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Developmental Antecedents of the Emotion in Romantic Relationships 

 Some of life’s most intense emotions are experienced within close relationships. 

Berscheid and Reis (1998) have claimed that identifying the origins and the profile of 

emotions experienced within a relationship is essential if one wants to really understand 

its most important features. Given this reality, one might expect that a great deal would 

be known about the experience and express of emotions in close relationships, 

particularly how relationship experiences at critical stages of social development forecast 

the type and intensity of emotions that are experienced in adult attachment relationships. 

Surprisingly little, however, is known about these issues.  

 In this chapter, we use attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980) and 

attachment constructs as organizing frameworks to fill these crucial conceptual and 

empirical gaps in our knowledge emotions in close relationships. After reviewing 

relevant theory and research on this topic, we discuss the findings of a recent longitudinal 

study that has continuously tracked the same sample of individuals from birth into early 

adulthood. 

Attachment Theory and Emotions 

 Attachment theory (Bowlby 1969, 1973, 1980) provides a unique and 

comprehensive account of the normative (i.e., species-typical) and individual difference 

(i.e., individual-specific) processes that typically generate emotions in close relationships. 

According to Bowlby, the attachment system serves two primary functions: (1) to protect 

vulnerable individuals from potential threats, and (2) to regulate negative affect once 

threats are perceived. The normative component of attachment theory specifies the 
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stimuli and contexts that habitually evoke and terminate certain kinds of emotions and the 

sequence of emotions usually experienced in response to certain relational events (such as 

the sequence of protest, despair, and detachment that typically transpires during 

prolonged separations from attachment figures; see Bowlby, 1969). The individual 

difference component of the theory articulates how an individual’s personal history of 

receiving care and support from attachment figures over the lifespan shapes the goals, 

working models, and coping strategies that s/he recruits when emotion-eliciting stimuli or 

events happen in relationships. Most of the research that has examined the impact of 

early attachment experiences on later relationships to date has focused on the distinction 

between secure and insecure attachment histories (e.g., Roisman, Collins, Sroufe, & 

Egeland, 2005; Thompson, 1999; Waters & Cummings, 2000).   

Kobak and Sceery (1988) have proposed that the way in which individuals 

perceive and manage emotions in relationships ought to depend on nature of the working 

models they have formed given their unique attachment experiences. These authors 

suggest that: 

“Secure attachment [should] be organized by rules that allow 

acknowledgement of distress and turning to others for support, avoidant 

attachment by rules that restrict acknowledgement of distress and the 

associated attachment attempts to seek comfort and support, and 

ambivalent attachment by rules that direct attention toward distress and 

attachment figures in a hypervigilant manner that inhibits the development 

of autonomy and self-confidence” (p. 142).   
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 Building on these ideas, Mikulincer and Shaver (2003) developed a process model 

that outlines the conditions under which the attachment system should be activated and 

terminated in individuals who have different attachment histories.  When potential threats 

arise and re perceived, more secure people ought to remain confident that their current 

attachment figures will be sufficiently attentive, responsive, and available to meet their 

needs and reduce their distress. These beliefs should only increase their sense of felt 

security, deactivating their attachment systems and allowing more secure persons to enact 

constructive, problem-focused coping strategies.  

Insecurely attached individuals, on the other hand, should have attachment 

systems that are more vulnerable to chronic activation, which should motivate them to 

use more interpersonal or self-focused strategies to compensate for uncertainty about 

their partners’ ultimate responses.  Mikulincer and Shaver (2003) believe that different 

strategies exist for individuals who exhibit the two major subcategories of insecurity 

described by Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and Wall (1978).  When individuals who are 

more anxiously attached perceive potential threats, they should be uncertain as to whether 

their attachment figures will be sufficiently attentive, available, and responsive to their 

needs. These worries should sustain their chronic anxiety and keep their attachment 

systems “on-line” and elevated, resulting in deployment of emotion-focused coping 

strategies (e.g., remaining hypervigilant to signs of possible loss and ruminating about 

worst-case outcomes). When individuals who are more avoidantly attached feel 

threatened, they ought to experience—but may not be fully aware of—distress and 

anxiety at a physiological level. To keep their attachment systems deactivated, more 

avoidant individuals should inhibit and control their emotions by relying on avoidant 
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coping strategies (e.g., withdrawing from threatening interactions, denying, discounting, 

or underestimating possible threats).  

