in order to gain reassurance, creating rationale for hypothesis ten: People with 

fearful attachments will be more likely to engage in secret tests. Withdrawing from a partner may 

involve a decrease in affectionate communication, which is explained by hypothesis eleven, 

which states: People with fearful attachments will be less likely to engage in affectionate 

communication. “Pragmatic lovers are preoccupied with compatibility and may avoid intimacy 

until a relationship is perceived to have long-term stability” (Hans, 2008).  Fearfuls withdraw 

from their partners but desire intimacy; so, it seems, do the pragmas (until they feel they are 

comfortable enough to move forward).  These people may be overthinking about their 

relationship. We conclude with hypothesis twelve: People with fearful attachments will be 

similar to those with the pragma love style. 
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