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5-2 Short Paper: Attachment Styles
Attachment Styles

Adolescence is a period when relationships and romance take center stage. However, a
significant body of research demonstrates a link between adolescent (and adult) relationship
functioning and attachment characteristics and styles acquired in infancy. Developmental
research has connected mother-infant attachment problems to subsequent adult relationship
ISsues.

Attachment theory, developed by John Bowlby (2013) and furthered by Mary Ainsworth
(1992), identifies four primary attachment styles: secure, avoidant, ambivalent (anxious-
resistant), and disorganized. Secure attachment, typically resulting from responsive caregiving,
leads to healthy relationship expectations and confidence in interpersonal interactions. Avoidant
attachment arises from distant or unresponsive caregiving, resulting in emotional self-sufficiency
and difficulty in forming close relationships. Ambivalent attachment, stemming from
inconsistent caregiving, results in anxiety and uncertainty in relationships, often leading to
clinginess. Disorganized attachment, often due to trauma or neglect, leads to confusion and fear
in relationships, manifesting in unpredictable behavior.

Manifestation in Adolescent Romantic Relationships

The impact of these attachment styles extends into adolescent romantic relationships.
Securely attached individuals typically exhibit trust, open communication, and a balanced
approach to intimacy and independence. Research shows they form stable, satisfying
relationships marked by mutual support and emotional regulation (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). For
example, a securely attached teenager might easily confide in their partner and navigate conflicts

constructively.
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In contrast, avoidant attachment often results in emotional distancing and reluctance to
depend on others. Adolescents with this style might struggle with intimacy, preferring casual
relationships over-committed ones. Studies indicate that avoidantly attached teens may be
perceived as aloof or unresponsive by their partners (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).

Ambivalently attached adolescents often experience intense relationship anxiety and
dependency. Their relationships can be marked by emotional highs and lows, as they seek
constant reassurance from their partners. Such individuals might frequently worry about their
partner's feelings and need continuous affirmation, leading to strained interactions (Levy et al.,
2011).

Disorganized attachment manifests in chaotic and unpredictable relationship behaviors.
Adolescents with this style may exhibit conflicting behaviors—seeking closeness one moment
and pushing their partner away the next. This unpredictability can lead to unstable and
tumultuous relationships, as these individuals often struggle with emotional regulation and trust
(Main & Solomon, 1990).

Conditions for Healthy, Lasting Relationships

Despite the challenges posed by insecure attachment styles, certain conditions can
promote healthy, lasting relationships. For securely attached individuals, maintaining their
relationship health typically involves continued positive communication and mutual respect.

For those with avoidant or ambivalent attachments, supportive environments and
effective communication can mitigate some negative tendencies. Protective factors such as
understanding partners, emotional regulation strategies, and secure relationship experiences can

help these individuals develop healthier relationship patterns (Levy et al., 2011).
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Therapy plays a crucial role, particularly for those with insecure attachments. Therapeutic
interventions such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Emotionally Focused Therapy
(EFT) can help individuals recognize and alter maladaptive attachment behaviors. Therapy
provides a safe space to explore attachment issues and develop healthier interpersonal strategies
(S. Johnson & Greenman, 2013).

Changing Unhealthy Attachment Styles

Changing an unhealthy attachment style is challenging but possible with appropriate
interventions like therapy, self-awareness practices, and relationship education. Research shows
that consistent therapeutic engagement can significantly improve attachment security and
relationship satisfaction. Practical steps include engaging in therapy, practicing mindfulness,
building trust through reliable behaviors, and seeking supportive relationships. These measures
help individuals rewire their attachment responses and develop healthier relationship patterns.

Conclusion

This exploration of infant attachment styles and their manifestation in adolescent
romantic relationships underscores the profound impact early developmental experiences have
on later life. Understanding these patterns provides insight into relationship dynamics and
highlights the potential for positive change through targeted interventions. By fostering
supportive environments and engaging in therapeutic practices, individuals can work towards

healthier, more fulfilling relationships.
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