In a recent article, Mikulincer and Shaver (2005) suggest that each style of coping 

should be in the service of achieving certain interpersonal goals. More securely attached 

individuals, for instance, should strive to build greater intimacy with their attachment 

figures. Insecurely attached individuals, by comparison, should cope differently 

depending on the particular form of insecurity they have.  Highly anxious persons should 

want to achieve greater felt security, whereas highly avoidant persons should seek to 

maintain interpersonal autonomy and personal control.  In combination, these 

countervailing goals, working models, and coping strategies should shunt individuals 

who have different attachment histories down distinct pathways of experiencing and 

expressing emotions in subsequent relationships.  

The Experience of Emotion in Relationships 

A great deal of what is known about the experience of emotions in relationships 

can be understood from an attachment perspective (see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005, for a 

review). In situations where relationship partners behave negatively, for example, more 

securely attached individuals should experience what Bowlby (1973) termed functional 

anger which, in turn, should facilitate more constructive and relationship-enhancing 

orientations and actions.  Highly insecurely attached individuals, in contrast, should be 

more likely to exhibit dysfunctional anger, which should promote either security-oriented 

goals and actions (in the case of people with anxious attachment histories) or 

control/autonomy-focused goals and behaviors (in the case of those with avoidant 
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histories). We now review what is currently known about how adult attachment 

orientations are associated with both negative and positive partner behaviors. 

Negative Partner Behaviors  

Studies investigating negative partner behaviors have found that individuals 

classified as secure on the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; Main & Goldwyn, 1998) 

behave more constructively when their partners act negatively compared to those 

classified as insecure (Zimmermann, Maier, Winter, & Grossmann, 2001).1 In addition, 

adults classified as dismissive on the AAI are rated by their friends as being more 

emotionally hostile (Kobak & Sceery, 1988), and dismissive teens tend to display greater 

dysfunctional and inappropriate anger (rated by observers) when trying to resolve 

problems with their mothers (Kobak, Cole, Ferenz-Gillies, & Fleming, 1993).  

Studies focusing on the two dimensions known to underlie self-report adult 

romantic attachment measures (anxiety and avoidance; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998) 

have also confirmed that women who report being more avoidantly attached to romantic 

partners display greater dysfunctional anger directed at their partners when they (more 

avoidant women) are more distressed in a fear-induction situation and receive less 

support from their partners (Rholes, Simpson, & Oriña, 1999). Highly anxious women 

also tend to display more dysfunctional anger, but only after their initial distress has 

subsided (during a post-stress “recovery period”) and only if their partners behaved less 

supportively while they were distressed (Rholes et al., 1999). Other research has shown 

that more anxiously attached persons typically report a flood of negative feelings when 

their partners behave badly toward them, experience intrusive memories and perceptions, 

ruminate about and amplify their negative feelings, and therefore feel worse about their 
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partners and relationships (Mikulincer, 1998). Highly anxious individuals also report and 

exhibit more dysfunctional anger, hostility, and distress when they attempt to resolve 

major—but not minor—relationship-based problems with their romantic partners 

(Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996).  

Positive Partner Behaviors  

When relationship partners behave positively, more securely attached individuals 

should experience an assortment of positive emotions given that positive behaviors often 

signal availability, responsiveness, support, or validation (Clark, Fitness, & Brissette, 

2001). Insecurely attached individuals, on the other hand, ought to experience less intense 

positive emotions—or perhaps more negative emotions—in response to positive partner 

behaviors. Positive actions by partners may lead insecurely attached individuals to feel as 

if they do not deserve, cannot reciprocate, or might fail to meet their partner’s positive 

expectations (in the case of highly anxious persons) or to worry about the loss of 

interpersonal control and personal autonomy (in the case of highly avoidant persons).  

Studies investigating the emotional correlates of positive partner behaviors have 

confirmed that persons who are dismissive on the AAI display fewer genuine positive 

emotions when exposed to positive stimuli (Spangler & Zimmermann, 1999). In parallel 

fashion, individuals who report being more anxiously or avoidantly attached to romantic 

partners also display fewer positive emotions during both important events (Horppu & 

Ikonen-Varila, 2001) and more mundane ones (Magai, Hunziker, Mesias, & Culver, 

2000). Highly anxious and avoidant individuals also report feeling fewer positive 

emotions in group interactions (Rom & Mikulincer, 2003), and they report having fewer 

positive emotions when interacting with different people in daily diary studies 
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(Pietromonaco & Barrett, 1997; Tidwell, Reis, & Shaver, 1996). Finally, individuals who 

report being more avoidantly attached indicate that they feel less gratitude when their 

partners act positively toward them, whereas more anxious individuals feel mixed or 

conflicting emotions (Mikulincer, Shaver, & Slav, 2006).  

