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The current study examined direct and indirect influences of romantic attachment 

processes, marital adjustment, and the coparenting relationship on family functioning.  Data was 

collected from a community sample of 86 heterosexual couples with a child aged eight to eleven 

living in the home.  Both spouses completed a demographic questionnaire, the Experiences in 

Close Relationships Scale, the Dyadic Adjustment Scale, the Coparenting Scale, and the Self-

Report Family Inventory as part of a larger study on family processes in middle childhood. Data 

analysis included multilevel modeling, utilizing the actor-partner interdependence model. Results 

indicated that marital adjustment mediated the association between attachment processes and 

family functioning, suggesting that a healthy marital relationship is an important variable that 

helps explain links between attachment security and the family functioning.  Findings also 

highlighted the benefit of conceptualizing adult romantic attachment, marital, and coparental 

subsystems within a systemic framework. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Attachment and family systems theories are distinct, but share important commonalities 

such as conceptualizing individual functioning systemically and relationally.  Family systems are 

complex due to the nature and composition of individuals, and both dyadic and triadic 

relationships (e.g., parent-child, husband-wife, father-mother-child) that mutually influence one 

another (Cox & Paley, 1997).  For this reason, family systems theory posits that an accurate 

understanding of individual functioning requires consideration of family relationships within the 

context of the whole family system (Minuchin, 1988).   

Researchers and clinicians have progressively advocated for an extension of attachment 

theory from individual and dyadic levels to the larger family system level (Erdman & Caffery, 

2003; Kozlowska & Hanney, 2002).  Other scholars have compared and contrasted attachment 

and family systems theories in an effort to integrate the two, particularly for therapeutic purposes 

such as conceptualizing family interactions (e.g., Byng-Hall, 2008).  Crittenden and Dallos 

(2009) incorporated the two theories for family therapy, proposing that together, they produce a 

more comprehensive and effective treatment approach. Also expanding on the proposed 

integration, Johnson (2004) applied principles of attachment in close relationships to couple and 

family therapy.  Despite the surge in interest and new developments in the field of attachment, 

deficits in the literature remain regarding how attachment processes are associated with family 

functioning.  

Generally, the family environment encompasses the first, most prolonged involvement 

with a system of interpersonal relationships that we as human beings experience.  Bowlby (1988) 

emphasized that the family environment should generate feelings of security and attunement 
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towards family member’s needs, specifying that this was particularly important for children.  He 

also proposed that a household void of a “secure” environment greatly increased children’s risk 

for dependency, detachment, as well as psychological and adjustment difficulties. Because of 

this interconnectedness, scholars have advocated and found support for examining the 

relationship between attachment processes and whole family dynamics.  For instance, Pfaller, 

Kiselica, and Gerstein (1998) found that young adults reporting secure attachment endorsed 

significantly greater levels of family cohesion, adaptability, and satisfaction in their family of 

origin, as compared to those with avoidant or anxious attachment patterns. Using a longitudinal 

design measuring attachment dimensions and behavioral interactions, researchers found that 

family interactions characterized by high levels of warmth/sensitivity and low levels of hostility 

at age 15 predicted higher levels of self-reported attachment security at age 25 (Dinero, Conger, 

Shaver, Widaman, & Larsen-Rife, 2011).  Lastly, results of Latzer, Hochdorf, Bachar, and 

Canetti’s (2002) study indicated that young adult females with eating disorders endorsed 

significantly higher levels of attachment avoidance and anxiety, and reported that their family 

environment was significantly less cohesive and expressive, when compared to a non-eating 

disordered control group. The authors concluded that when insecure attachment and family 

dysfunction coincide, there is an increased risk for eating disorders.   

Attachment Theory 

 The premise that human beings have a fundamental, instinctual need for security that is 

fulfilled through relational experiences is at the heart of attachment theory.  Specifically, Bowlby 

(1969/1982) theorized that humans are born with an innate attachment behavioral system that 

provides the foundation for proximity maintenance between the parent and child, offering 

physical protection when the child encounters environmental threats and increasing the chances 
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of survival.  Attachment representations develop in an infant’s formative years and are thought to 

lay the foundation for attachment experiences throughout childhood into adulthood, such that the 

parent-child relationship significantly impacts one’s ability to form later attachment bonds with 

significant others (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  

Modern self-report methods of defining and assessing the construct of adult attachment 

utilize Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) conceptualization, which expanded on Hazan and 

Shaver’s (1987) work by proposing four categories of adult attachment (secure, preoccupied, 

dismissing-avoidant, and fearful avoidant) based on two dimensions: a) attachment anxiety, 

which reflects the extent to which a person doubts self-worth and worries about abandonment or 

rejection and b) attachment avoidance, which reflects the extent to which a person limits 

intimacy with others. Using this framework allows researchers to examine attachment on a 

continuum with security being conceptualized as the absence or low levels of attachment anxiety 

and avoidance.  

In adulthood, ample evidence links adult attachment security with healthy, positive 

adjustment and higher levels of self-esteem (Hepper, & Carnelley, 2012; Onishi, Gjerde, & 

Block, 2001).  Security engenders positive models of the self and others, which translate into 

perceptions of the self as worthy of affection/love and others as receptive and accepting.  On the 

other hand, insecurity has been linked to maladjustment, increased vulnerability for 

psychopathology, lower self-esteem, and relational dysfunction (Conradi & de Jonge, 2009).  

Furthermore, in studies of adolescents and undergraduates, high attachment anxiety predicted 

significantly greater levels of distress, anxious symptoms, risk behaviors, and lowered self-

concept, while those with avoidant attachment patterns reported similarly elevated symptom 

levels and lower self-concept (Cooper, Shaver, & Collins, 1998).  
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 Although the literature is mixed, some findings suggest that adult attachment patterns 

may vary by gender. Specifically, findings indicate that men are more likely to report higher 

scores on attachment avoidance, whereas women tend to report higher attachment anxiety 

(Brassard, Shaver, & Lussier, 2007; Schmitt, 2008.)  In a meta-analysis of self-reported 

attachment (Del Giudice, 2011), gender differences were most discrepant within community 

samples (D = .28), smaller in college samples (D = .12), and the smallest effect size was found in 

online samples (D = .07).  However, other findings are contradictory, indicating little to no 

differences in attachment patterns between genders, particularly when utilizing an attachment 

interview or comparing across cultures (Schmitt et al., 2003; van IJzendoorn & Bakermans-

Kranenburg, 2009). 

Executive Subsystems in the Family 

The family system is comprised of subsystems including individuals, dyads, and triads, as 

well as other groups, all impacting one another.  Family systems theory posits that optimally 

functioning families are comprised of hierarchically organized subsystems marked by distinct 

boundaries (Minuchin, 1988).  By definition, the family’s “executive subsystem” is the authority 

that organizes and leads the family system, and both marital and coparenting relationships are 

typically key elements.  Although often comprised of the same individuals, clear boundaries 

between the marital and coparenting subsystems allows the couple to block issues in the marital 

relationship from overflowing into other subsystems, such as parenting. 

Marital Subsystem  

Historically, the marital relationship is the most extensively studied executive subsystem.  

Reseach evidence links strong marital alliances to higher quality parenting, better child 

outcomes, and more adaptive family functioning (Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000; Stevenson-
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Hinde & Akister, 1995).  For example, Paley et al. (2005) found that marital conflict was 

harmful to family functioning, but spouses’ withdrawal from the marital relationship had even 

more noteworthy repercussions on the family environment, such that family cohesion decreased 

significantly.  

Attachment theory provides a comprehensive framework for understanding family 

relationship functioning, particularly marital functioning and satisfaction (see Mikulincer & 

Shaver, 2007 for review).  Couples within a secure attachment system, endorsing low attachment 

avoidance and anxiety, are generally more capable of functioning adaptively, feel more satisfied 

in their marital relationships, and report higher marital cohesion and adaptability (Banse, 2004; 

Mikulincer & Florian, 1999).  Ample research also suggests that attachment anxiety and 

attachment avoidance have a significant inverse relationship with marital adjustment and 

satisfaction (Lopez, Riggs, Pollard, & Hook, 2011; Rholes, Simpson, Campbell, & Grich, 2001; 

Hollist & Miller, 2005). Furthermore, one partner’s attachment style is likely to influence the 

other partner’s perception of his/her own relationship satisfaction (Banse, 2004; Mondor, 

McDuff, Lussier, & Wright, 2011); however, partner results have been mixed (see Mikulincer & 

Shaver, 2007 for review).  For example, Lopez et al. (2011) found that romantic partners of 

insecurely attached adults frequently report lower marital adjustment, while Mondor et al. (2011) 

found no significant partner effects for spouse’s attachment style on the respondent’s marital 

adjustment among non-distressed couples. 

Parental Subsystem 

Also included in the executive subsystem is one of the more recent constructs within the 

family literature - the coparenting relationship.  Broadly, coparenting can be defined as the 

ability of two or more adults to mutually raise and care for a child together.  Although the current 
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study will focus on married husbands and wives, the term coparenting can include any two 

individuals (e.g., grandparents, divorced parents, non-married parents, etc.) working together to 

rear a child. McHale (2011) further delineated coparenting for intact families as a triadic family 

interaction that concentrates explicitly on the parents’ joint relationship with the child, including 

their shared beliefs and concern for the well-being of the child. Motivated by their children’s 

welfare, the coparenting partnership is considered a higher-level process of parenting behaviors 

that necessitates coordination with another individual.  This is distinct from other dyadic 

relationships, such as the parent-child relationship or the marital relationship, which focus on 

partner’s feelings or concerns towards one another or the relationship.  

While the marital and coparental relationships generally include the same two individuals 

and are interrelated, a couple’s coparenting ability does not always reflect success, or lack 

thereof, in marriage.  Conceptually, it is possible for a couple to have a healthy, successful 

marriage, yet encounter difficulties managing the demands of cooperative coparenting.  

Conversely, it is conceivable and proposed by some researchers that a couple can exert effort in 

the best interest of the child and be successful coparents, yet find their marital relationship 

lacking or strained (Gable, Crnic, & Belsky, 1994). Overall, research suggests a positive 

association between the marital and coparenting relationships (Kolak & Volling, 2007).  

Studies indicate that quality coparenting provides children with a sense of predictability, 

stability, and security in the family (McHale, 1997; Kolak & Vernon-Feagans, 2008). Linking 

coparenting and the family environment to child outcomes, research indicates that high levels of 

supportive coparenting and more adaptive family structures are related to fewer externalizing 

behavioral problems in children (Schoppe, Mangelsdorf, & Frosch, 2001). Research regarding 

direct associations between coparenting and family functioning is scarce. However, studies 
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suggest that the family of origin influences coparenting ability, with evidence of a positive 

association between mother’s and father’s recollections of supportive coparenting between their 

own parents in childhood and current perceptions of better coparenting with their child (Stright 

& Bales, 2003). 

The association between adult attachment and parenting has been studied extensively, but 

less is known regarding coparenting. Parenting and coparenting encompass several similar 

characteristics, so some of the prior parenting research is relevant to the current study.  In 

particular, empirical evidence suggests that adults reporting insecure attachment patterns exhibit 

less favorable and less sensitive parenting (Mills-Koonce, et al., 2011; Wearden, Peters, Berry, 

Barrowclough, & Liversidge, 2008). Supportively raising children together involves cooperation 

from both parents such that individuals are required to practice compromise and handle conflict 

constructively (McHale, 2011). Those with insecure attachment patterns are more likely to have 

ineffective conflict-resolution strategies and be more prone to anger when compared to those 

with secure attachment (Corcoran & Mallinckrodt, 2000). The only published study examining 

attachment and coparenting produced different findings for men and women.  Specifically, 

families with secure mothers demonstrated less conflictual coparenting, whereas families with 

secure fathers had increased conflict in the coparenting relationship (Talbot, Baker, & McHale, 

2009).  

Current Study 

The family attachment network model (Riggs & Riggs, 2011) suggests that individual 

and family well-being is dependent on parental attachment and its impact on other family 

subsystems. Specifically, deficits in a parent’s or spouse’s psychological well-being related to 

insecure attachment will likely influence the ability to be a sensitive spouse or coparent. In turn, 
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these subsystems will necessarily affect and be affected by the larger family system, which 

provides the primary context for the ongoing development of all family members. 

Despite the majority of marital and coparenting interactions occurring within the context 

of whole family dynamics, we know very little about the process through which they influence 

the family environment.  Previous research indicates a direct relationship between adult romantic 

attachment and family functioning (Pfaller, Kiselica, & Gerstein, 1998); however, based on 

family systems theory, it is difficult to understand the family unit without accounting for the 

inter-relationships between members and subsystems.  The Family attachment network model 

suggests that healthier adjustment at any level (e.g., individual, marital, or coparental) will 

increase the likelihood for positive interactions and emotions between family members, thus 

creating a family environment that is more satisfying and cohesive. Drawing from this model, we 

tested the following hypotheses: (1) a couple’s romantic attachment processes will predict the 

quality of their marital and coparenting interactions, as well as their perceptions of family 

functioning;  (2) marital adjustment and coparenting will independently predict the family 

environment; (3) the marital and coparental subsystems will play a significant mediating role 

between both spouses’ romantic attachment and family functioning (actor–actor mediation; See 

Figure 1); (4) all subsystems (spousal romantic attachment, marital adjustment, and coparenting) 

in the comprehensive model will show a unique contribution to family functioning.  We also 

predicted the following partner effects: (5) spouses’ attachment strategies will be associated with 

the respondent’s marital adjustment, coparenting, and family functioning (6) spouse’s marital 

adjustment and coparenting scores will mediate the relationship between the spouses’ attachment 

processes and the respondents’ perception of family functioning (actor–partner mediation; See 

Figure 1). 
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CHAPTER 2 

METHOD 

Sample 

Families throughout the North Texas region volunteered to participate in the Family and 

Kid Connection project, a larger research study approved by the university’s Institutional Review 

Board, which sought to examine family processes in middle childhood.  Data for the current 

study included 86 heterosexual, married couples (N = 172; 86 husbands, 86 wives from 75 intact 

families and 11 blended families) who were parenting at least one child age 8 to 11 years old.  

