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The Role of Pessimistic Attributions in the

Association Between Anxious Attachment

and Relationship Satisfaction

Attributions—the explanations spouses give to
each other’s behavior—have been consistently
linked to relationship satisfaction, but little
is known about the origins of attributional
tendencies. In this study, an actor–partner inter-
dependence model was tested to examine the
relationships among pessimistic attributions,
anxious attachment, and relationship satisfac-
tion, using married couples (N= 767) from
The German Family Panel Analysis of Intimate
Relationships and Family Dynamics (pairfam;
Huinink et al., 2011). For husbands and wives,
higher levels of anxious attachment predicted
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more pessimistic attributions 2 years later. These
pessimistic attributions, in turn, predicted their
own later relationship satisfaction. Husbands’
pessimistic attributions also predicted lower
wives’ relationship satisfaction. Pessimistic
attributions fully mediated the relationship
between anxious attachment and relationship
satisfaction within spouses. It may be beneficial
when intervening with couples to facilitate
improvement in their attachment security and
thereby promote more optimistic attributions
and higher relationship satisfaction.

Many theories involving relationship develop-
ment identify attributions as a key variable in
understanding romantic relationships and as a
target of change in marital therapy (e.g., Gordon
& Baucom, 1998; Heene, Buysse, & Van Oost,
2007). Attributions, in the context of roman-
tic relationships, can be defined as the eval-
uative judgments that spouses make regarding
the explanation for each other’s behaviors; how-
ever, the factors that beget attributions have not
received a great deal attention in the literature.
The connection between attributions and rela-
tionship satisfaction has been firmly established
(see review by Fincham, 2001), yet without an
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understanding of why people in marriages make
certain attributions about their spouses’ behav-
ior, attempts to enhance relationship satisfaction
through altering attributional processes may be
futile.

We propose that appraisals of a spouse’s
behavior are contingent on working models that
were built from early attachment experiences.
Early attachment experiences with one’s pri-
mary caregiver shape tendencies involving the
perceptual and attentional processing of social
information in adulthood. Bowlby (1980) high-
lighted the importance of early attachment for
how people experience subsequent relationships
and quoted Goethe’s oft-used aphorism that “We
see only what we know” (p. 44). Indeed, rela-
tional experiences may be filtered through a lens
that was shaped long before a person enters a
particular relationship. If this is the case, then
clinicians who work with married couples need
not focus exclusively on their clients’ attribu-
tions in order to strengthen relationships; that is,
helping clients process social information more
clearly may require modification of the lens of
attachment. Thus, the aim of this study was to
determine whether attachment sets the stage for
future attributions, which are a central deter-
minant of relationship satisfaction in married
couples.

An Integrated Theory of Attachment
and Attributions

The connection between attributions and attach-
ment theory hinges on the concept of working
models: the long-lasting affective–cognitive
structures that shape expectations, attitudes,
and beliefs involving both the self and others
in social experiences (Bowlby, 1973, 1982;
Van Emmichoven, VanIJzendoorn, De Ruiter,
& Brosschot, 2003). Attachment theorists
posit that working models are formed through
the infant–primary caregiver relationship that
revolves around the infant’s needs for protec-
tion, security, and care. If the child’s needs are
not met consistently, then the child may develop
negative working models of the self and of oth-
ers (Bowlby, 1988; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2012).
In other words, individuals’ interactions with
their primary caregivers in infancy and early
childhood influence their implicit expectations,
attitudes, and beliefs involving both the self and
others.

In adulthood, attachment bonds often take
the form of romantic love (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2012) and, as a consequence, indi-
viduals’ romantic relationships tend to mirror
the child–caregiver attachments from which
their working models were built (Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2005). Stated differently, working
models dictate the development of a traitlike
attachment style in adult relationships, resulting
in characteristic patterns of relational expec-
tations, perceptions, and emotions (Dykas &
Cassidy, 2011). Adults who have an anxious
attachment style tend to respond in reactive,
overlearned ways in close relationships because
their relational information is skewed to fit in
with preexisting maps of relational experience
(Roberts, 2006).

If pessimistic attributions or negatively
skewed explanations that individuals produce
in response to their partners’ behaviors are
symptomatic of a deeper problem involving
attachment, then, in addition to working directly
to modify attributions, clinicians may benefit
couples by addressing attachment-oriented
issues. To date, research has not fully explored
the possibility that attachment insecurity may be
an antecedent of pessimistic attributions, such
that pessimistic attributions may mediate the
association between attachment and relation-
ship satisfaction. Furthermore, this mediation
relationship has not been analyzed with a
dyadic model, longitudinally, or specifically
with married couples. In this study we tested a
dyadic, longitudinal mediation model using a
large sample of married couples so as to garner
insight into the relationships among attachment,
attributions, and relationship satisfaction.