Longitudinal-Developmental Perspectives on Emotion in Relationships 

 Bowlby (1980) believed that emotional reactions to relationship events are 

partially rooted in earlier relationship experiences, initially with early caregivers and then 

with other significant relationship partners during adolescence and adulthood (Ainsworth, 

1989; Waters & Cummings, 2000).  This fundamental tenet of attachment theory has 

inspired several longitudinal studies in which the same individuals have been studied 

continuously over time from infancy onward (see, for example, Grossmann, Grossmann, 

& Waters, 2005; Sroufe, Egeland, Carlson, & Collins, 2005).  Although these studies 

differ in which specific features of attachment are examined, all of them have 

investigated how early attachment experiences prospectively predict the quality and 

functioning of close relationships in adolescence and early adulthood.   

Bowlby (1973, 1980) argued that internal working models (mental 

representations) of earlier relationship experiences should affect later relationship 

experiences in patterned, meaningful ways.  Representations of early relationship 

experiences, however, should not necessarily predict subsequent relationship outcomes in 

a simple manner.  Rather, representations tend to be modified continuously as individuals 

enter and leave different types of attachment relationships across successive 

developmental phases (Carlson, Sroufe, & Egeland, 2004).  Relationship experiences 

with early peers after infancy, for example, tend to predict the quality of close friendships 
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in adolescence.  Moreover, the quality of experiences with caregivers in infancy and early 

childhood often forecast the quality of adolescent friendships, above and beyond the 

contributions of more proximal (concurrent) experiences with same-age peers (see, for 

example, Sroufe, Egeland, & Carlson, 1999).   

In adult relationships, individuals’ attachment histories during infancy (assessed 

using the Strange Situation procedure; Ainsworth et al., 1978), also predict certain 

features of their later behavior with romantic partners when individuals are in their early 

20s (Collins & Van Dulmen, 2006; Roisman et al., 2005).  If, for instance, the 

longitudinal target person displayed a disorganized pattern of attachment during infancy 

(Main & Solomon, 1990), his or her interaction during conflict resolution with the current 

romantic partner in early adulthood is rated by observers as containing fewer secure base 

behaviors, less balance between couple functioning and each partner’s personal interests 

or needs, less caring, less trust, less emotional closeness, less sensitivity to one another's 

needs and wishes, and poorer overall outcomes.2  In addition, if the target person was 

disorganized during infancy, couples are rated as exhibiting greater hostility in conflict 

resolution interactions.   

Attachment insecurity assessed during infancy and early childhood also forecasts 

other relationship outcomes across development, including peer competence rated by 

classroom teachers between the ages of 6 and 8 (Sroufe et al., 1999) and ratings of 

parent-child interactions at age 13 (Sroufe et al., 2005).  Further evidence has 

documented links between these chronologically later measures of family interaction and 

subsequent romantic relationship behaviors and perceptions in early adulthood (Roisman, 

Madsen, Hennighausen, Sroufe, & Collins, 2001).  However, research has not 
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investigated the role of parent-child relationships prior to age 13 or the implications of 

these relations across time for self-reported experience of emotion in later romantic 

relationships. 

Studies examining connections between early attachment security and behavior in 

later romantic relationships also suggest that chronologically later measures of non-

familial relationships (such as teacher ratings of peer competence in early elementary 

school, and the degree of security expressed about relationships with close friends during 

the teenaged years) often mediate relations between early infant-caregiver relationships 

and behavior in subsequent romantic relationships.  Most mediation effects, however, 

tend to be partial, with the impact of early attachment measures remaining independent 

and significant predictors of many later developmental outcomes (see Sroufe et al., 

2005).  Whether these patterns also hold for self-reported emotions in adult romantic 

relationships is unknown. 

In sum, although past research has emphasized the attributes of individuals, 

concurrent relationship conditions, or interaction dynamics as determinants of the 

experience and expression of emotions in romantic relationships, the longitudinal 

findings reviewed above suggest that the experience and expression of emotions in adult 

romantic relationships may reflect vestiges of important relationships from earlier periods 

of social development.   