The majority of participants (n = 132) identified themselves as Caucasian (76.7%), 16 

identified as Hispanic or Mexican American (9.3%), 13 African American (7.6%), 3 Asian 

(1.7%), 4 endorsed Other (2.3%), and another 4 (2.3%) participants did not disclose their 

ethnicity.  On the average, husbands were 38.48 (SD = 5.4) years of age, wives were 36.5 (SD = 

5.2), and target children were 9.92 (SD = 1.18), with 48 males and 38 females.  The mean length 

of marriage was 12.1 years (Range = 1 – 21, SD = 4.2).  Most parents had earned a bachelors 

degree or greater (n = 94; 54.8%) while about 19% (n = 33) had completed some college credit, 

13% (n = 22) a 2-year or technical degree, and about 12% (n = 20) a high school degree.  Over 

half the participants (52.3%) reported a family income over $60,000, 16.9% reported between 

$45,000-60,000, 7.6% reported between $15,000-30,000, and 3.5% reported below $15,000 (11 

missing data).  

Instruments 

The Background information questionnaire (Riggs, 2003) collected demographic data, 

e.g., age, ethnicity, gender, family income, relationship status.  Parents were also asked to 

provide information regarding their own family of origin. 
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The Experiences in Close Relationships Scale (ECR; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998) is 

a valid and reliable self-report measuring adult romantic attachment.  The ECR includes 36 

items, which ask respondents to rate on a Likert scale from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly 

Agree how strongly they agree with statements like “I prefer not to show a partner how I feel 

deep down” and “I worry a fair amount about losing my partner.”  Two scales contain 18 items 

each:  (a) attachment avoidance – discomfort relying on or being close to others, and (b) 

attachment anxiety – fear of rejection and abandonment.  In the current study, Cronbach’s alphas 

were .89 for husbands and .93 for wives on the Avoidance scale and .92 for husbands and .90 for 

wives on the Anxiety scale.   

The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976) is a 32-item self-report measure of 

marital quality and relationship adjustment.  The DAS is a widely used, reliable measure with a 

possible range of scores from 0 to 151, with a high rating representing positive adjustment.  The 

DAS yields a Total Dyadic Adjustment score and four subscales: Dyadic Consensus, Dyadic 

Satisfaction, Dyadic Cohesion, and Affectional Expression.  The current study utilized the Total 

Dyadic Adjustment score, yielding a Cronbach’s alpha of .92 for husbands and .89 for wives. For 

reported means and analyses, raw scores were converted to T-scores with a mean equal to 50 and 

a standard deviation of 10.  

The Coparenting Scale (CS; McHale, 1997) requires parents to rate their own coparental 

behaviors within the family.  It is comprised of 16 items that ask parents to rate from 1, 

absolutely never, to 7, almost constantly – at least once per hour, how often they engage in 

particular coparenting behaviors.  These behaviors are conceptualized as methods of 

communicating about the coparental subsystem, either overtly within the triadic family 

subsystem of both parents and child (e.g., “How often in a typical week (when all 3 of you are 
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together) do you argue with your partner?”) or covertly when they are alone with the child (e.g., 

“How often in a typical week (when you are alone with your child) do you make a remark to 

invoke or include the absent parent (e.g., “dad will be home soon”; “you should show that to 

mom”). Of the four derived scales, the current study utilized two as measures of conflictual and 

supportive coparenting.  The Conflict scale measures parents’ self-perceptions regarding 

engaging in inter-parental disagreements or conflict in front of the child, while the Family 

Integrity scale measures their behaviors promoting family togetherness. For the current study, 

alpha reliabilities for the Conflict scale were .85 for husbands and .89 for wives, and .82 for 

husbands and .84 for wives for the Family Integrity scale. 

The Self-Report Family Inventory Version II (SFI; Beavers & Hampson, 1990) assesses 

perceptions of family competence and style based on 36 items rated on a 5-point scale.  The SFI 

subscales were developed using factor analysis that revealed five factors or themes of family life 

across different samples. The current study utilized the Health/Competence subscale, which 

measures global family functioning by assessing themes of happiness, optimism, problem-

solving/negotiation skills, family love, strength of adult coalitions, autonomy/individuality, and 

patterns of blaming/responsibility.  The Health/Competence subscale includes 19 items, with 

lower scores indicating fewer problems and better family functioning. The Cronbach’s alphas for 

the current study were .91 for husbands and .89 for wives.   

Procedures 

The Family and Kid Connection project, a larger research study approved by the 

university’s Institutional Review Board, sought to examine family and attachment processes in 

middle childhood.  Families were recruited to participate through flyers distributed in the North 

Texas region and were offered $30-$40 as well as coupons and tickets for local restaurants and 
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recreational activities.  Families scheduled an appointment at the university lab when all 

members living at the home could participate in the data collection. The research assistant (RA) 

described the procedures and answered questions, then obtained both parent’s and children’s 

written consent/assent. After a family interaction/discussion task, parents were moved to two 

separate rooms where each spouse completed an interview and questionnaires. Children aged 8 

and older also were administered questionnaires, with RA assistance if needed while younger 

siblings were taken to a supervised play room.  When children were done, RA’s collected 

instruments, instructing parents to complete unfinished instruments at home and return them 

within two weeks in a prepaid envelope.   

Data were double-entered into SPSS, checked for accuracy, and examined for 

missingness.  All variables were evaluated for multivariate normality using SPSS QQ plots, as 

well as examined for skewness and kurtosis.  Although slightly negative skew was noted for the 

measures of coparenting family integrity and coparenting conflict, all variables were within 

acceptable limits.  Multilevel models (MLMs) were conducted using the Actor-Partner 

Interdependence Model (APIM; Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006), which allows spouses’ data to be 

linked, such that husbands’ and wives’ scores provide information about one another.  Due to the 

interdependence among family reports, the dataset was organized in a pairwise structure with 

two levels – individual nested within the couple - to allow for actor, partner, and interaction 

analyses. As recommended by Kenny et al. (2006), all predictor and mediating variables were 

centered on the grand sample mean, with the exception of the DAS Total Marital Adjustment 

scale because T scores provide normed comparisons.  Six individuals were removed from the 

dataset due to missing two or more instruments, leaving a sample of 166 husbands and wives.  
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All MLM models utilized sex of participant as the distinguishing variable in the models, coded 

as “1” for husbands and “-1” for wives. 

  



 

14 

CHAPTER 3 

RESULTS 

Preliminary Analyses 

Results of Pearson correlations and ANOVAs indicated that SFI family 

health/competence was unrelated to the majority of demographic variables with the exception of 

level of education, F(4, 160) = 4.09, p = .003, indicating that participants who had attended 

college or earned an undergraduate degree reported better family functioning than participants 

who earned a high school diploma or graduate degree.  No significant differences emerged 

between key variables and age of participants, ethnicity, intact versus blended family status, 

number of children, or annual income (see Appendix, Table A1).  However, duration of marriage 

was significantly associated with decreased coparenting conflict (r = -.238, p = .002).  

Table 1 displays the intercorrelations between variables for husbands, wives, and within 

dyad variables, as well as means, standard deviations, and paired t-tests.  The Pearson product-

moment correlation of husbands’ and wives’ family functioning score was significant (r = .53, p 

= .001), indicating non-independent data requiring dyadic data analytic procedures. Additionally, 

correlations between scale scores for both spouses were statistically significant for each of the 

six study variables. Separate Pearson correlations for spouses indicated that most study variables 

were significantly correlated in the expected direction. Two sex differences emerged from paired 

t tests, indicating that wives reported significantly greater attachment anxiety t(81) = -2.08, p = 

.04, while husbands reported significantly greater attachment avoidance t(81) = 2.67, p = .009.   

Primary Analyses 

 The current study tested for mediation utilizing SFI family health/competence as the 

outcome variable, attachment dimensions as predictors, and marital adjustment, coparenting 
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family integrity, and coparenting conflict as mediator variables. Data were analyzed using SPSS 

Mixed Models to run multilevel models (MLM’s).  Following recommendations for testing 

mediation with dyadic data (Kenny, Korchmaros, & Bolger, 2003), a series of MLM analyses 

examined the direct associations between variables before the full mediation analysis was run.  

Each direct model utilized sex as the within-dyad distinguishing variable and initially included 

all interactions, which were ultimately trimmed to obtain undiluted direct effects for mediation 

testing (see Appendix, Table A.3).   

Hypothesis 1 

The first set of direct MLM analyses examined predictions that high levels of actor and 

partner attachment avoidance/anxiety are directly related to more family problems indicated by 

high scores on the SFI health/competence scale.  Findings of the first trimmed MLM supported 

hypotheses, with high levels of actor attachment avoidance (Estimate = .095, t = 5.423, p < .001) 

and high partner attachment avoidance (Estimate = .198, t = 2.637, p = .009) significantly 

predicting actor rating of poor family health/competence (see Appendix, Table A.3).  In the 

second trimmed MLM, actor attachment anxiety (Estimate = .188, t = 4.787, p < .001) and 

partner attachment anxiety (Estimate = .096, t = 2.440, p = .016) were also significant, with high 

attachment anxiety predicting poor family functioning.   

Two direct models for this set of MLMs examined predictions that high levels of 

attachment avoidance/anxiety (predictor) are related to poor marital adjustment (mediator), as 

indicated by low DAS Total Adjustment scores.  Supporting our hypotheses, results indicated 

that both actor (Estimate = -.231, t = -9.024, p < .001) and partner attachment avoidance 

(Estimate = -.083, t = -3.205, p = .002) significantly and negatively predicted actor rating of 

dyadic adjustment (see Appendix, Table A.3). Similarly, attachment anxiety for both actor 



 

16 

(Estimate = -.182, t = -6.009, p < .001) and partner (Estimate = -.089, t = -2.869, p = .003) 

negatively predicted actor dyadic adjustment.   

The final set of direct MLMs for attachment examined the direct effects of attachment on 

coparenting dimensions (family integrity and conflict).  Findings were consistent with 

predictions that actor attachment avoidance (Estimate = .028, t = 3.188, p = .002) and actor 

attachment anxiety (Estimate = -.039, t = 4.020, p < .001), were inversely related to actor 

coparenting family integrity (see Appendix, Table A.4). However, results indicated that partner 

effects for both attachment dimensions on coparenting family integrity were non-significant.  

Lastly, analyses tested associations for the third mediator, coparenting conflict (see Appendix, 

Table A.5).  Results supported our hypotheses that actor attachment avoidance (Estimate = .028, 

t = 3.188, p = .002) and actor attachment anxiety (Estimate = .039, t = 4.230, p = .001), 

significantly and positively predicted actor coparenting conflict. Contrary to hypotheses, no 

partner effects were significant.   

Two significant gender interactions also emerged in two of the initial untrimmed models 

(see Appendix, Table A.2). Specifically, findings indicated that sex by partner attachment 

avoidance predicted poor marital adjustment (Estimate = -.058, t = -2.016, p = .046) and poor 

family health/competence (Estimate = .083, t = 2.036, p = .044). To gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of these interactions, a 2-intercept MLM was conducted for each finding to 

provide estimates of the actor and partner effects for husbands and wives separately (Cook & 

Kenny, 2005).  Results suggested that the effect of partner’s attachment avoidance on marital 

adjustment was negative and significant for husbands (Estimate = -.147, t = -3.58, p = .001), but 

not wives (Estimate = -.030, t = -.832, p = .408). Similarly, partner’s attachment avoidance 
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predicted poor family health/competence reported by husbands (Estimate = .196, t = 3.21, p = 

.002), but was non-significant for wives (Estimate = .031, t = .663, p = .509). 

Hypothesis 2  

The next set of MLMs examined the direct associations between the hypothesized 

mediators and family health/competence. Results indicated that both actor marital adjustment 

(Estimate = -.652, t = 8.255, p < .001) and partner marital adjustment (Estimate = -.272, t = -

3.713, p < .001) were inversely related to actor family health/competence, indicating that better 

marital adjustment predicted better family functioning (i.e., fewer family problems; see 

Appendix, Table A.3). For the second mediator, MLM analyses indicated that actor coparenting 

family integrity (Estimate = -.538, t = -5.425, p < .001) and partner coparenting family integrity 

(Estimate = -.255, t = -2.587, p = .011) significantly and negatively predicted family 

health/competence, signifying that more supportive coparenting predicted better family 

functioning (see Appendix, Table A.4). For the third and final mediator, MLM results supported 

predictions that actor coparenting conflict (Estimate = 1.510, t = 5.123, p < .001) and partner 

coparenting conflict (Estimate = .720, t = 2.367, p = .019) were significantly associated with 

family health/competence, indicating that coparenting conflict is linked to less adaptive family 

functioning (see Appendix, Table A.5).   

Hypothesis 3 

Each set of direct analyses indicated significant pathways that met the necessary 

conditions for mediation by dyadic adjustment, coparenting family integrity, and coparenting 

conflict. For each mediation analysis, the MLM utilized the actor reported SFI family 

health/competence as the outcome variable and included the distinguishing variable of sex, the 

predictor variables of actor and partner scores on attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety, 
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and the actor and partner scores on one mediator variable (e.g., dyadic adjustment, coparenting 

family integrity, or coparenting conflict).   

For the MLM with dyadic adjustment as mediator, results indicated that actor (Estimate = 

-.585, t = -5.896, p < .001) and partner (Estimate = -.363, t = -3.634, p < .001) marital adjustment 

were the only significant predictors, while actor and partner attachment anxiety and attachment 

avoidance dropped to non-significance.  The pseudo R² (Kenny et al., 2006)1 was 0.477, 

indicating that the model accounted for 47.7% of the variance in actor family functioning.  As 

shown in Figure 2 and Table 2, Sobel Z scores calculated utilizing Medgraph (Jose, 2003) 

supported hypotheses indicating full mediation, with both actor and partner marital adjustment 

mediating the association between actor/partner attachment dimensions and actor reported family 

health/competence (also see Appendix A, Table A.6).  Specifically, actor marital adjustment 

significantly mediated the effects for actor avoidance (Sobel Z = 4.92, p = .00) and actor anxiety 

(Sobel Z = 4.23, p = .00) predicting actor family health/competence.  Actor marital adjustment 

also mediated the effects for partner avoidance (Sobel Z = 2.81, p = .00) and partner anxiety 

(Sobel Z = 2.75, p = .00) on actor family health/competence. In addition, partner marital 

adjustment mediated links between actor-reported family health/competence and actor avoidance 

(Sobel Z = 2.46, p = .01), actor anxiety (Sobel Z = 3.14, p = .00), partner avoidance (Sobel Z = 

3.14, p = .00) and partner anxiety (Sobel Z = 3.41, p = .00). 

