
 

Is attachment theory actually important for
romantic relationships?
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There has been a recent surge of attention toward attachment theory:
from TikTok videos to online quizzes that claim to "assess your
attachment style." It's become a hot topic, especially in the context of
romantic relationships, with some articles claiming that one person (or
partner's) attachment styles are the reason why relationships fail.

As experts in developmental and clinical psychology focusing on
attachment theory, we seek to provide an accessible resource to better
understand the science of attachment, and what it means for one's
romantic relationships.

What is attachment?

Attachment theory stems from the field of developmental psychology. It
is the notion that in the first year of life, the ways in which a parent and
caregiver respond to a child's needs shape a child's expectation of
relationships across their lifespan.

In research, attachment has been associated with well-being across the
lifespan including: mental and physical health, brain functioning and
even romantic relationships.

How is attachment related to romantic relationships?

Among professionals in the field, there is diversity in perspectives
regarding how attachment relates with romantic relationships. As
developmental psychologists, we tend to think that attachment is
associated with romantic relationships through what we call the "internal
working model."
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https://www.tiktok.com/t/ZTL2aW9va/
https://quiz.attachmentproject.com/
https://medium.com/curious/the-theory-that-explains-all-your-failed-relationships-fb2dc2551617
https://phys.org/tags/expectation/
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14616734.2018.1541517
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In childhood, when a parent is consistent and responsive in tending to
their child, the child learns that their parent can be counted on in times
of need. These expectations and beliefs about relationships are then
internalized as a blueprint, sometimes in popular media referred to as a
"love map." Just like how an architect uses a blueprint to design a
building, a child's attachment to their parents provides a blueprint for
understanding how to approach other relationships.

Based on this blueprint, people develop expectations of how
relationships should work, and how other important people in their life,
including partners, should respond to their needs.

Sometimes attachment is also described in terms of attachment "styles."
There are two overarching types of attachment: secure and insecure.
Those with a secure attachment style tend to have expectations that their
attachment figures (and later, partners) will be responsive, sensitive and
caring in times of distress. People with secure "blueprints" find it easier
to build new structures (i.e., relationships) with the same design.

People with insecure blueprints—such as disorganized, avoidant or
anxious attachment styles—may face relationship challenges when their
current relationship doesn't align with their childhood experiences, and
may need to renovate their blueprint design together with their partner.

Whether you think about attachment as a style or a love map, they both
are related to expectations of relationships, which are shaped by past
experiences.

In research we see that people who had consistent, reliable and sensitive
parents are more likely to have more positive relationships—including 
friendships, teacher-child relationships and yes, romantic relationships
too.

3/6

https://medium.com/live-your-life-on-purpose/love-maps-are-a-gamechanger-when-you-have-an-anxious-attachment-style-dc8f219ab0af
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203758045
https://phys.org/tags/attachment+style/
https://phys.org/tags/childhood+experiences/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.1997.tb00135.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13322
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/document?repid=rep1&type=pdf&doi=092354a82953ac321429f84b00607bcd44ac4c63
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/document?repid=rep1&type=pdf&doi=092354a82953ac321429f84b00607bcd44ac4c63


 

Relationships with parents and relationships with
partners

Although we do see in research that better childhood relationships are
associated with better romantic relationships, there is still a large part of
the population who have good relationships with partners, despite their
history of lower-quality relationships with their parents.

It is possible for romantic relationships to serve as a "healing
relationship" and improve one's own internal working model of
relationships. Specifically, when a partner is consistently sensitive,
responsive and available, a person may begin to adjust their blueprint
and develop new expectations from relationships. Attachment theory
consistently supports the idea that one's patterns of attachment can
change.

So, all in all, the answer is no: Your relationship with your parents
influences but does not determine the quality of your romantic
relationships.

Is attachment the reason why my relationships don't
work out?

It is possible that your expectations of a romantic relationship may not
align with the expectations of your partner, and may affect the quality of
the relationship. For example, sometimes individuals with insecure
attachments may withdraw when they are upset, but their partner who
has a secure attachment may be upset that their partner is not coming to
them for comfort.

Thinking through your own attachment history and expectations of
relationships may be a great opportunity for self-reflection, but it is
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https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.4.2.155
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.4.2.155
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ960225
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ960225
https://phys.org/tags/self-reflection/


 

important to remember that attachment is only one part of a relationship.
Communication, trust and respect, to name a few, are also critically
important aspects of a relationship.

Can I improve my attachment expectations?

The short answer: Yes. Improving attachment quality has been one of the
cornerstones of attachment theory and research since its conception.
Most commonly, attachment is targeted in childhood through
interventions, but also in adulthood through individual therapy, or
various forms of couples therapy, such as emotionally focused therapy or
the Gottman method.

It is also possible that through positive relationships you may be able to
improve your own expectations of relationships. There are many
different avenues to explore, but improvement is always possible.

In sum, attachment can be an important factor in romantic relationships,
but it is not a "catch-all" to be blamed for why relationships may not
work out. Thinking about your own expectations for relationships and
talking through those with your partner may do great things in improving
the quality of your relationships. 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

 

Provided by The Conversation

5/6

https://phys.org/tags/attachment+theory/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC0LCPe5CMarYi1NmqNttDcg/videos
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC0LCPe5CMarYi1NmqNttDcg/videos
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xaHms5z-yuM
https://www.gottman.com/about/the-gottman-method/
https://phys.org/tags/romantic+relationships/
https://phys.org/tags/partner/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/is-attachment-theory-actually-important-for-romantic-relationships-226101
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