A Longitudinal Study of Emotion in Relationships 

To test this developmental hypothesis, we (Simpson, Collins, Tran, & Haydon, 

2007) conducted a study based on longitudinal data from 78 target participants who have 

been studied continuously from infancy into their mid-20s as part of the Minnesota Study 
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of Risk and Adaptation from Birth to Adulthood.  Between the ages of 20-23, each target 

participant and his or her current romantic partner completed a battery of self-report 

relationship measures.  Each couple was also videotaped while trying to resolve a conflict 

in their relationship and completing a collaborative task.  The primary goal of this project 

was to test whether and how attachment experiences and relationships encountered 

during critical stages of development—in infancy, early childhood, and adolescence—are 

systematically related to the self-reported experience and the observer-rated expression of 

emotions with romantic partners in early adulthood.  We adopted the common practice of 

testing predicted differences between secure versus insecure attachment histories.   

Given theory and prior findings, we hypothesized and tested a double-mediation 

developmental model (see Simpson et al., 2007).  According to this model, the emotional 

qualities of romantic relationships in early adulthood should be predicted by a set of 

sequential links from attachment security status in infancy/early childhood, to the quality 

of peer relationships in childhood, to the quality of relationships with close friends in 

adolescence.  We anticipated that the quality of childhood peer relationships and the 

quality of close friendships in adolescence would mediate the link between early 

attachment status (assessed in the Strange Situation at 12 months) and the emotional 

tenor of adult romantic relationships (assessed at ages 20-23).  In particular, individuals 

who were classified as secure in infancy/early childhood should be rated as more socially 

competent by their grade school teachers.  Early social competence, in turn, should 

predict stronger rated secure-base friendships during adolescence.  And friendship 

security should then predict the experience and expression of less negative relative to 

positive emotion in adult romantic relationships. 
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This developmental model is based on the premise that relationships at any stage 

of development can be influenced by both familial and extra-familial relationships at 

earlier stages (Sroufe et al., 2005).  As a result, attachment relationships with caregivers 

early in life ought to have an impact not only on later relationships with caregivers, but 

also on other important relationships with peers, close friends, and romantic partners over 

time. This type of developmental process should involve dynamic interactions between 

experiences in one’s successive relationships and the mental representations of those 

experiences, which tend to be constructed and revised across relationships from each 

successive earlier period (Carlson et al., 2004).   

The Sample and Early Developmental Measures  

Our longitudinal study examined a subset of the full sample, namely those 

individuals who participated in the romantic relationship assessments in early adulthood 

(N = 78).  Target participants who had been involved in a romantic relationship for at 

least 4 months participated with their partners when target participants were between the 

ages of 20 and 23.  The mean age of all participants was 21.60 years, and the mean length 

of relationships was 25.06 months.  All couples were heterosexual.   

Target participants and their partners were first interviewed separately, after 

which they completed self-report measures that assessed the functioning and views of 

their relationship.  Each couple then discussed and tried to resolve existing points of 

disagreement or contention in their relationship followed by a collaborative problem-

solving task.  All interactions were videotaped and subsequently coded by trained 

observers on theoretically-relevant constructs (see below).   
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During earlier phases of the Minnesota Study of Risk and Adaptation from Birth to 

Adulthood, measures were collected at three pivotal stages of social development: (1) 

during early childhood (at 12 months), (2) during early elementary school (grades 1-3), 

and (3) during adolescence (at age 16).  Assessments were conducted at these periods of 

social development because each one represents a unique stage at which new and 

different kinds of relationships are being formed and developed.  The measurement 

approach we used is consistent with this conceptualization and with the principle of 

heterotypic continuity (Caspi & Roberts, 2001; Rutter & Sroufe, 2000).   

According to this principle, the infancy/early childhood measures obtained from 

target participants at 12 months assessed their attachment and exploratory behaviors with 

their caregivers in the Strange Situation.  The middle childhood measures at age 6-8 

assessed target participants’ competence at engaging peers in social interactions and their 

attunement to interpersonal dynamics in organized peer groups in grades 1 through 3.  