For the second mediation model, earlier findings of the direct models met criteria for 

testing mediation by actor coparenting family integrity, but not partner coparenting integrity.  

The pseudo R² for the second mediation model was .326, indicating that the model accounted for 

32.6% of the variance in actor family health/competence (see Appendix A, Table A.7).  

                                                 
1 The pseudo R² is calculated by subtracting the quotient of the model’s error variance, with the fixed variables from 
1, divided by the unrestricted model without the fixed variables (1 - sdd /se

2).  See Kenny et al. (2006) for more 
detail. 
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Although MLM results indicated that actor coparenting family integrity (Estimate = -.413, t = -

4.296, p < .001) was a significant negative predictor, both actor attachment avoidance (Estimate 

= .119, t = 3.123, p = .002) and actor attachment anxiety (Estimate = .092, t = 2.322, p = .022) 

also remained significant.  Therefore, results were not supportive of mediation by actor 

coparenting family integrity.   

 In the final mediation MLM, earlier findings of the direct models indicated partner 

attachment did not significantly predict coparenting conflict and thus could not serve as a 

mediator. For this third model, the pseudo R² was .301, indicating that the model accounted for 

30.1% of the variance in actor family functioning (see Appendix A, Table A.8).  Findings 

showed that both actor (Estimate = 1.068, t = 3.563, p < .001) and partner (Estimate = .595, t = 

1.950, p = .053) coparenting conflict scores were significant, but actor attachment avoidance did 

not drop in significance. Therefore, results were not suggestive of mediation.  

Hypothesis 4 

For a broader systemic understanding of the study variables, the final analysis examined 

the combined actor and partner effects of all subsystems - spousal attachment processes, dyadic 

adjustment, and coparenting - in predicting family health/competence (see Table 3).  Three 

significant predictors emerged, while several predictors that were significant in the direct 

analyses dropped to non-significance in the full MLM.  Specifically, results revealed that actor 

marital adjustment (Estimate = -.437, t = -3.776, p < .001), partner marital adjustment (Estimate 

= -.323, t = -2.762, p = .006), and actor coparenting family integrity (Estimate = -.244, t = -

2.581, p = .011) significantly predicted fewer family problems, indicating greater family 

health/competence. The pseudo R² was .489, indicating that the model accounted for 48.9% of 
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the variance in actor family functioning, which is marginally higher than the only significant 

mediation model (dyadic adjustment).  
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CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION 

The current study sought to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the family 

system by examining both the independent and shared effects of adult attachment, coparenting, 

and marital quality on family functioning. Results support the Family Attachment Network 

Model (Riggs & Riggs, 2011), which suggests that the quality of family functioning is shaped by 

components of the executive subsystem, including spouse’s developmental histories (i.e., 

romantic attachment style) and their marital and coparenting relationships.  Findings indicated 

that both spouses’ marital quality and the respondents’ coparenting behaviors mediated the 

relationship between adult attachment and family functioning, but partners’ coparenting 

behaviors did not.  

Results of initial direct MLMs support attachment theory and previous research linking 

adult romantic attachment to family functioning (Mikulincer, & Florian, 1999; Pedro, Ribeiro, & 

Shelton, 2015), indicating that husbands’ and wives’ attachment insecurity (high attachment 

avoidance/anxiety) compromise the family’s functioning and may serve as a risk factor for 

dysfunctional family processes.  Results reinforce the perspective that secure attachment 

characterized by low attachment avoidance and anxiety promotes closer, more harmonious 

relationships within the family system.  Findings further suggest that the ability to promote 

solidarity in the family system is not a function of one parent’s avoidant/anxious attachment 

patterns, but rather both parents’ attachment patterns.  Thus, results indicate that spouse’s 

attachment processes was significantly associated with the respondent’s family functioning 

score. This partner effect corresponds with family systems theory expectations that romantic 

partners will influence each other in a reciprocal, multifaceted fashion.   
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Secondly, the significant direct effects of adult attachment avoidance/anxiety on the 

marital and coparenting subsystems underscore the highly interpersonal nature of attachment 

patterns.  In line with previous research, results indicated that attachment anxiety and attachment 

avoidance had a significant inverse relationship with both actor and partner marital adjustment 

(Banse, 2004; Hollist & Miller, 2005). Results are consistent with the attachment literature, 

indicating that husbands and wives who function in the context of a secure attachment system are 

generally more capable of functioning adaptively in their marital relationships (Banse, 2004).   

Actor adult attachment was also significantly associated with both supportive and 

conflictual coparenting, reinforcing the idea that attachment security allows individuals to pursue 

and provide support while parenting, which likely stems from their belief that they are worthy of 

care and expect others to be trustworthy and sensitive (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  Similarly, 

actor and partner effects for both domains of coparenting (family integrity and conflict) 

significantly predicted family functioning. These findings are consistent with previous research 

indicating that adults with insecure attachment patterns are more likely to demonstrate decreased 

sensitivity when parenting and coparenting, while those with secure attachment patterns 

demonstrate increased sensitivity, support, and an overall ability to work cooperatively while 

coparenting (Mikulincer & Florian, 1999; Mills-Koonce et al., 2011; Talbot et al., 2009). 

Unexpectedly, there were no partner effects for links between attachment patterns and 

coparenting family integrity/coparenting conflict. The role of a spouse’s attachment system may 

be limited to its impact on marital and family functioning, with individuals’ coparenting behavior 

more reliant on their own attachment strategies.  The triadic nature of the coparenting measure 

may explain this difference.  In particular, some coparenting behaviors may serve an attachment 

seeking function, with one parent criticizing the other parent in order to create or reinforce an 
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alliance with the child that ensures a close parent-child attachment.  Alternatively, our sample 

was comprised of couples in longer marriages (M = 12.1 years), so it is possible that spouses’ 

attachment behaviors no longer are linked to parenting and coparenting processes that have been 

established for many years.  However, more research is needed to further explore these findings.  

Utilizing a systems framework, differences in one level of the family system were 

expected to be linked to corresponding differences at other levels of the family system.  

Consequently, we predicted that marital and coparenting scores would separately mediate the 

relationship between spouses’ attachment processes and family functioning. Consistent with our 

predictions and previous research (Pedro et al., 2015), both the respondents’ and the partners’ 

marital adjustment significantly mediated the relationship between attachment anxiety/avoidance 

and perceived family functioning.  These findings suggest that attachment processes contribute 

indirectly to family functioning via one’s own and one’s partner’s adjustment within the 

marriage.  Viewed broadly, this supports the expectation that a cohesive, healthy relationship 

between spouses is a key component in adaptive family functioning.  

Although significant direct associations emerged between attachment, coparenting, and 

family functioning, findings indicated that coparenting did not mediate the relationship between 

attachment and family functioning.  This finding was contrary to our expectations, but reinforces 

the differences between the marital and coparenting subsystems despite the involvement of the 

same two individuals.  It has been suggested that the coparenting relationship, particularly 

competitive coparenting, may be more context-specific in that coparents may change their 

interaction style/behaviors depending on the situation (e.g., mealtime, free play, caregiving, etc.), 

so combining coparenting behaviors across contexts may not be truly representative of family 

interactions (Blandon, Scrimgeour, Stifter, & Buss, 2014).   
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Lastly, the systemic model in which all variables were entered provided further indication 

of the significance of the marital subsystem in the functioning of the family system.  Both 

partners’ self-reported marital adjustment contributed to the couples’ perception of family 

functioning. These results fit with previous research indicating direct associations between 

marital dissatisfaction and lower levels of family cohesion (Henderson, Sayger, & Horne, 2003).  

Actor coparenting family integrity was also related to family health/competence, but in the 

presence of these other executive subsystem variables attachment variables and coparenting 

conflict were non-significant despite significant independent contributions in the direct models. 

These findings correspond with Ng and Smith’s (2006) proposal that although attachment styles 

significantly predict relationship functioning, other subsystems (e.g., the marital relationship) 

within the family may play a more salient role in the functioning of the larger family system.  

It was surprising that coparenting conflict was not a significant predictor in the systemic 

model, particularly in light of several previous studies indicating that conflict between spouses – 

both marital and parenting - negatively affects the family environment (Katz & Gottman, 1996).  

Current findings suggest that solidarity and feelings of satisfaction in the marital and coparenting 

relationships are more influential in family health/competence.  However, there is also the 

possibility of constructive conflict, which can bring about positive changes and resolve issues 

(Rinaldi & Howe, 2003). Previous researchers have found that attachment security, often father’s 

security, can prompt higher levels of conflict, but with less escalation and negativity (Paley et al., 

2005).  Also, the negative effects of conflict may be mitigated when spouses’ are more satisfied 

in their marital relationship, but additional research is needed to understand potential effects. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Our sample included primarily White, middle-class married couples who are high 
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functioning, so results may not generalize to populations that are unmarried, clinically distressed, 

or more ethnically and economically diverse.  In addition, the current study’s sample included a 

small number of blended families, which prevented separate analyses for this group. Future 

research is needed to further explore attachment processes and family relationships in the 

growing demographic of blended families and unmarried couples. Although the current study 

utilized both husband’s and wives’ reports, the data is comprised exclusively of self-report 

questionnaires, allowing for the possibility of participant’s social desirability biases and/or the 

threat of shared method variance.  In an effort to gain a more complete understanding of family 

functioning, future studies might consider utilizing varied modes of assessment, including both 

self-reports and observational data. Lastly, although theoretical rationale guided the formulation 

of mediation and systemic models, our study used a cross-sectional design so we cannot be 

certain of the time ordering or directional effects of the variables.  Future studies may wish to 

utilize a longitudinal design in order to address causal relationships, directionality, and potential 

reciprocal influences when studying attachment processes and family systems. 

Conclusions and Implications for Practice 

Findings support our major hypotheses that attachment security and healthy relationships 

within the family, particularly spouses’ marital quality, will generate more competent family 

functioning.  Furthermore, spouses’ marital quality may play an important role in the quality of 

family functioning. Specifically, strengthening emotional bonds at the marital level is likely to 

produce more constructive problem solving, deeper emotional connections, and the ability to 

share in open communication, leading to greater cohesion at the family level. Clinically, results 

of the study offer several important considerations for couple and family therapists.  Based on 

findings, an awareness of attachment patterns and attachment-based assessments (e.g., partners’ 
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attachment strategies, emotional availability, and coping mechanisms) may helpfully inform 

successful interventions in the marital/coparenting relationship and the family system.  Actor and 

partner effects of romantic attachment suggest that spouses’ attachment strategies have a strong 

effect on their partner and the family system, so addressing attachment needs will likely lead to 

changes in marital and family relationships. Also, targeting interventions specifically designed to 

enhance the coparenting relationship will likely improve overall family functioning. These 

results support attachment and family system theories, showing that optimal family functioning 

occurs when members are interconnected, while maintaining separate identities and clear 

boundaries (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  

For clinicians working with couples or families that endorse patterns of insecure 

attachment, an encouraging component of attachment theory is the possibility of families 

achieving “earned security”.  Researchers have proposed that families may achieve security 

through increasing responsiveness and modifying their interaction styles, thus reducing conflict 

(Pearson et al., 1994).  Byng-Hall (2008) discussed the importance of the therapist creating a 

“secure therapeutic base” in family therapy, providing families the safety and security to explore 

new approaches in relating to one another and those outside the family.  Results of the current 

study support the need for attachment related interventions for couples and families, while also 

reiterating the complexities of family dynamics.   Finally, our findings underscore the value of 

including both parents in treatment when possible to intervene at the dyadic level, specifically 

targeting the marital relationship for improvements in the family system.  
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Figure 1. Proposed mediation model: Marital adjustment or coparenting mediating link 
between adult attachment and family functioning. Solid line = Actor effect; Dashed line = 
Partner effect. 
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Figure 1.  Proposed mediation model: Marital adjustment or coparenting mediating link between 

adult attachment and family functioning. Solid line = Actor effect;  

Dashed line = Partner effect 
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Figure 2. Mediation model: Marital adjustment mediating link between adult attachment and 
family functioning. Solid line = Actor effect; Dashed line = Partner effect; Path numerical 
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Table 1 

Correlations, Means, Standard Deviations, t-tests for Husbands and Wives 

Variable Attachment - 
Anxiety 

Attachment -
Avoidance 

Marital 
Adjustment 

Coparenting - 
Family Integrity 

Coparenting 
Conflict 

Family 
Functioning 

Attachment 
Anxiety -.01 .44** -.38** -.32** .24* .42** 

Attachment 
Avoidance .46** .16* -.51** -.32** .24* .37** 

Marital 
Adjustment -.45** -.57** .53** .55** -.44** -.66** 

Coparenting – 
Family Integrity -.11 -.11 .37** .36** -.04 -.51** 

Coparenting- 
Conflict .39** .23* -.53** -.11 .41** .32** 

Family 
Functioning .30** .47** -.68** -.36** .48** .53** 

Means (SD) 
Total 2.89 (1.04) 2.89 (1.04) 50.02 (8.01) 33.85 (6.97) 5.75 (2.31) 50.01 (10.01) 

Husbands 2.74 (1.01) 2.55 (1.13) 49.88 (7.97) 33.59 (7.27) 5.61 (2.13) 50.89(10.42) 

Wives 3.05 (1.05) 2.18 (.97) 50.17 (8.26) 34.12 (6.59) 5.88 (2.49) 49.12 (9.53) 