Anxious Attachment and Relationship
Satisfaction

An extensive body of research has linked adult
attachment to the nature of romantic relation-
ships. Although a comprehensive review of the
attachment literature is beyond the scope of this
article, several thorough reviews on adult attach-
ment and relationship functioning are available
(e.g., Cassidy & Shaver, 2008; Li & Chan, 2012).
In general, attachment orientations can be mea-
sured along two dimensions: (a) anxious attach-
ment and (b) avoidant attachment (Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2005); in this study, however, we
focused only on anxious attachment because of
the lack of an adequate measure of avoidant
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attachment in the data set. Anxious attachment
refers to the degree to which one worries that
a partner will not be available and support-
ive in times of need, which often results in
heightened concern and vigilance regarding the
level and tenuousness of closeness with one’s
romantic partner (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2012).
Anxious attachment has been empirically linked
with romantic relationships in theoretically pre-
dictable ways. For example, a partner higher in
anxious attachment is more likely to experience
increased conflict (Feeney, Noller, & Callan,
1994), more vocal and physical signs of dis-
tress during conversations about personal prob-
lems (Guerrero, 1996), and lower relationship
quality/closeness (Campbell, Simpson, Boldry,
& Kashy, 2005). This connection between anx-
ious attachment and relationship functioning has
been studied using longitudinal designs (e.g.,
Campbell et al., 2005), observational methods
(e.g., Guerrero, 1996), and dyadic data analysis
(e.g., Pearce & Halford, 2008). Taken together,
the literature on adult attachment leaves little
doubt that attachment plays a key role in adult
romantic relationships.

Attributions and Relationship
Satisfaction

Fincham (2001) noted that empirical support for
the relationship between attributions and marital
satisfaction is “possibly the most robust, repli-
cable phenomenon in the study of marriage”
(p. 7). Indeed, research over the past few decades
provides a substantial body of evidence for the
connection between attributions and relation-
ship satisfaction (for reviews, see Bradbury &
Fincham, 1990, and Fincham, 2001). Numerous
attempts have ruled out third-variable expla-
nation for this association. Thus, for example,
attributions account for unique variance in satis-
faction even when controlling for factors such as
anger (Leonard & Senchak, 1993), depression
(Fincham & Bradbury, 1993), negative affec-
tivity (Karney, Bradbury, Fincham, & Sullivan,
1994), and marital violence (Fincham, Bradbury,
Arias, Byrne, & Karney, 1997). It is important
to note that the connection between attributions
and relationship satisfaction has been observed
longitudinally (e.g., Fincham & Bradbury;
1993; Karney & Bradbury, 2000) and with
dyadic models (e.g., Durtschi, Fincham, Cui,
Lorenz, & Conger, 2011; Karney et al., 1994).

Given the substantial body of evidence that
attributions are associated with relationship
satisfaction, there is some confusion regarding
underlying causes of specific attributions in
romantic relationships. A number of researchers
have demonstrated a link between adult attach-
ment and attributions (Collins, Ford, Guichard,
& Allard, 2006; Gardner, Busby, Burr, & Lyon,
2011; Mikulincer, 1998, Study 2; Pearce &
Halford, 2008). It is interesting that although
Heene, Buysse, and Van Oost (2005) found that
attributions and adult attachment were linked
to attributions and marital adjustment, they did
not test whether attributions mediated the link
between attributions and attachment. Moreover,
Heene et al. ultimately argued that “Marital
therapy may include a major focus on spouses’
attributions and the therapeutic benefits of
reframing those attributions” (p. 434). It may
be prudent, however, to consider the therapeutic
benefits of addressing the working models of
attachment if they are what attributions stem
from. By identifying the roots of attributional
tendencies, more effective interventions aimed
at altering attributional processes can be estab-
lished, providing clinicians with new ways to
enhance relationship satisfaction.