The adolescence measure at age 16 assessed the nature and quality of target participants’ 

behaviors indicative of having secure attachment representations of close same-sex 

friends (e.g., greater disclosure, trust, and authenticity). And the early adulthood 

measures at ages 20-23 indexed the experience and expression of emotions evident in 

target participants’ current romantic relationships.  Even though target participants’ 

behaviors, relationships, and relationship representations were assessed by different 

measures in different relationships at different points of social development, the 

underlying meaning and function of those behaviors and representations should be 

consistent across time because the measures tap the general coherence of attachment 

representations and behaviors within each developmental stage. 
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In particular, we collected the following measures at each developmental staged: 

Infant Attachment Security. The quality of parent-infant attachment relationships 

was assessed at 12 months in the Strange Situation (Ainsworth et al., 1978).  Raters 

classified each infant’s attachment pattern as Secure, Avoidant, or Anxious/Resistant. We 

followed the conventional Secure versus Insecure scoring distinction, in which Avoidant 

and Anxious/Resistant classifications were collapsed into a single group.  61% of target 

participants were Secure at 12 months, and 39% were Insecure.  

Peer Competence. Peer competence was assessed in grades 1, 2, and 3.  Each 

target participant’s classroom teacher was given a one-paragraph description of a 

hypothetical child who was well-liked and respected by peers, had mutual friendships, 

demonstrated understanding of other children’s perspectives and ideas, and constructively 

engaged peers in activities. The teacher then rank-ordered all of the children in the 

classroom according to how closely each student matched this criterion.  Teachers were 

not aware of which child was the target child.  Peer competence scores, therefore, 

represent teachers’ perceptions of each target participant’s percentile rank in his/her class 

during first, second, and third grades, divided by the total number of students in each 

class.  Accordingly, each target participant received a mean peer competence percentile 

ranking relative to his or her classmates averaged across grades 1, 2, and 3.  

Friendship Security. Each target participant’s level of friendship security was 

evaluated by raters at age 16 from a comprehensive audiotaped interview.  This measure 

was developed based on the premise that attachment security in later relationships should 

be facilitated by security in earlier relationships (see Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1969; 

Thompson, 1999).  Specifically, target participants were asked to describe their close 
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friendships, including whether and how they disclosed behaviors and feelings indicative 

of trust and authenticity in them. Ratings were based on the degree to which each 

adolescent felt comfortable telling private details to close friends, how friends would 

respond to such disclosures, and whether the adolescent felt “close” to friends.  This scale 

assessed the extent to which target participants reported feeling that they could be 

themselves in their friendships, expected friends to be available and supportive, and could 

mutually share positive and negative emotional and interpersonal experiences.  

Contemporary Self-Report Measures 

 At ages 20-23, target participants and their current romantic partners completed 

the following relationship-based measures.   

Emotional Tone of the Relationship. The Emotional Tone Index (ETI; Berscheid, 

Snyder, & Omoto, 1989) is a self-report instrument that measures the extent to which 

individuals typically experience different kinds of emotions in their current relationship. 

The ETI taps 12 positive emotions and 15 negative ones that vary in intensity from high 

(e.g., elated, angry) to low (e.g., content, disappointed).  It has three subscales: (1) the 

extent to which individuals experience positive emotions (the sum of the 12 positive 

emotion items), (2) the extent to which they experience negative emotions (the sum of the 

15 negative emotion items), and (3) the relative balance of positive versus negative 

emotions (i.e., the mean of the positive emotion index minus the mean of the negative 

emotion index).  We focused primarily on the relative balance scores reported by both 

target participants and their romantic partners.   

Contemporary Relationship Observation Measures 



                                                                                                Emotion in Relationships 16 

Couples also completed a videotaped observational procedure in our laboratory 

that consisted of two interaction tasks: the Markman-Cox procedure and the Ideal Couple 

Q-sort. The Markman-Cox procedure (Cox, 1991) is designed to elicit conflict between 

relationship partners. In the first phase of the procedure, each partner identified and rated 

the most salient problems in the relationship. Each couple then chose the one problem 

that caused the most conflict in the relationship. In the second phase, each couple 

discussed the problem and tried to reach a solution within 10 minutes. 

Following the conflict task, each couple then completed an Ideal Couple Q-sort 

(Collins, Aguilar, Hennighausen, Hyson, Jimerson, Levy, Meyer, & Sesma, 1999), which 

is designed to elicit collaborative behaviors. Each couple was given 45 cards, each of 

which listed a potential quality of a romantic couple (e.g., make sacrifices for each other, 

have the same interests). Each couple read each card aloud and decided which of three 

baskets it should be placed in: “Most like an ideal couple”, “Least like an ideal couple”, 

or “Middle/Unsure.” Couples were instructed to base their decisions on their ideas of an 

“ideal couple” rather than on their own relationship.  