Paired T-tests for 
husbands/wives -2.08* 2.67** -.15 -.75 -1.10 .97 

Note. In the top matrix, correlations for husbands appear above the diagonal; correlations for wives appear below the diagonal. Bolded values along the diagonal 
are correlations between dyad members. For reported means and analyses for marital adjustment and family functioning, raw scores were converted to T-scores 
with a mean equal to 50 and a standard deviation of 10. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Table 2 
 
Final Multilevel Model Testing Mediation by Marital Adjustment in Association between 
Attachment and Family Functioning 
 

 Estimate SE T 

Sex .769 .567 1.356 

Actor Avoidance .016 .038 .416 

Partner Avoidance -.028 .038 -.755 

Actor Anxiety .039 .035 1.109 

Partner Anxiety -.012 .035 -.342 

Actor Marital Adjustment -.585 .099 -5.896*** 

Partner Marital Adjustment -.363 .099 -3.634*** 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
 
Table 3 
 
Full Model Testing Effects of Attachment, Marital Adjustment, and Coparenting on Family 
Functioning 
 

 Estimate SE T 

Sex .739 .568 1.303 

Actor Avoidance .028 .039 .717 

Partner Avoidance -.020 .038 -.516 

Actor Anxiety .027 .036 .756 

Partner Anxiety -.007 .036 -.202 

Actor Marital Adjustment -.437 .116 -3.776*** 

Partner Marital Adjustment -.323 .117 -2.762** 

Actor Coparenting Family Integrity -.244 .094 -2.581** 

Partner Coparenting Family Integrity -.009 .095 -.097 

Actor Coparenting Conflict .444 .303 1.464 

Partner Coparenting Conflict -.050 .306 -.164 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001



 

31 

APPENDIX A 

SUPPLEMENTAL RESULTS TABLES AND FIGURES
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A.1 
Moderation Analyses.  Additional MLMs tested hypotheses that marital adjustment, 

coparenting family integrity, and coparenting conflict would independently moderate the 

association between attachment dimensions and family functioning.  As recommended by Cook 

and Kenny (2005), initial models included all interactions, while the final, trimmed models only 

included direct and significant interaction effects.  The first full model utilized actor and partner 

attachment avoidance/anxiety and marital adjustment to predict family functioning.   Results of 

the full model (pseudo R² =0.477) indicated a significant interaction between partner attachment 

avoidance and actor marital adjustment (Estimate = .010, t = 2.279, p = .02).  The interaction in 

the final, trimmed model indicated similar results (pseudo R² =0.479; Estimate = .019, t = 2.40, p 

= .02).   

The second moderation analysis examined coparenting family integrity as a moderator 

between attachment avoidance/anxiety and family functioning.  Contrary to our hypotheses, no 

significant interactions emerged.  For the final moderation analysis, we utilized coparenting 

conflict as the moderating variable, examining the association between attachment dimensions 

and family functioning.  Findings indicated that the moderation analyses for actor attachment 

avoidance and actor coparenting conflict (Estimate = .033, t = 1.928, p = .06) approached 

significance.  To allow further examination of the association between actor attachment 

avoidance and actor coparenting conflict, we retained the interaction in the final, trimmed model 

(pseudo R² = .313), indicating a significant interaction (Estimate = .033, t = 2.118, p = .036). 

Data was entered into ModGraph (Jose, 2008), which indicated that when coparenting conflict 

increased, the negative effects of attachment avoidance on family functioning were amplified.  

Current moderation findings further supported the proposed systemic model 

hypothesizing that attachment processes indirectly effect family functioning. They also 



 

33 

reinforced the literature suggesting that cohesive relationships between spouses and coparents 

are fundamental components in adaptive family functioning. Specifically, findings indicated that 

in the presence of higher marital adjustment, the negative effects of partner attachment avoidance 

on family functioning are buffered. The second significant moderation finding suggested that in 

the context of increased coparenting conflict, the negative effects of attachment avoidance on 

family functioning are exacerbated. These results endorse the attachment literature suggesting 

that when faced with stressful situations, avoidantly attached individuals are far less likely to 

openly pursue support from their partners (Collins & Feeney, 2000), which in turn can decrease 

family functioning.  Taken together, moderation findings replicate prior research suggesting that 

attachment security is positively associated with harmonious marital relationships and negatively 

associated with coparenting conflict (Talbot & McHale, 2004), impacting overall family 

functioning.   

 
 
Figure A1.  Moderation model:  Actor coparenting conflict moderating link between actor 

attachment avoidance and family functioning  
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Table A.1 
 
Correlations and ANOVAs for Demographic, Outcome, and Predictor Variables.   

 
          Variable 

Attachment 
Anxiety 

Attachment 
Avoidance 

Dyadic    Coparenting -   Coparenting -     Family 
Adjustment       Family Integrity     Conflict        Health 

    
Correlation with Age -.021      .077   -.065                    -.086                -.108                   .129 

 
    

Correlation with Years 
Married 

-.049      -.137  .095                    -.021                -.238**               -.004 
 

    
F Ratios for Ethnicity 

 
         .755 

 
    .506 
 

1.064                   1.193                2.129                 1.146 
 

 
F Ratios for Education 

 
 1.447 

 
     .603 

 
1.736                  2.036                 2.238                  4.092** 

 
F Ratios for Income 
 

 
         1.110                                 

 
    .808  

 
.907                    1.884                  .565                   .061 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .00
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Table A.2 
   Full Multilevel Models for Direct Associations and Interactions between Attachment, Marital 

ustment,  jjjjj in Predicting Family Functioning 
                    Predictor Estimate SE     T  
      Attachment Avoidance Predicting Family Functioning 
Sex .535 .544 .984  
Actor Attachment Avoidance .203 .036 5.552***  
Partner Attachment Avoidance .114 .037  3.077**  
Sex X Actor Attachment Avoidance -.049 .040  -1.219  
Sex X Partner Attachment Avoidance .083 .041 2.036*  
Actor Attch. Avoidance X Partner Attch. Avoidance  -.001 .002 -.147  
      Attachment Anxiety Predicting Family Functioning 
Sex 1.128 .529 2.134* 
Actor Attachment Anxiety .188 .040 4.694***  
Partner Attachment Anxiety .093 .039 2.322*  
Sex X Actor Attachment Anxiety .058 .045  1.276 
Sex X Partner Attachment Anxiety .002 .045  .034 
Actor Attachment Anxiety X Partner Attachment Anxiety -.002 .003  -.701  
      Marital Adjustment Predicting Family Functioning 
Sex 1.804 3.568  .505 
Actor Marital Adjustment -1.214 .388 -3.199***  
Partner Marital Adjustment -.878 .400 -2.194*  
Sex X Actor Marital Adjustment -.059 .085  -.698 
Sex X Partner Marital Adjustment .039 .079  .489 
Actor Marital Adjustment X Partner Marital Adjustment .012 .008  1.535  
      Attachment Avoidance Predicting Marital Adjustment 
Sex .207 .373 .554 
Actor Attachment Avoidance -.235 .026 -8.951***  
Partner Attachment Avoidance -.089 .026 -3.420*** 
Sex X Actor Attachment Avoidance .034  .029   1.173 
Sex X Partner Attachment Avoidance -.058 .029  -2.016* 
Actor Attachment Avoidance X Partner Attachment Avoid. -.001 .002 -.253 
     Attachment Anxiety Predicting Marital Adjustment 
Sex -.575 .400 -1.437 
Actor Attachment Anxiety -.180 .031 -5.813***  
Partner Attachment Anxiety -.089 .031 -2.869** 
Sex X Actor Attachment Anxiety -.001  .035  -.028 
Sex X Partner Attachment Anxiety -.021 .035  -.601 
Actor Attachment Anxiety X Partner Attachment Anxiety .001 .002  .547 
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Table A.3 
 

Trimmed Multilevel Models for Direct Associations between Attachment, Marital Adjustment, and 
Family Functioning 
                    Predictor Estimate SE     T  
      Attachment Avoidance Predicting Family Functioning 
Sex .478 .542 .882  
Actor Attachment Avoidance .095 .037 5.423***  
Partner Attachment Avoidance .198 .036  2.637**  
      Attachment Anxiety Predicting Family Functioning 
Sex 1.113 .533 2.090 
Actor Attachment Anxiety .188 .039 4.787***  
Partner Attachment Anxiety .096 .039 2.440**  
      Marital Adjustment Predicting Family Functioning 
Sex .796 .516     1.544  
Actor Marital Adjustment -.652 .079    -8.255*** 
Partner Marital Adjustment -.272 .073    -3.713***  
      Attachment Avoidance Predicting Marital Adjustment 
Sex .215 .372 .579 
Actor Attachment Avoidance -.231 .026 -9.024***  
Partner Attachment Avoidance -.083 .026 -3.205*** 
      Attachment Anxiety Predicting Marital Adjustment 
Sex -.569 .400 -1.426 
Actor Attachment Anxiety -.182 .030 -6.009***  
Partner Attachment Anxiety -.093 .030 -3.064** 
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Table A.4 
 
Multilevel Models for Direct Associations between Attachment, Coparenting Family Integrity, and 
Family Functioning 
                Predictor Estimate SE     T  
      Attachment Avoidance Predicting Coparenting Family Integrity 
Sex -.211 .453 -.466 
Actor Attachment Avoidance -.075 .028 -2.724***  
Partner Attachment Avoidance -.043 .028 -1.571 
      Attachment Anxiety Predicting Coparenting Family Integrity 
Sex -.494 .440 -1.121 
Actor Attachment Anxiety -.080 .029 -2.778**  
Partner Attachment Anxiety -.023 .029 -.792  
      Coparenting Family Integrity Predicting Family Functioning 
Sex .749 .522     1.437  
Actor Coparenting Family Integrity -.538 .099    -5.425*** 
Partner Coparenting Family Integrity -.255 .098    -2.587**  
 
  

 Table A.5 
 
Multilevel Models for Direct Associations between Attachment, Coparenting Conflict, and Family 
Functioning 
                Predictor Estimate SE     T  
      Attachment Avoidance Predicting Coparenting Conflict 
Sex -.247 .140 -1.764 
Actor Attachment Avoidance  .028 .008  3.188***  
Partner Attachment Avoidance  .002 .009   .171 
      Attachment Anxiety Predicting Coparenting Conflict 
Sex -.080 .138 -.581 
Actor Attachment Anxiety .039 .009 4.230***  
Partner Attachment Anxiety .015 .009 1.595  
      Coparenting Conflict Predicting Family Functioning 
Sex .962 .528     1.821  
Actor Coparenting Conflict 1.510 .295    5.123*** 
Partner Coparenting Conflict .720 .304    2.367**  
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Table A.6 
 
Final Multilevel Model Testing Mediation by Marital Adjustment in Association between Attachment and 
Family Functioning 

Estimate     SE         T 
 

Sex .769  .567 1.356 
Actor Avoidance .016  .038 .416 
Partner Avoidance -.028  .038 -.755 
Actor Anxiety .039 .035 1.109 
Partner Anxiety -.012 .035 -.342 
Actor Marital Adjustment 
Partner Marital Adjustment  

-.585 
-.363 

.099 
    .099 

        -5.896*** 
       -3.634*** 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001  

 
Table A.7 
 
Final Multilevel Model Testing Mediation by Coparenting Family Integrity in Association between 
Attachment and Family Functioning 

Estimate     SE         T 
 

Sex .681  .567          1.203 
Actor Avoidance .119  .038          3.123*** 
Partner Avoidance .050 .038          1.331 
Actor Anxiety .092 .039          2.322* 
Partner Anxiety .038 .039          .948 
Actor Coparenting Family Integrity 
Partner Coparenting Family Integrity 

-.413 
-.173 

.096 

.096 
        -4.296*** 
        -1.801 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Table A.8 
 
Final Multilevel Model Testing Mediation by Coparenting Conflict in Association between 
Attachment and Family Functioning 

Estimate                  SE                  T 
 

Sex .819  .574          1.427 
Actor Avoidance .140  .039          3.622*** 
Partner Avoidance .069  .038          1.835 
Actor Anxiety .061 .041          1.464 
Partner Anxiety .008 .041          .194 
Actor Coparenting Conflict 
Partner Coparenting Conflict 

1.068 
.595 

.300 

.305 
         3.563*** 
         1.950* 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001  

 

 
Table A.9a 
 
Moderation Model Predicting Family Functioning With Marital Adjustment as Moderator 
                 Predictor                                                                                  Estimate               SE              T 
Sex                                                                                                               .910          .549         1.657 
Actor Avoidance  .188                  .207         .909 
Partner Avoidance   -.529                .219         -2.413 
Actor Anxiety  .196 .212 .926 
Partner Anxiety                                                                                            .162                  .208         .777 
Actor Marital Adjustment -.593 .098        -6.044**  
Partner Marital Adjustment                                                                         .076                 .098        -3.752**  
Actor Avoidance X Actor Marital Adjustment                                           -.000                 .004         -.880 
Partner Avoidance X Actor Marital Adjustment                                         .003                 .004          2.312* 
Actor Anxiety X Actor Marital Adjustment                                               -.000                 .004          -.718 
Partner Anxiety X Actor Marital Adjustment .003                 .004          -.827 

 

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   

   
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Table A.9b 
 
Trimmed Moderation Model Predicting Family Functioning With Marital Adjustment as Moderator 
           Predictor                                                                                         Estimate               SE              T 
Sex                                                                                                               .875          .550         1.590 
Actor Avoidance  .016                  .038         .462 
Partner Avoidance   -.408                .199        -2.052 
Actor Anxiety  .038  .035         1.067 
Partner Anxiety                                                                                            -.013                .035        -.374 
Actor Marital Adjustment -.593 .098        -6.085*** 
Partner Marital Adjustment                                                                         -.369                .098        -3.752*** 
Partner Avoidance X Actor Marital Adjustment                                         .008                 .004          1.942* 

 

   
   