  Trained observers then rated each of the interactions on dyadic scales assessing 

the amount of Shared Positive Affect, Shared Negative Affect, Anger, Hostility, Conflict 

Resolution, Secure Base Behavior, and Overall Quality (see Sroufe et al., 2005).  Ratings 

were also made on three “balance scales” that indexed the extent to which the partners 

facilitated: (1) acceptance of openness and vulnerability, (2) individual growth in the 

relationship, and (3) effective completion of the problem-solving task.  All scales were 

coded at the dyadic level.  Hence, the affect scales assessed the extent to which each 

couple engaged in reciprocal exchanges of positive affect, negative affect, anger, and 
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hostility. Two global relationship observation measures were calculated (see Roisman et 

al., 2001).  The first measure, Romantic Relationship Process, was a composite of 

Positive Affect, Secure Base, Balance Scales 1 and 2, Conflict Resolution, and Overall 

Quality.  The second measure, Romantic Relationship Negative Affect, was a composite 

of the Anger, Hostility, and Dyadic Negative Affect scales.   

Finally, we calculated the ETI relative balance score of each participant, 

statistically controlling for his/her partner’s ETI score as well as a composite (z-scored) 

index composed of observer-rated adult relationship process scores, observer-rated 

negative affect scores, and both partner’s self-reported ETI relative balance scores. 

Primary Findings 

 We tested the hypothesized structural relations between the antecedent measures 

and the nature and quality of emotions experienced in adult romantic relationships in 

early adulthood (both self-reported and observer-rated) using structural equation 

modeling (SEM). More specifically, we tested a structural model for each of the three 

main dependent variables: (1) observer-rated adult romantic relationship process scores 

(from the videotaped discussions), (2) observer-rated negative affect scores (from the 

videotaped discussions), and (3) both partners’ self-reported emotion balance scores on 

the ETI.  We also tested a model in which the three dependent variables were summed to 

form a single composite dependent variable. 

 Our first model tested whether the link between infant attachment security and the 

adult romantic relationship process index was mediated through the peer competence in 

elementary school measure and the friendship security at age 16 measure.  As shown in 

Figure 1 (see subscript a), this model provided a good fit to the data.  The second model 
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tested whether the association between infant attachment security and the adult negative 

affect measure was mediated through peer competence and security at age 16 (see Figure 

1, subscript b).  Once again, this model fit the data well.   

 The third model tested whether the link between infant attachment security and 

ETI balance scores were mediated by peer competence and security at age 16 (see Figure 

1, subscript c).  Unlike the dependent variables in the first two models, the ETI balance 

scale in Model 1c involved self-reports provided by both the target participant and his/her 

current romantic partner.  If our basic hypothesis is correct, antecedent relationship 

experiences in an individual’s life should predict the emotional tone (i.e., positive relative 

to negative emotions) of his/her current romantic relationship, even when reports of 

emotional tone provided by the partner are statistically controlled.  To control for the 

partner’s influence on each target participant’s emotional tone scores, we created a 

residualized variable in which the ETI balance scores reported by each partner were 

partialed from each target participant’s ETI balance scores.  This residualized measure 

was then treated as the dependent measure in the third model.  As expected, model 3 also 

fit the data well. 

 If the hypothesized double-mediation model is robust, it should emerge when the 

three dependent measures are aggregated.  Accordingly, Model 4  tested whether the 

association between the infant attachment index and the composite measure of all three 

dependent variables – adult romantic relationship process, adult negative affect, and adult 

emotional tone – was mediated through peer competence and security at age 16 (see 

Figure 1, subscript d).  As expected, this model fit the data well. 
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Several strands of evidence indicate that these double-mediation effects are 

robust.  First, the effects are consistent despite the fact that the two observer ratings of 

expressed emotion (Relationship Process and Negative Affect) share no method variance 

with the ETI self-reports.  Second, all of the effects remain reliable even when variance 

associated with the partner’s self-reports of emotions in the relationship are partialed 

from each target participant’s self-reports.  Third, the double-mediation pattern also 

emerges when the three primary dependent measures are aggregated into a single 

composite index.  Fourth, when alternative models were examined, the double-mediation 

model continued to provide a stronger or a more parsimonious fit to the data than 

alternative models for each of the three dependent measures.  Viewed together, these 

results offer fairly compelling evidence for the double-mediation model. 