   
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
 
Table A.10a 
 
Moderation Model Predicting Family Functioning With Coparenting Conflict as Moderator 
                Predictor Estimate SE          T  
Sex                                                                                                               .855          .577          1.481 
Actor Avoidance  .122                 .040          
3.083*** 
Partner Avoidance   .073                 .038          
1.940* 
Actor Anxiety  .056  .042         
3.585*** 
Partner Anxiety                                                                                            .023                 .042            .537 
Actor Coparenting Conflict 1.148 .320           
3.585*** 
Partner Coparenting Conflict                                                                        .560                 .310          1.826 
Actor Avoidance X Actor Coparenting Conflict                                           .033                .017          
1.928* 
Partner Avoidance X Actor Coparenting Conflict                                        -.004               .017           -.241 
Actor Anxiety X Actor Coparenting Conflict                                             -.002                 .016           -.011 
Partner Anxiety X Actor Coparenting Conflict -.002                 .020          -.105 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Table A.10b 
 
Trimmed Moderation Model Predicting Family Functioning With Coparenting Conflict as Moderator 

               Predictor Estimate SE          T  
Sex                                                                                                              .861          .570          1.513 
Actor Avoidance  .123                 .039          3.146*** 
Partner Avoidance  .073                 .037           1.974* 
Actor Anxiety  .057  .041  1.408 
Partner Anxiety                                                                                            .022                 .041            .534 
Actor Coparenting Conflict 1.156 .298           3.882*** 
Partner Coparenting Conflict                                                                       .561                 .302           1.857 
Actor Avoidance X Actor Coparenting Conflict                                         .033                 .016           2.118* 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
 
Table A.11 
 
Moderation Model Predicting Family Functioning With Coparenting Family Integrity as Moderator 
                 Predictor                                                                                  Estimate               SE              T 
Sex                                                                                                               .841          .576         1.459 
Actor Avoidance  .104                 .039         2.660** 
Partner Avoidance   .059                .039          1.517 
Actor Anxiety  .099 .041 2.458** 
Partner Anxiety                                                                                            .162                 .041           .711 
Actor Coparenting Family Integrity -.414 .098          -
4.221*** 
Partner Coparenting Family Integrity                                                          -.076                .098          -1.812 
Actor Avoidance X Actor Coparenting Family Integrity                            -.008                 .006          -1.305 
Partner Avoidance X Actor Coparenting Family Integrity                           .007                 .005           1.357 
Actor Anxiety X Actor Coparenting Family Integrity                                  .005                 .006            .862 
Partner Anxiety X Actor Coparenting Family Integrity   -.005                 .005           -.917 

 

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   

   
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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APPENDIX B 

EXTENDED LITERATURE REVIEW
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Attachment and family systems theories are distinct, but share important commonalities 

such as conceptualizing individual functioning systemically and relationally.  Family systems are 

complex due to the nature and composition of individuals, and both dyadic and triadic 

relationships (e.g., parent-child, husband-wife, father-mother-child) that mutually influence one 

another (Cox & Paley, 1997).  For this reason, family systems theory posits that it is impossible 

to understand an individual separate from one’s family; therefore, family relationships must be 

considered within the context of the whole family system (Minuchin, 1988).   

Researchers and clinicians have progressively advocated for an extension of attachment 

theory from an individual and dyadic level to the larger family system (Cowan, 1997; Erdman & 

Caffery, 2003; Kozlowska & Hanney, 2002).  Other scholars have compared and contrasted 

attachment and family systems theories in an effort to integrate the two, particularly for 

therapeutic purposes such as conceptualizing family interactions (Byng-Hall, 2001; 2008).  

Crittenden and Dallos (2009) recently integrated the two theories for family therapy, proposing 

that together, they produce a more comprehensive and effective treatment modality. Also 

expanding on the proposed integration, Sue Johnson (2004) applied principles of attachment in 

close relationships to couple and family therapy, suggesting that attachment theory presents a 

clear and complete understanding of the intrapsychic and interpersonal turmoil that occurs in 

distressed couples and families.  Despite the surge in interest and new developments in the field 

of attachment, deficits remain in the research literature regarding the influence of attachment 

patterns on family relationships and how these processes shape family functioning.  

Generally, the family environment encompasses the first, most prolonged involvement 

with a system of interpersonal relationships that we as human beings experience.  Bowlby (1988) 

emphasized that the family environment should provide members feelings of security and 
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attunement towards one another’s needs, specifying that this was particularly important for 

children.  He also proposed that a household void of a “secure” environment greatly increased 

children’s risk for dependency, detachment, as well as psychological and adjustment difficulties.   

Bowlby (1969) conceptualized attachment relationships and the family as being inter-

related and mutually influencing one another.  In more recent years, attachment theory has 

enhanced our knowledge in various areas of interest (e.g., parent-child relationships, child 

development, psychopathology, grief, romantic relationships, and divorce) and the majority of 

topics investigated in the attachment literature are systemically rooted in the larger family 

context.  Because few studies have explored the links between attachment and family processes, 

one primary purpose of the proposed study is to examine potential associations between parents’ 

attachment processes, dyadic/triadic family relationships, and current family functioning. 

Attachment theory aids in elucidating the interdependence of subsystems and the 

associations between individual, relational, and contextual factors that may influence family 

environments and interaction patterns.  Because of this interconnectedness, scholars have 

advocated and a few have found support for examining the relationship between attachment 

processes and whole family dynamics.  For instance, Pfaller, Kiselica, and Gerstein (1998) found 

that young adults reporting secure attachment endorsed significantly greater levels of family 

cohesion, adaptability, and satisfaction in their family of origin, as compared to those with 

avoidant or anxious attachment patterns.  Results of Latzer, Hochdorf, Bachar, and Canetti’s 

(2002) study indicated that young adult females with eating disorders endorsed significantly 

higher levels of attachment avoidance and anxiety, and reported that their family environment 

was significantly less cohesive and expressive, as well as void of personal growth when 

compared to a non- eating disordered control group. Furthermore, when attachment style for both 
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groups was controlled, these differences in family environment became non-significant.  The 

authors concluded that when insecure attachment and dysfunction in families coincide, an 

increased risk for eating disorders emerges.  Although the etiology of eating disorders remains 

unclear, this finding offers valuable information into how attachment processes and particular 

types of family interactions are interconnected and linked to potential dysfunction.  

Attachment theorists have suggested that family dynamics may provide insight into the 

formation and maintenance of attachment styles from childhood into adulthood (Bartholomew & 

Horowitz, 1991; Bowlby, 1988).  Using a longitudinal design measuring attachment dimensions 

and behavioral interactions when participants were 15, 25, and 27 years old, Dinero, Conger, 

Shaver, Widaman, and Larsen-Rife (2011) found that family interactions characterized by high 

levels of warmth/sensitivity and low levels of hostility at age 15 predicted higher levels of self-

reported attachment security at age 25.  Interestingly, these researchers also noted that 

interactions with participant’s family of origin at age 15 predicted similar behaviors with 

subsequent romantic relationships at age 25 as well as attachment security. 

In exploring ways in which attachment processes are established and maintained, 

researchers have also considered the impact of dyadic subsystems (e.g., marital and parent-child 

relationships) within the family.  Findings suggest that there are multiple pathways and several 

relationships that influence the development of secure versus insecure attachments in children.  

For instance, parents’ own attachment, as well as their marital adjustment and marital 

satisfaction scores have been linked to their children’s attachment status (El-Sheikh & Elmore-

Staton, 2004; Teti, Sakin, Kucera, Corns, & Das Eisen, 1996).  The literature also suggests that 

when both parents are classified as insecure, positive intrafamilial relationships decrease while 

conflict within the family increases; however, the presence of even one parent classified as 
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secure (e.g. a secure-insecure dyad) can buffer the negative effects within family relationships, 

producing comparable results to dyads consisting of two secure parents (Cohn, Silver, Cowan, 

Cowan, & Pearson, 1992).  

The family system and its functioning are thought to play a pivotal role in shaping human 

development and influencing aspects of personality.  Recognizing that the family system is both 

complex and dynamic, attachment and family systems theories have guided our 

conceptualization regarding the effects of different levels of the family system (e.g., individual, 

dyadic, triadic) on family functioning.  Specifically, the proposed study will examine mutual 

spousal influences in associations between attachment processes, marital quality, coparenting, 

and overall family functioning.  Utilizing this framework, it is expected that differences in one 

level of the family system will influence other levels of the family system.  Consequently, 

spouses’ attachment security or insecurity will not only impact the executive subsystem (e.g., 

marital, inter-parental interactions), but also whole family functioning.  We suggest that parental 

attachment and the marital and coparenting subsystems will uniquely contribute to family 

functioning.  In addition, marital and coparenting processes will mediate the relationship 

between spouses’ attachment processes and family functioning. 

Attachment Theory 

 John Bowlby is considered the founding father of attachment theory.  Drawing upon 

evolutionary and biological perspectives, Bowlby (1988) emphasized the significance of the 

parent-child attachment bond and proposed that attachment processes were relatively stable.  

However, he also acknowledged that experiences in other close interpersonal relationships 

throughout the lifespan could modify the attachment system and associated personality features.  

Attachment theory is distinct from other theoretical perspectives of development in that attaining 
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healthy interdependence with others, rather than independence from others, is the goal.  Over the 

past three decades, attachment theory has become one of the most widely recognized empirically 

validated approaches in studying lifespan human development and conceptualizing interpersonal 

relationships. 

Parent-Child Attachment 

The premise that human beings have a fundamental, instinctual need for security that is 

fulfilled through relational experiences is at the heart of attachment theory.  Specifically, Bowlby 

(1969/1982) theorized that humans are born with an innate attachment behavioral system that 

provides the foundation for proximity maintenance between the mother and child, offering 

physical protection when the child encounters environmental threats and increasing the chances 

of survival.   During these potentially threatening and stressful situations, the child’s attachment 

system is activated, prompting attachment behaviors such as crying or clinging to elicit 

protection from the caregiver.  Children seek protection and security from an attachment figure 

who provides a “secure base” (Hazan & Zeifman, 1999).  After the perceived threat has 

dissipated and/or the child has regained a sense of comfort, the attachment system becomes 

deactivated and the child can return to exploration.  As children mature, their protective 

strategies become more sophisticated, such that physical proximity to attachment figures is not 

always necessary.  Based on early interactions, mental memories begin shaping internal working 

models (IWM’s) or cognitive schemas, which are internalized and offer a template for 

anticipating how the attachment figure will respond.  As children develop, psychological security 

with a trusted, stable attachment figure allows them to sustain increasingly longer separations 

without distress and anxiety (Bowlby, 1969).   Bowlby (1980) also proposed that IWM’s 

continue throughout childhood into later life, allowing the caregiver to be transported internally 
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and permitting exploration without the physical presence of the caregiver.  When individuals are 

apart from their attachment figure, IWM’s assist in regulating emotion, coping with distressful 

situations, and self-soothing.  IWM’s also influence affect, cognition, and behavior when 

forming new relationships outside the family. 

 The caregiver’s response to the infant’s bids for proximity determines the nature of the 

parent-child attachment relationship.  Bowlby (1973) deemed parental availability and 

responsiveness to the child’s needs as instrumental in generating a secure attachment. Parental 

behaviors fostering security include demonstrating attentiveness and responsiveness to the 

overall needs and cues (e.g., crying) of the infant, the timing of feeding, and psychological 

accessibility (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978).  The infant’s intimate bond with a 

stronger, more knowledgeable caregiver not only affords them protection, but also begins to 

form the neurological and emotional development that will endure throughout their lifespan.  

When an attachment figure is unavailable or unresponsive, infants may attempt other 

strategies in response to the threatening situation.  These strategies can include hyperactivating 

or deactivating the attachment system.  When hyperactivating, infants may cry louder and protest 

more, generally when the attachment figure has been inconsistently available.  An infant may 

utilize deactivating strategies by becoming compulsively self-reliant and denying his/her 

vulnerability if the attachment figure has punished proximity seeking behaviors.  Bowlby (1982) 

theorized that children develop two internal models, a model of self based on how acceptable and 

loveable they believe they are in the eyes of their attachment figure, and a model of other based 

on how responsive and dependable the attachment figure is perceived to be. 

 Mary Ainsworth, a pioneer in attachment research, observed both hyperactivating and 

deactivating strategies when she began investigating the different responses of children (ages 9 
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to 24 months) when they were separated from their mother.  During the experiment, labeled the 

Strange Situation paradigm, researchers observed children’s reactions to their caregivers when 

they were in close proximity, separated, and reunited.   Based on their findings, Ainsworth et al. 

(1978) were able to classify children into three main groups:  secure, anxious-ambivalent, and 

avoidant.  A fourth category, labeled disorganized/disoriented, was later added by Main and 

Solomon (1986) and is assigned in conjunction with one of the three primary categories.   

Ainsworth and her colleagues (1978) found that children’s behavior in the Strange 

Situation was associated with maternal behavior in the home environment.  For example, when 

reunited with their mother, children who were classified as secure in the Strange Situation 

generally sought physical contact with their caregiver, showing feelings of comfort and an ability 

to reengage in exploration after being soothed.  Mothers of secure children were more warm, 

sensitive, and protective at home.  In contrast, children who were grouped in the anxious-

ambivalent category utilized hyperactivating strategies, evidenced significant distress, and were 

more difficult to soothe.  Although they sought proximity to their mother, the reunion was often 

mixed with anger or resistance towards her.  Mothers of this group tended to be unpredictable 

when their infants signified distress at home.  The third group, labeled avoidant, appeared to 

deactivate their attachment system during the Strange Situation, demonstrating little distress at 

their mother’s departure or return.  Instead, they continued exploring during separation and 

reunion, oftentimes turning their back towards their mother, averting their gaze, and/or ignoring 

her.  In the home settings, mothers of children classified as avoidant tended to be rejecting, 

relaying feelings of negativity when children displayed attachment behaviors.  Lastly, children 

identified as disorganized behaved in less predictable ways, showing a lack of any consistent 

strategy.  When reunited, their behaviors appeared odd and sometimes contradictory in that they 
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would simultaneously avoid and approach the mother (e.g., look toward her and begin approach, 

only to freeze after a few steps; walk backwards towards mother). This behavior appeared 

indicative of confusion and fear regarding the parent.  Later, researchers proposed that parents of 

disorganized children demonstrated frightened or frightening behavior with the infant, which 

may stem from a parent’s unresolved loss and/or trauma (Hesse & Main, 2006;  Lyons-Ruth & 

Jacobvitz, 1999; Main & Hesse, 1990).   