Larger Theoretical Issues 

 Bowlby (1979) believed that attachment relationships contribute to personality 

and social development “from the cradle to the grave.”  The findings of this unique 

longitudinal study support this core premise of attachment theory.  Assessing relationship 

experiences at four critical stages of development, we found that the experience and 

expression of emotions in adult romantic relationships are meaningfully tied to 

attachment-relevant experiences earlier in social development.  Specifically, the early 

attachment security of target participants at 12 months of age predicted their competence 

with peers (rated by teachers) during early elementary school.  Elementary school peer 

competence, in turn, predicted the degree of security evident in target participants’ 

representations of close friendships at age 16.  This measure then predicted both daily 

reports of emotions experienced in romantic relationships (reported by target participants 
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and their partners) as well as the expression of emotions (rated by observers) during 

videotaped interaction tasks.  Corroborating Bowlby’s conjectures, therefore, both the 

experience and expression of emotion in romantic relationships are tied in significant and 

meaningful ways to experiences rooted in earlier relationships and stages of social 

development.  However, the findings also reveal that earlier developmental stages tend to 

have the strongest and most direct impact on the stages immediately following them.  

In the concluding section of the chapter, we elaborate how these results extend 

attachment theory, add to the developmental attachment literature, and expand our 

understanding of emotions in adult romantic relationships.  We also speculate on how the 

current results could be understood within the Emotion-in-Relationships Model (ERM; 

Berscheid & Ammazzalorso, 2001). 

Theoretical and Empirical Extensions 

Bowlby (1980) believed that life’s deepest and most intense emotions often arise 

within attachment relationships. One of the principal functions of the attachment system, 

in fact, is to regulate negative affect, especially when individuals are ill, fatigued, afraid, 

overly challenged, or in pain.  Bowlby also believed that experiences in and 

representations of attachment-based relationships from earlier periods of social 

development should leave residual traces on attachment relationships later in life. 

Pointing to Waddington’s (1957) epigenetic landscape model, Bowlby (1973) likened 

social development to a railway system in which individuals set out on one 

developmental track early in life and then encounter multiple branch points at crucial 

stages of social development that can lead to different outcomes in adulthood.  Bowlby 

believed that the quality of the caregiving environment figures prominently in 
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determining not only which developmental “track” individuals take at critical junctures, 

but also in sustaining movement down a particular track (see Fraley & Brumbaugh, 

2004). The findings of this longitudinal study extend our understanding of critical 

attachment processes not only by confirming that the quality of attachment relationships 

earlier in life are systematically related to the emotional tenor of later adult romantic 

relationships, but also by pinpointing one developmental pathway through which past 

relationships might impinge on current ones. 

From a developmental perspective, these findings reconfirm that adult 

relationship experiences are embedded in processes that begin with early caregiving 

conditions, and that the qualities of early caregiving are then carried forward through 

important relationships in successive developmental periods (see also Collins & Sroufe, 

1999; Sroufe, 1989).  This carry-forward process is likely to be complex, involving the 

interplay of internal working models and social relationships associated with different 

developmental periods between infancy and adolescence (see Carlson et al., 2004).  The 

current findings also indicate that this process continues into early adulthood and may 

partially explain the pattern of emotions that individuals experience and express in their 

adult romantic relationships. 

The Findings in the Context of the ERM 

The current study was not designed to test the Emotion-in-Relationships Model 

(ERM; Berscheid & Ammazzalorso, 2001). Nevertheless, one can envision how 

“vestiges” of an individual’s relationship past might shape the experience and expression 

of emotions in his or her later romantic relationships.  According to the ERM, emotions 

are experienced in relationships when expectations associated with important plans or 
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goals are suddenly violated or disconfirmed.  When plans or goals are completed or 

fulfilled more quickly or easily than anticipated, individuals ought to experience positive 

emotions.  Conversely, when important goals and plans are unexpectedly thwarted or 

blocked, negative emotions should ensue.  We suspect that working models and 

experiences in relationships earlier in life may affect the types of interpersonal goals, 

plans, and expectancies that individuals have for later relationships and, thus, can be 

facilitated or hindered. 