Ainsworth (1989) discussed other attachment relationships that develop through the 

lifespan, such as peer and romantic relationships.  As children begin to mature into adolescence 

and adulthood, their attachment figure begins to shift from a parent or caregiver to a close friend 

or peer.  Generally, later in development, another shift occurs to a romantic partner (Cassidy & 

Shaver, 1999).  Ainsworth identified significant characteristics of these attachments, which 

include the desire to maintain closeness with a partner who is viewed as irreplaceable and 

unique.  She concluded that this relationship provides comfort and security, similar to children’s 

responses to their parents in her Strange Situation paradigm.  Weiss (1991) also believed this to 

be true, stating that attachment bonds can be found in the majority of marriages, some 

friendships, adults and their parents, as well as some patients and their therapists.   

Attachment Continuity  

Attachment representations develop in an infant’s formative years and are thought to lay 

the foundation for attachment experiences throughout childhood into adulthood (Mikulencer & 

Shaver, 2007).  Based on attachment theory, IWM’s are carried forward through beliefs and 

expectations about oneself and others during adulthood, such that the parent-child relationship 

significantly impacts one’s ability to form later attachment bonds with significant others 

(Bowlby, 1978; 1980).  Scholars have suggested that IWM’s are self-fulfilling in that behaviors 
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related to the working model produce results that are reinforced and repeated over time (Bowlby, 

1973; Maier, Bernier, Perkrun, Zimmermann, & Grossmann, 2004).  However, Bowlby (1980) 

also proposed that despite the stability of attachment representations, IWM’s could undergo 

revisions based on new experiences encountered throughout the lifespan.  Because IWM’s are 

malleable, disruptions in the attachment system can instigate transitions from an insecure to 

secure dimension or vice versa, depending on an individual’s experiences.   

As individuals progress through childhood and adolescence, the models of primary 

attachment figures are maintained; however, experiences with other attachment figures begin 

merging into a more comprehensive, advanced framework of the self and others (Main, Kaplan, 

& Cassidy, 1985). This integrative process allows for accommodation of new information and 

relationship-specific adjustments to one’s representations of others.  As development continues, 

new experiences of oneself and others are processed and interpreted through the filter of prior 

models (Collins, Guichard, Ford, & Feeney, 2004).  

Research on attachment stability has been mixed when examining continuity from 

infancy to adulthood.  Findings from two studies examining a low-risk population have provided 

a more comprehensive understanding of the continuity of attachment patterns throughout the 

lifespan.  Both studies utilized the Strange Situation when participants were 12 months and the 

Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; George, Kaplan, and Main, 1984) when participants were 

adolescents or young adults.  Results suggested that stability in attachment occurs with moderate 

frequency, roughly 64-77% of the time (Waters, Merrick, Treboux, Crowell, & Albersheim, 

2000; Hamilton, 2000).  However, results of these studies also indicated that new experiences 

can alter working models, occasionally modifying attachment security (Waters et al., 2000).  It is 

particularly important to note that low risk samples included participants who had experienced 
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fewer incidences predictive of change in attachment representations (e.g., single parenting, 

parental death, life-threatening illnesses in the family, child abuse, and/or parental drug or 

alcohol abuse). Furthermore, results from populations considered to be moderate to high-risk 

suggested far less stability, estimating 25% in one study and 38% in another (Aikins, Howes, & 

Hamilton, 2009; Lewis, Feiring, & Rosenthal, 2000; Weinfield, Sroufe, & Egeland, 2000).  

Findings indicate that attachment styles become more stable after early adulthood; 

however, modification can still occur (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  McConnell and Moss 

(2011) suggested that the factors influencing stability of attachment style likely change 

throughout the lifespan.  Specifically, maternal characteristics are more meaningful in childhood, 

whereas identity formation and communication in family interactions is more pivotal in 

adolescence.  Once individuals reach adulthood, coping, well-being, and environmental stress 

become more influential.  Cook (2000) examined the interpersonal processes of IWM’s in 

families.  His findings suggested that although individuals may have an overall cognitive schema 

from which they operate when interacting with members of their family, IWM’s are reciprocally 

determined by the other member(s) in the interaction.  Overall, when examining the lifespan 

from infancy to adulthood, the literature suggests that negative and/or traumatic events have the 

greatest impact on the likelihood of change from security to insecurity.  Less is understood 

regarding consistency of attachment over the lifespan (McConnell & Moss, 2011; Mikulincer & 

Shaver, 2007).  

Attachment in Adulthood 

Prior to the 1980’s, attachment theory was predominantly used to characterize parent-

child relationships.  However, scholars agree that adult’s close relationships often share many 

parallels to the early parent-child attachment, such as proximity maintenance and utilizing one 



 

53 

another as a secure base.  For instance, when adults experience distress or become physically 

sick, they often seek safety and protection from their romantic partners.  Furthermore, adults 

generally feel increased security and comfort when their partner is nearby and responsive (Hazan 

& Shaver, 1990).  As the study of adult romantic attachment progressed, unique features of adult 

romantic attachment were identified.  Unlike the unidirectional parent-child bond, the adult 

attachment bond is characterized by reciprocity, allowing each partner to give and receive 

protection and security. Therefore, each partner is presumed to be attached and available to 

provide care for the other (Zeifman & Hazan, 2008).  Also distinguishing adult romantic 

attachment is the involvement of the caregiving system and sexuality, as well as the mutual 

influences of the partner’s attachment system (Hazan & Zeifman, 1994). 

Attachment working models created in childhood appear to establish the foundation for 

later attachment experiences in that early relationships confirm and perpetuate beliefs about 

oneself and others.  Research findings indicated that individuals who retrospectively reported 

trusting, attentive attachment relationships in childhood would pursue similar relationships in 

adulthood (Feeney & Noller, 1990; Hazen & Shaver, 1987).  In contrast, individuals whose 

childhood attachment figures were inconsistently available were more likely to doubt their self-

worth and worry about abandonment, whereas those who experienced rejecting, inattentive 

caregiving were likely to avoid or distrust others in their adult relationships (Hazan & Shaver, 

1987; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Rholes, Simpson, Kohn, Wilson, Martin, Tran, & Kashy, 

2011).  Exploratory studies also found that the frequencies between the three adult attachment 

styles were very similar to the infant attachment classifications found by Ainsworth (Hazan and 

Shaver, 1987). 
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Research on Attachment.  There are two lines of research that are inter-related, but 

differentially define and assess the construct of adult attachment (Riggs et al., 2007;  Shaver, 

Belsky, & Brennan, 2000).  Initially, developmental psychologists utilized observational 

methods to study parent-child relationships (Ainsworth’s et al., 1978; the Strange Situation) and 

later extended these methods to interviews with adults.  George et al. (1984) created the Adult 

Attachment Interview (AAI) which measures working models or “states of mind” based on 

participant’s discussion of retrospective memories of childhood relationships with their parents, 

their evaluations of these experiences, and how they believe the parent-child relationship shaped 

their adult personalities.  Verbatim transcripts of the interview are analyzed by trained coders to 

classify attachment-related discourse into one of three groups:  1) secure – they value attachment 

experiences and can objectively discuss them in detail.   2) dismissing – they minimize 

attachment experiences and may find it challenging to recollect specific experiences related to 

attachment, and 3) preoccupied – they are overly involved in attachment relationships sometimes 

appearing angry or lost and vague with a deep desire to please their parents.  The fourth AAI 

category, labeled unresolved, is generally indicative of a lack of resolution to experiences of loss 

or trauma and, like the infant disorganized category, is assigned in conjunction with one of the 

three primary classifications. 

The second line of adult attachment research was developed by social/personality 

psychologists and utilizes self-reports that have evolved and expanded over the years.  The first 

adult attachment self-report measures included only one item in which participants were asked to 

select one of the statements that provided the most accurate description of themselves (e.g., 

Hazan and Shaver, 1987).  Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) measure expanded on Hazan 

and Shaver’s work, proposing four categories of adult attachment (secure, preoccupied, 
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dismissing-avoidant, and fearful avoidant), based on two dimensions: 1) attachment anxiety, 

which reflects the extent to which a person doubts self-worth and worries about abandonment or 

rejection and 2) attachment avoidance, which reflects the extent to which a person limits 

intimacy with others.  These two dimensions allow researchers to examine attachment on a 

continuum and correspond with IWM’s of self and other, respectively.  Using this framework, 

secure attachment can be conceptualized as the absence or low levels of attachment anxiety and 

avoidance, whereas someone who is high on both dimensions is considered fearful-avoidant.  

Individuals who are high on anxiety and low on avoidance are labeled preoccupied, whereas 

those who are low on anxiety and high on avoidance are labeled dismissing-avoidant.   

Romantic Attachment and Psychological Functioning.  Research suggests that interacting 

with one’s romantic partner creates a physiologically calming and stress-relieving effect for 

couples (Grewen, Anderson, Girdler, & Light, 2003).  Furthermore, even photographic 

representations of one’s romantic partner have been shown to buffer stress (Master et al., 2009). 

The attachment literature suggests various differences between securely attached and insecurely 

attached individuals.  An important, distinguishing characteristic of securely attached adults is 

their ability to both pursue and provide support, stemming from their belief that they are worthy 

of care and their expectations that others are reliable, trustworthy, and sensitive.  Those who are 

classified as secure using the AAI exhibit more “secure-base” behaviors and provide more 

caregiving when resolving relational issues and attempting to comfort their partners (Crowell, 

Treboux, Fyffe, Pan, & Waters, 2002).   Being receptive to and seeking support offers secure 

individuals adequate coping resources and allows them to feel competent in handling difficult 

and stressful situations (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  Research also suggests that when faced 

with challenging circumstances or stress, securely attached individuals will often positively 
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reappraise their situation or seek support as methods of coping (Marques, 2006; Simpson, 

Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992). 

Those with insecure attachment styles utilize different coping strategies during moments of 

distress.  Distancing and avoidance of problems as well as wishful thinking are more common 

coping approaches for insecurely attached individuals (Marques, 2006).  Specifically, those with 

avoidant attachment often utilize deactivation strategies such that they become overly self-reliant 

and suppress their emotions in an effort to distance themselves from others (Cassidy & Kobak, 

1988) for protection from possible frustration, rejection, or abandonment (Rholes, Simpson, 

Campbell, & Grich, 2001; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002).  Consequently, research indicates that 

when faced with stressful situations, avoidantly attached individuals are far less likely to openly 

pursue support from their partners (Collins & Feeney, 2000).  On the other end of the continuum, 

adults with anxious attachment orientations use hyperactivating strategies, such that they 

exaggerate their dependency and need for support and reassurance that they are loved (Cassidy & 

Kobak, 1988; Shaver, Schachner, & Mikulincer, 2005).  Although they actively and frequently 

seek coping resources, they are generally dissatisfied with the support they receive (Mikulincer 

& Shaver, 2003), which may engender a cycle in which the perceived threat becomes 

exacerbated, but the perceived inadequacy of support increases feelings of insecurity and 

maintains activation of the attachment system.   

 Ample evidence links adult attachment security with healthy, positive adjustment and 

higher levels of self-esteem (Collins & Read, 1990; Onishi, Gjerde, & Block, 2001).  Security 

allows for individuals to have a positive model of the self and others, perceiving themselves as 

worthy of affection/love and others as receptive and accepting of them.  On the other hand, 

insecurity has been linked to maladjustment, increased vulnerability for psychopathology, lower 



 

57 

self-esteem, and relational dysfunction (Collins & Reed, 1990; Conradi & de Jonge, 2009; 

Onishi, Gjerde, & Block, 2001).  In general, most studies indicate that anxiety disorders are most 

often associated with preoccupied states of mind, as measured by the AAI (Cassidy & 

Lichtenstein, 2009; Rosenstein & Horowitz, 1996).  Furthermore, in studies of adolescents and 

undergraduates, researchers found that high attachment anxiety predicted significantly higher 

levels of distress, anxiety, risk behaviors, and lowered self-concept (Cooper, Shaver, & Collins, 

1998; Kemp & Neimeyer, 1999). Those with avoidant attachment patterns reported similar 

elevated symptom levels and lower self-concept, although they did not indicate the problematic 

risk behaviors endorsed by those with more anxious patterns of attachment.  Despite fewer 

depressive and anxious symptoms, some research suggests that avoidant individuals may 

experience increased hostility and anger (Rholes, Simpson, & Orina, 1999; Solomon, Ginzberg, 

Mikulincer, Neria, & Ohry, 1998).  

 Although the literature is mixed, some research suggests that adult attachment patterns 

may vary by gender. Specifically, findings indicate that men are more likely to report higher 

scores on attachment avoidance, whereas women tend to report higher attachment anxiety 

(Brassard, Shaver, & Lussier, 2007; Schimtt, 2008.)  In a meta-analysis of self-reported 

attachment conducted by Del Giudice (2011), the effect size of gender differences were found to 

be the most discrepant within community samples (D = .28), smaller in college samples (D = 

.12), and the smallest effect size was found in web samples (D = .07).  However, other findings 

also indicate little to no differences between genders, particularly when utilizing the AAI or 

comparing across cultures (Schmitt, 2003;  van IJzendoorn & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2009). 

The Executive Subsystems in the Family 

The family system is comprised of subsystems including individuals, dyads, and triads, as 
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well as other groups, all impacting one another.  The most effective and optimally functioning 

families are comprised of hierarchically organized subsystems marked by clearly distinct 

boundaries (Minuchin, 1974).  By definition, the family’s “executive subsystem” is the authority 

that organizes and leads the family system, and both marital and coparenting relationships are 

key elements of this subsystem.  

Healthy interpersonal relationships, stability, and a constructive emotional environment 

are all qualities that the executive subsystem can provide to enhance parent-child relationships, 

parenting practices, and overall well-being for all members in the family.  Studies suggest that 

cohesive and supportive family environments are ideal for cultivating effective emotion 

regulation in children, while critical and hostile family environments thwart emotional 

development by depriving children of a context to get their emotional needs met (Halberstadt & 

Eaton, 2003; Thompson & Meyer, 2007).  In another study examining several levels of family 

relationships, findings suggested that positive family climate, as well as maternal warmth and 

sensitivity were strong predictors of children’s emotion regulation, while inter-parental conflict 

was indirectly related to emotional regulation (Fosco & Grych, 2012).  

Historically, the marital relationship has been the most extensively studied executive 

subsystem.  Family systems theory posits that successful family dynamics stem from a couple’s 

ability to set clear boundaries for themselves as individuals and as a couple, which allow them to 

block issues in the marital relationship from overflowing into other subsystems (e.g. parenting; 

Minuchin, 1988).  This notion is reinforced by evidence linking strong marital alliances to higher 

quality parenting, better child outcomes, and more adaptive family functioning (Erel & Burman, 

1995; Ganiban et al., 2007).  Research also indicates that couples who report enhanced marital 

quality also experience lower levels of depression and higher overall well-being (Kersh, Hedvat, 
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Hauser–Cram, & Warfield, 2006; Snyder & Lopez, 2009).   

Also included in the executive subsystem is one of the more recent constructs within 

family research - the coparenting relationship.  Broadly, coparenting can be defined as the ability 

of two or more adults to mutually raise and care for a child together.  Although the current study 

will focus on married husbands and wives, the term coparenting can include any two individuals 

(e.g., grandparents, divorced parents, non-married parents, etc.) working together to rear a child.  

Among the first to emphasize the significance of the family’s coparenting adults was Salvadore 

Minuchin (1974), who in his seminal work on structural family therapy proposed that when two 

parents were operating together, they formed a separate, “executive subsystem” within the 

family.  He also highlighted parents’ roles of collaboratively leading the family and creating 

distinct generational boundaries between adults and children to foster healthy child development.  

Coparenting originally began as a construct developed to study families experiencing 

divorce, highlighting the significance of parents’ ability to manage the transition and remain 

cooperative parents (Ahrons, 1981;  Emery, Laumann-Billings, Waldron, Sbarra, & Dillon, 

2001).  McHale (2011) further delineated coparenting for intact families as a triadic family 

interaction that concentrates explicitly on the parents’ joint relationship with the child, including 

their shared beliefs and concern for the well-being of the child. Motivated by their children’s 

welfare, the coparenting partnership is considered a higher-level process of parenting behaviors 

that necessitates coordination with another individual.  This is distinct from other dyadic 

relationships, such as the parent-child relationship or the marital relationship, which focus on 

partner’s feelings or concerns towards one another or the relationship.   

Although most researchers define the concept of coparenting similarly, the construct has 

been operationalized and measured in different ways.  Several assessment tools have been 
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created to measure coparenting using various methods, including observational coding, 

interviewing, and self-reports. Coparenting measures can provide valuable insight into a family’s 

manner of problem solving, their alliances, the sharing of child-rearing tasks, and their 

hierarchy/structure (McHale, 2011).  Dimensions of coparenting can include (a) supportive-

cooperative, as measured by the partner’s efforts to offer help and complement the other’s 

parenting endeavors, and (b) unsupportive-competitive as demonstrated by a parent’s efforts to 

intrude on or undermine the other parent’s interactions with the child (McHale, 1995). 

Additional scales can capture whether parents strengthen or undermine the coparenting 

relationship, potential triangulation, and disciplinary activities.  McHale (1997) developed the 

Coparenting Scale, which includes questions that represent both covert actions, such as when one 

parent is alone with the child and speaks negatively of the other parent, as well as overt actions 

when both parents are present with the child and one parent is hostile towards or undermines the 

other parent (McHale, Kuersten, & Lauretti, 1996).  

Family systems theory would posit that the dynamics of the marital and coparenting 

subsystems are intertwined and mutually affect one another in a dynamic relationship.  Indeed, a 

substantial amount of research suggests a positive association between the marital relationship 

and coparenting alliance (Floyd, Gilliom, & Costigan, 1998; Kolak & Volling, 2007).  Research 

also indicates that couples who show higher amounts of collaboration, team-work, and family 

warmth have more positive marital and coparenting relationships (Schoppe-Sullivan, 

Mangelsdorf, Frosch, & McHale, 2004).  Prior research also suggests that marital satisfaction 

facilitates increased sensitivity and responsiveness in parenting, while dissatisfaction and conflict 

within the marriage is associated with negative parenting practices (Krishnakumar & Buehler, 

2000; Shelton & Harold, 2008). 
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While the marital and coparental relationships generally include the same two individuals 

and are interrelated, a couple’s coparenting ability does not always reflect success, or lack 

thereof, in marriage.  Conceptually, it is possible for a couple to have a healthy, successful 

marriage, yet discover difficulties managing the demands of cooperatively coparenting.  

Conversely, it is conceivable and proposed by some researchers that a couple can exert effort in 

the best interest of the child and be successful coparents, yet find their marital relationship 

lacking or strained (Gable, Crnic, & Belsky, 1994). Ideally, divorced couples would demonstrate 

the latter, remaining mutually supportive coparents in rearing their children despite the 

dissolution of their marital relationship.  

Researchers have suggested gender differences in the association between marriage and 

parenting, proposing that men and women are likely to respond differently to marital hardship.  

Specifically, some scholars theorize that the quality of the marital relationship is more influential 

on husbands’ parenting than wives’ parenting, in that men in distressed marriages emotionally 

withdraw from parenting more so than women (Grych & Fincham, 1990;  Krishnakumar & 

Buehler, 2000; Ulbricht, Ganiban, Button, Feinberg, Reiss, & Neiderhiser, 2013).  There is also 

evidence that maritally dissatisfied mothers may attempt to counteract or compensate for marital 

difficulties by becoming over-involved in their parenting endeavors – often called the 

“compensatory hypothesis” (Engfer, 1988; Gilbert, 1984).  Still other researchers have found no 

gender differences when examining marital adjustment as a moderator between environmental 

factors and negative parenting (Ulbricht, Ganiban, Button, Feinberg, Reiss, & Neiderhiser, 

2013). 

Marital Relationships and Family Functioning 

Based on family systems theory, the interconnectedness of family relationships allows for 
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subsystems to concurrently affect one another and the system as a whole.  A healthy marital 

relationship provides cohesion and security within the family unit, while strained or high conflict 

marriages prompt tension within the family environment, impacting all members within the 

system (Minuchin, 1974).  Research suggests that there is a positive relationship between 

couples’ marital adjustment and their self-reported family functioning (Stevenson-Hinde & 

Akister, 1995).  Campbell and Snow (1992) found a link between husbands’ marital 

dissatisfaction and lower levels of cohesion within the family environment, while Feldman, 

Wentzel, Weinberger, and Munson (1990) reported that wives’, but not husbands’, marital 

satisfaction was associated with overall family functioning.  Paley et al.’s (2005) results also 

suggested that marital conflict was harmful to family functioning, but indicated that husbands’ 

and wives’ withdrawal from the marital relationship had even more noteworthy repercussions on 

the family environment, such that family cohesion decreased significantly. 

Scholars have questioned the degree to which marital quality is shaped by one’s own 

family experiences in childhood, with studies finding associations between an individual’s 

family of origin and his/her marital adjustment (Botha, van den Berg, Henriette & Venter, 2009; 

Larson & Holman, 1994).  Sabatelli and Bartle-Haring (2004) found that when spouses 

perceived their families of origin as having successful interaction patterns, they were better able 

to effectively manage their marital relationships, whereas individuals who viewed their family as 

less successful appeared to experience more difficulties with their partner.  Sabatelli and Bartle-

Haring posited that spouses who were raised in healthy, positive environments might have more 

realistic expectations about relationships, as well as the ability to behave responsively to their 

partners’ expectations and concerns.  Results of another study suggested that partners appear to 

be attracted to individuals with comparable familial backgrounds, often marrying someone who 
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originated from a family with similar experiences (Falcke, Wagner, & Mosmann, 2008). 

Research also indicates a positive association between similarities in husbands’ and wives’ 

family-of-origin experiences and the couple’s marital satisfaction.  However, this association 

appeared to diminish with the duration of the marriage (Wilcoxon & Hovestadt, 1985).  

Replicating and extending this finding, Botha, van den Berg, Henriette and Venter’s (2009) 

results suggested that clearly delineated roles (e.g., providing support and care, financial 

resources) within one’s family of origin were associated with increased marital satisfaction.  

Coparenting and Family Functioning 

Coparenting plays a pivotal role in the family environment, linking components of the 

couple’s marital subsystem and parent-child relationships.  Some researchers have suggested that 

coparenting interactions are more closely linked to child outcomes than any other characteristic 

of the inter-parental relationship, including overall marital quality (Frosch, Mangelsdorf, & 

McHale, 2000; McHale & Rasmussen, 1998).  Research regarding the link between coparenting 

and child development indicates robust associations, replicated across several stages of 

development for intact families, including toddlerhood, preschool, middle childhood, and 

adolescence (Mangelsdorf, Laxman, & Jessee, 2011).   

Studies indicate that quality coparenting provides children with a sense of predictability, 

stability, and security in the family (McHale, 1997).  Specifically, higher cooperative 

coparenting predicts healthy development and positive adjustment in children, whereas 

conflictual coparenting predicts increased adjustment difficulties, poor self-regulation, and 

disinhibition (Belsky, Putnam, & Crnic, 1996; Cook, Shoppe-Sullivan, Buckley, & Davis, 2009; 

Kolak & Vernon-Feagans, 2008).  Furthermore, researchers propose that the construct of 

coparenting explains the variance in child adjustment factors beyond the effects of parenting.  
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Linking coparenting and the family environment to child outcomes, research indicates that high 

levels of supportive coparenting and more adaptive family structures are related to fewer 

externalizing behavioral problems in children (Schoppe, Mangelsdorf, & Frosch, 2001). Also, 

McHale, Johnson, and Sinclair (1999) found that cooperative coparenting and higher levels of 

warmth in the family predicted less aggression during toddler’s play and less behavioral 

discomfort when positive and negative family situations were acted out.  Researchers also found 

that the significant effects remained even after they controlled for mothers’ and fathers’ 

parenting.   

Regarding direct associations between coparenting and family functioning and/or whole 

family interactions, research is scarce.  However, there is evidence suggesting significant 

associations between family functioning and parenting.  For example, Pettit and Bates (1990) 

family functioning was associated with parenting style as well as parental sensitivity.  To 

differentiate the two constructs, when referring to a parenting measure, we are generally 

examining an individual’s caregiving behaviors rather than his/her ability to cooperatively 

interact with a partner while carrying out these behaviors.  Alternatively, coparenting can be 

conceptualized as a higher-level process of parenting in that similar behaviors are performed, but 

coparenting also includes coordinating these tasks and behaviors with another person.  Studies 

suggest that the family of origin influences coparenting ability, such that mother’s and father’s 

recollections of supportive, cooperative coparenting among their parents in childhood were 

positively associated with reports of better coparenting with their own child (Stright & Bales, 

2003; Van Egeren, 2003). 

Theoretical Integration 

Adult Attachment and Marital Functioning 
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Researchers have given particular attention to understanding the nuances of the marital 

relationship, especially when considering the significant influence it can have on child outcomes 

and other subsystems within the family, such as parent-child relationships and coparenting.  

There is extensive evidence to suggest that attachment theory provides a comprehensive 

framework for understanding romantic relationship functioning, particularly marital functioning 

and satisfaction (see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007 for review).  Tenets of attachment theory 

suggest that couples who function from a secure attachment system, endorsing low attachment 

avoidance and anxiety, are generally more capable of functioning adaptively, feel more satisfied 

in their marital relationships, and report higher marital cohesion and adaptability (Banse, 2004; 

Mikulincer & Florian, 1999).  Ample research also suggests that attachment anxiety and 

attachment avoidance have a significant inverse relationship with marital adjustment and 

satisfaction (Rholes, Simpson, Campbell, & Grich, 2001;  Banse, 2004;  Hollist & Miller, 2005).  

Furthermore, a spouse’s attachment style is likely to influence a person’s perception of his/her 

own relationship adjustment and satisfaction (Banse, 2004; Mondor, McDuff, Lussier, & Wright, 

2011); however, partner results have been mixed (Feeney, Noller, & Callan, 1994;  see 

Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007 for review). 

Research indicates that the manner in which each spouse views himself and others will 

interact, impacting the couple’s dynamics (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).  Positive models of 

self (e.g., high self-esteem and a positive self-image) are assets, helping to establish and maintain 

stability in the relationship.  For instance, research reveals that securely attached husbands have 

more positive interactions with their wives than insecure husbands (Cohn et al., 1992).  More 

specifically, attachment security allows individuals to attain deeper intimacy with their spouses 

because they seek and are comfortable with social support, mutual self-disclosure, and trust 
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(Collins, 1996; Hazan & Shaver, 1987).  Feeney (1994) also found that husbands’ and wives’ 

endorsing secure attachment display significantly more disclosure and involvement and less 

coercive communication during marital interactions than spouses endorsing insecure attachment. 

Also, when ambiguous or neutral events occur within the relationship, securely attached 

individuals are more likely to have positive attributions and to perceive nonverbal 

communication more accurately compared to insecure individuals (Collins & Feeney, 2004; 

Feeney et al., 1994).   