People who have a history of largely secure relationships and working models 

may experience and express more positive and fewer negative emotions in their 

relationships for several reasons.  As a starting point, they may be more willing to 

consider and accommodate their partner’s preferences and desires, especially when they 

make important relationship-relevant decisions. Individuals who have more secure 

attachment representations do usually work toward “goal-corrected partnerships” in 

which each partner’s most important needs and desires are considered before deciding 

which course of action would be best for the relationship rather than oneself (Simpson, 

2007).  Individuals who have more secure attachment histories also tend to display more 

constructive, problem-focused interaction strategies (Pistole, 1989; Simpson et al., 1996), 

make more benign attributions when partners engage in questionable behaviors (Collins, 

1996), and more readily forgive their partner’s transgressions (cf. Johnson, 2004).  By 

adopting and constructively working toward plans and goals that may be both more 

equitable and more relationship-centered (e.g., MaxJoint outcomes; Simpson, 2007), 

people who have secure attachment histories should be in a better position to facilitate 

and attain outcomes beneficial to both relationship partners.  This could explain why they 
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experience and express more positive emotions in their relationships; more secure 

persons may be more likely to establish and achieve shared plans and goals with their 

partners.   

Individuals who have insecure relationship histories and working models, by 

comparison, are more likely to experience and express less positive and more negative 

emotions in their relationships.  These individuals should be less inclined to consider and 

accommodate their partner’s preferences and desires, perhaps due to concerns about 

sufficient autonomy, control, and independence (by highly avoidant persons) or fears of 

being abandoned, taken advantage of, or failing to meet needs for felt security (by highly 

anxious persons).  People who have insecure attachment representations may also be less 

motivated to forge goal-corrected partnerships (Simpson, 2007), which may be 

exacerbated by their tendency enact dysfunctional interaction strategies (Pistole, 1989; 

Simpson et al., 1996), make negative dispositional inferences about their partner’s 

questionable actions (Collins, 1996), and their predisposition toward being less forgiving 

(cf. Johnson, 2004). All of these tendencies should make insecure individuals less 

capable of facilitating and achieving mutually beneficial relationship outcomes, which 

could explain why they experience and express more negative emotions in their 

relationships; more insecure persons are less likely to facilitate and achieve shared plans 

and goals with their partners.  

Conclusions 

Bowlby (1980) argued that life’s strongest emotions typically arise during the 

development, maintenance, termination, and reformation of attachment relationships.  He 

also surmised that vestiges of one’s interpersonal past should be systematically related to 
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the emotional tenor of successive attachment relationships across the lifespan.  We have 

highlighted one developmental pathway through which significant relationship 

experiences during the opening years of life are associated with the daily experience and 

behavioral expression of positive versus negative emotions in adult romantic 

relationships.  The relationship past is meaningfully linked to the present for many 

individuals, but through what has transpired in different types of relationships during 

intervening stages of social development.            
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Footnotes 

1.  The AAI is a semi-structured hour-long interview that asks questions about the 

respondent’s upbringing with his/her mother and father between the ages of 5-12.  Most 

individuals are classified into one of three primary AAI categories.  “Secure” individuals 

openly discuss both the positive and the negative aspects of their upbringing, they recount 

their earlier experiences coherently and in a reasonably detailed, non-defensive manner, 

and they seem to have forgiven their parents if major transgressions occurred in the past.  

“Preoccupied” individuals often discuss their childhoods at great length, usually 

displaying either excessive unresolved frustration or anger about their upbringing or 

discussing tangential issues that do not address the specific interview questions.  

“Dismissive” individuals either idealize their childhoods without providing specific 

details about good events from their childhoods that support their glowing memories, 

experience major memory blocks of childhood, or curtly dismiss the importance of 

attachment relationships altogether.   

2.  Only a small percentage of children are classified as “Disorganized” in the 

Strange Situation.  Disorganization usually results from experiencing highly traumatic, 

fearful, or frightening events, often in connection with the primary caregiver. None of the 

78 target participants in our longitudinal sample was classified as disorganized as 

children. 
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Figure 1: Structural Models 1 – 4 

† p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.  
 
Note: Four tests of the structural model were conducted, each with one of the four 
dependent variables: a – adult romantic relationship process, b – adult romantic negative 
affect, c – adult romantic emotional tone, and d – the composite score for dependent 
variables a, b, and c.   
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