Unhealthy, negative models of self and/or others are likely to compromise close 

relationships, such that high attachment anxiety and avoidance both pose significant risks for 

marital dissatisfaction (Rholes et al., 2001).  The relational tendencies of insecure adults 

predispose them to be less likely to reach out to their spouses for support when coping, even 

when confronted with anxiety provoking situations (Mikulincer & Florian, 1995; Simpson, 

Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992).  Stemming from their belief systems about themselves and others, 

those with avoidant attachment patterns generally are dismissing of relationships and over-reliant 

on themselves, upholding negative beliefs and expectations about others and their responsiveness 

(Collins & Feeney, 2000).  Results investigating the role of attachment behaviors within married 

couple’s interactions indicated that individuals with high attachment avoidance showed more 

nonverbal indications of distance and detachment, as compared to secure individuals (Berman, 

Marcus, & Berman, 1994).  In contrast, individuals with anxious attachment patterns generally 

are fearful of abandonment and feel less satisfied with their support system (Crowell et al., 2002; 

Rholes et al., 2001).  Research also suggests that individuals with high attachment anxiety 

perceive more conflict and less support within their marriage, subsequently decreasing levels of 

marital functioning (Gallo & Smith, 2001).  In the latter study, avoidant attachment predicted 
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only less perceived support, particularly for husbands, while adjustment between spouses and 

perception of conflict were non-significant.  

Attachment, Caregiving, and Coparenting 

In conjunction with the child’s attachment system, the attachment figure’s caregiving 

system evolves simultaneously, making adjustments based on reciprocal moment-to-moment 

interactions with the child (Bowlby, 1969/1982).  George and Solomon (2008) proposed that the 

caregiving system is separate but similar to the child’s attachment system, suggesting that the 

parent’s caregiving system becomes activated when internal or external cues indicate a 

threatening or stressful situation for the child.  To soothe the child and gain physical or 

psychological proximity to him or her, the caregiver performs protective actions such as 

carrying, following, calling, touching, and smiling.  These behaviors appease the child’s anxiety, 

deactivating the child’s attachment system.  Also paralleling the child’s attachment system, 

researchers suggest that the parent’s caregiving representations are recorded through new and old 

experiences with each individual child (George & Solomon, 2008).   

The caregiving system not only operates in the parent-child relationship, but also in 

romantic relationships; however, in couple relations, rather than being unidirectional both 

partners can provide care to one another.  Attachment security is associated with the ability to 

offer sensitive, responsive, and emotional care (Millings & Walsh, 2009).  Therefore, caregiving 

behaviors such as perceiving distress and responding by providing a safe haven and secure base, 

affect both the parent-child relationship and the spousal relationship (Collins, Ford, Guichard, 

Kane, & Feeney, 2010).  Avoidant attachment lends itself to caregiving that is negligent and 

disengaged or conversely overbearing and controlling, often conveying the message that one’s 

mate cannot manage distress or stressful situations without help.  Avoidantly attached 
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individuals are likely to be less comforting to their spouse when offering caregiving, making 

little physical contact.  Anxiously attached caregivers are often on the opposite end of the 

continuum, becoming overinvolved and obsessive in providing care and managing their mates’ 

distress (Collins & Feeney, 2000).  Just as the parent-child attachment system is thought to be a 

product of evolution that increases the likelihood of survival, the attachment and caregiving 

systems are also thought to stimulate increased safety and health for adults, promoting optimal 

parenting (Fraley & Shaver, 2000).   

Supportively raising children together involves cooperation from both parents such that 

individuals are required to practice compromise and handle conflict constructively (McHale, 

Lauretti, Talbot, & Pouquette, 2002).  When conceptualizing how the attachment system is 

linked to the coparenting relationship, one major factor is the internal working model, primarily 

because it is the mechanism generating the coping strategies employed.  The internal working 

model is also thought to be especially influential, oftentimes unconsciously, during times of 

distress, threat, or conflict (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Because parenting is likely to involve 

instances of conflict and stress, there is an increased necessity for communication and 

compromise, subsequently influencing whether conflict resolution is successful or not (Ognibene 

& Collins, 1998).  Those with insecure attachment patterns are more likely to have ineffective 

conflict-resolution strategies and be more prone to anger when compared to those with secure 

attachment (Corcoran & Mallinckrodt, 2000).  If parents are able to meet the simultaneous needs 

of giving and receiving support to one’s spouse, they will likely manage the coparenting 

relationship more effectively.   

Talbot, Baker, and McHale (2009) examined adult attachment status, as measured by the 

AAI, and coparenting during the transition to parenthood.  Their findings suggested that families 
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with secure mothers demonstrated less conflictual coparenting, whereas families with secure 

fathers conversely had increased conflict in the coparenting relationship.  Results also suggested 

that couples displaying the highest levels of cohesion were those with two secure parents, while 

the lowest levels of cohesion were seen in couples with insecure fathers and secure mothers.   

The authors suggested that securely attached fathers may desire a more active, integral role in 

parenting, showing both interest and skill in caring for the child.  For some mothers, particularly 

those with insecure attachment, this may pose a threat, challenge societal expectations, and 

provide more opportunities for disagreements to arise.  Interestingly, significant differences in 

coparenting conflict did not emerge between secure and insecure couples.  

The association between adult attachment and parenting has been studied extensively, but 

as a relatively new area of research, less is known regarding coparenting (e.g., Roberson, 

Nalbone, Hecker, & Miller, 2010; Talbot et al., 2009). However, parenting and coparenting 

encompass several similar characteristics, so some of the prior parenting research is relevant to 

the current study.  Empirical evidence suggests that adults reporting insecure attachment patterns 

exhibit less favorable and less sensitive parenting (Mills-Koonce, et al., 2011; Wearden, Peters, 

Berry, Barrowclough, & Liversidge, 2008).  Correspondingly, studies utilizing the AAI suggest 

that adults with secure parental attachment dimensions demonstrate increased parental sensitivity 

and warmth (Pearson, Cohn, Cowan, & Cowan, 1994; Ward & Carlson, 1995).  Life stressors 

may also affect parenting such that in the context of high stress, parents with insecure attachment 

classified by the AAI demonstrated less constructive parenting than parents with secure 

attachment styles (Phelps, Belsky, & Crnic, 1998).  Perception of support while parenting may 

also influence caregiving behaviors.  Specifically, mothers who regarded the parenting alliance 
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with their spouse as healthy and strong perceived their husbands as more engaged in caregiving 

activities with their children (Futris & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2007).  

Research indicates that attachment processes not only influence caregiving ability and 

parenting behaviors, but also parenting expectations and experiences.  In one study, researchers 

found that self-reported attachment avoidance and anxiety were associated with increased 

likelihood of negative expectations about parenting and the anticipation of poor relationships 

with their children (Rholes, Simpson, Blakely, Lanigan, & Allen, 1997).  High levels of 

avoidance were also associated with expecting less satisfying parenting experiences and 

possessing less desire to have children.  Furthermore, results of a study by Rholes, Simpson, and 

Friedman (2006) suggest that those with dismissing attachment patterns, measured by the AAI, 

perceived parenting as more stressful and less meaningful, deriving less value and satisfaction 

from relationships and parenting in general. 

Attachment and Family Functioning  

Optimal family functioning occurs when members are interconnected, but are able to 

maintain separate identities and clear boundaries.  Securely attached individuals have 

relationships characterized by a balance of autonomy and interdependence with others, allowing 

flexible movement along this continuum (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  In family systems 

theory, dysfunction is indicated when family relationships are either markedly close and 

enmeshed or exceptionally distant and disengaged (Minuchin, 1974).  The repercussions of 

enmeshed or disengaged relationships that are most frequently explored and operationalized 

include parent’s overinvolvement with a child, role reversal between the parent and child, and 

marital conflict (Lopez, 1986).  Dysfunctional relationships within subsystems will likely 
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manifest in family-wide interactions, providing validation for associations between attachment 

security and the family environment/functioning.   

The attachment system is activated when distress, chaos, or change occurs in the family. 

All families are susceptible to experiencing disruption in homeostasis when changes in the 

family life cycle occur, such as the transition to parenthood or the “empty nest” stage when 

children leave the home.  For example, when a new baby arrives and attention is diverted to the 

infant, disruptions in the couple’s attachment system often occur due to the competing demands 

of different roles and the activation of the caregiving system for the infant (Akister & Reibstein, 

2004).  Insecurely attached individuals are more likely to struggle when these transitions occur 

due to ineffective coping styles. 

In one respect, attachment theorists have long acknowledged the attachment system’s 

influence on whole family dynamics in their studies of intergenerational transmission – the 

premise that parent’s own early experiences of being parented influence their own parenting 

behavior, which later is passed on to their own children, shaping their attachment experiences.  

Working models can be thought of as the mechanism that transfers and perpetuates attachment 

processes from parents to children.  Mikulincer and Florian (1999) considered intergenerational 

transmission using a family perspective of personality development to examine associations 

between parent’s self- reported attachment style, parent’s perceived family environment, and 

young adult children’s self-reported attachment style.  Findings indicated that high levels of 

perceived family expressiveness and low levels of family conflict predicted children’s security, 

whereas low levels of cohesion, adaptability, and communication predicted patterns of insecure 

attachment among the young adult children.  Mikulincer and Florian speculated that children 

internalized family patterns, which later served as cognitive schemas for family relationships and 
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generalized to other interpersonal schemas outside the family.  Surprisingly, associations 

between parents’ attachment styles and their perceptions of family environment were non-

significant, but the researchers recommended further study due to discrepancies within prior 

research as well as within their own findings.    

Researchers have also considered how family dysfunction in conjunction with attachment 

security influences the development of family members.  For instance, one study’s findings 

suggested that parental attachment style and family dysfunction jointly predicted adolescent’s 

belief about career self-efficacy (Ryan, Solberg, & Brown, 1996).  Dinero, Conger, Shaver, 

Widaman, and Larsen-Rife’s (2011) results suggested that the formation of young adult's 

romantic attachment style could be linked to behavioral interactions with one’s family.  

Specifically, warmth and sensitivity in parental interactions were associated with secure romantic 

attachment. Another study by Cowan, Cohn, Cowan, and Pearson (1996) suggested that parent’s 

attachment states of mind, assessed by the AAI, and their marital relationship jointly predicted 

their children’s internalizing and externalizing behavioral problems.  The researchers proposed 

that children’s attachment patterns and functioning are shaped by several components beyond the 

parent-child relationship such as their parent’s personality traits, the inter-parental relationship, 

and overall family climate.   

Current Study 
 

To advance the literature on adult attachment, extending it from a dyadic to systemic 

construct, it will be crucial to understand its role in family processes.  Prior research has 

provided preliminary insight, indicating that (a) self-reported adult attachment is related to 

descriptions of the family of origin and current family environment (Diehl, Elnick, Bourbeau, & 

Labouvie-Vief, 1998; Pfaller, Kiselica, and Gerstein, 1998) and (b) retrospective reports of 
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parent-child attachment bonds, as measured by the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI), are 

associated with interactions in current family systems (Paley, Cox, Kanoy, Harter, Burchinal, & 

Margand, 2005).   

Although there are few studies exploring the impact of the marital and coparental 

relationships on whole family functioning, there is evidence to suggest that conflict between 

spouses negatively impacts the family environment (Katz & Gottman, 1996; McHale & Cowan, 

1996; Stevenson-Hinde & Akister, 1995).  There is also ample research to suggest that unhealthy 

marriages, marital conflict, and/or negative parenting are risk factors for the parent-child 

relationship and children’s adjustment (Cox, Paley, Payne, & Burchinal, 1999; Grych & 

Fincham, 1993; McHale, & Rasmussen, 1998).   

Less is known about how individual personality factors and family subsystems 

concurrently impact whole family functioning. When conceptualizing parent’s responses from an 

attachment perspective, deficits in a parent’s or spouse’s psychological well-being related to 

insecure attachment will likely influence one’s ability to be a sensitive spouse or coparent.  

Furthermore, there is extensive research to suggest that many aspects of caregiving are 

contingent upon the amount of social support received from one’s spouse (Cowan, Bradburn, & 

Cowan, 2005; Huth-Bocks, Levendosky, Bogat, & von Eye, 2004). A harmonious and supportive 

relationship with one’s spouse has shown to predict increased sensitivity in caregiving, 

subsequently influencing children’s attachment security.  On the other hand, increased marital 

conflict exacerbated father’s insecure attachment states of mind, forcasting higher negativity in 

family interactions (DeWolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997; Krishnakumar & Buehler, 2000). Taken 

together, these findings highlight the impact of adjustment and support between spouses and 

suggest that their relationship might influence others in the family system as well.  The 
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constructs of spouses’ romantic attachment, marital adjustment, and coparenting appear to be 

integrally related to one another and are likely to influence the broader family system.   

Despite the majority of marital and coparenting interactions occurring within the context 

of whole family dynamics, we know very little about the process through which they influence 

the family environment.  Previous research indicates a direct relationship between adult romantic 

attachment and family functioning (Pfaller, Kiselica, and Gerstein, 1998); however, based on 

family systems theory, it is difficult to understand the family unit without accounting for the 

inter-relationships between members and subsystems.  Attachment and family systems theories 

have provided a basis for the prediction that individuals with healthier adjustment at any level 

(e.g., individual, marital, or coparental) will increase the likelihood for positive interactions and 

emotions between family members, thus creating a family environment that is more satisfying 

and cohesive. Thus, we posit that one or both relationships within the executive subsystem (i.e., 

marital and/or coparental) concurrently influence the family environment and its functioning.  

We also hypothesize that a couple’s romantic attachment processes may affect the quality of and 

provide the framework for their interpersonal relationships as spouses and coparents, as well as 

overall family functioning.  Furthermore, we propose that the marital and coparental subsystems 

may be playing a unique and significant mediating role between both spouses’ romantic 

attachment and family functioning.  

The current study will investigate links between parent’s romantic attachment and family 

functioning.  The study seeks to answer the following questions:  (a) How are different levels of 

the family system – individual as measured by adult attachment, dyadic as measured by marital 

adjustment, and triadic as measured by coparenting - uniquely associated with family 

functioning? (b) What role do specific subsystems have in the relationship between attachment 
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processes and family functioning?  Specifically, will marital adjustment and/or coparenting 

mediate the effect of adult attachment on family functioning?  (c) What is the combined 

contribution of all three levels of the family system (spousal romantic attachment, marital 

adjustment, and coparenting) to family functioning? 
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