Processing of Relational Experiences

Attachment and attributions are associated with
relationship satisfaction, and they are inextri-
cably linked to each other as well. Operat-
ing mostly outside of conscious awareness, the
working models of attachment influence atten-
tion in such a way that individuals tend to
focus on aspects of the self, the other, and the
romantic relationship that confirm their preex-
isting working models (Dykas & Cassidy, 2011;
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005). For example, inse-
curely attached individuals have their attention
“skewed toward partner behavior that might
reflect rejections, abandonment, or disapproval,
as these are the relationship outcomes that an
insecurely attached person fears and seeks to
prevent or avoid” (Pearce & Halford, 2008,
p. 157). Thus, it seems that the consequences
of biased attentional and perceptual processes
for insecurely attached individuals include pes-
simistic attributions for their partners’ behavior
(Lawler-Row, Younger, Piferi, & Jones, 2006).

It is theoretically congruent that anxious
attachment may precede spouse’s pessimistic
explanatory tendencies for partner behavior.
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When partners are anxiously attached, for
example, they tend to be less skilled in accu-
rately decoding their spouse’s emotions and are
more likely to negatively evaluate their partner
(Burnette, Davis, Green, Worthington Jr., &
Bradfield, 2009). This could conceivably lead
to more pessimistic attributions. Higher attach-
ment anxiety is also linked with higher salivary
cortisol levels (a measure of physiological reac-
tivity or stress) after discussing an unresolved
conflict (Powers, Pietromonaco, Gunlicks, &
Sayer, 2006). It is probable, therefore, that a
spouse who is more anxiously attached is more
physiologically reactive and therefore more
likely to make pessimistic attributions for a
partner.

Some researchers have found evidence that
attributions mediate the relationship between
attachment and couple functioning. Pearce
and Halford (2008), for example, found that
attributions mediated the association between
attachment and self-reported communication,
although this indirect effect was not found
when observed communication was the out-
come. It is important to note that Pearce and
Halford’s sample comprised only 59 Australian
couples, and these mediation studies assessed
their participants at only a single time point.
Collins (1996) conducted a path analysis and
found that an explanation pattern mediated the
link between anxious attachment and conflict
behavior. She later tested another path analysis
showing that pessimistic attributions mediated
the link between anxious attachment and con-
flict behavior intentions (Collins et al., 2006).
These studies lend support to the hypothesis that
pessimistic attributions might be the mechanism
linking anxious attachment and relationship
satisfaction; however, neither of these mediation
studies tested relationship satisfaction as an out-
come. In addition, Collins (1996) and Collins
and colleagues (2006) have tested this media-
tion with undergraduates, who in some cases
were reporting on hypothetical relationships.
In another study, Sümer and Cozzarelli (2004)
found that attributions mediated the relationship
between attachment and relationship quality.
It is noteworthy, however, that the majority of
participants in their study were unmarried (94%)
and that the average duration of the participants’
relationships was 20 months. Moreover, because
only individuals were assessed and at only a
single point in time, the dyadic and temporal

nature of the mediating relationship was not
examined.

The present study represents, in part, an
effort to begin elucidating the nature of the
associations among attachment, attributions,
and relationship satisfaction across time. It
is important to note, however, that although
establishing significant associations between
these variables implies the temporal order, a
demonstration of the temporal order between
variables does not constitute evidence that one
variable was occasioned by the other. Thus, to
infer a causal relationship between variables on
the basis of a longitudinal association is to com-
mit a logical fallacy, so although in this study
we sought to provide preliminary evidence of a
theoretically derived model with hypothesized
temporal ordering among variables, we hasten to
emphasize that experimental designs are needed
in order to establish evidence for causation.

Dyadic Relationships Across Time

Attachment, attributions, and relationship sat-
isfaction are theoretically related to each other
across time and between romantic partners. The
attachment behaviors of one partner are expected
to influence the other partner, just as the attri-
butions of one partner are expected to influence
the other partner. Because of this it is necessary
to account for the interdependence between cou-
ples across time.

As Durtschi and colleagues (2011) noted,
there is a paucity of research that has explored
both intra- and interspousal effects involving
marital attributions. Furthermore, Collins and
colleagues (2006) suggested it is reasonable
to expect individuals who have pessimistic
attributions regarding their spouses to behave
in ways that reflect those attributions. In other
words, attributions in one spouse may ultimately
influence the other spouse’s level of relationship
satisfaction. Therefore, in addition to exploring
the actor path from attributions to relationship
satisfaction, we elected to use an actor–partner
interdependence model (APIM) to examine the
association between one partner’s attributions
and the other partner’s relationship satisfaction
across time.

The Present Study

This study was developed to contribute to a
growing body of research exploring attachment
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and attributions in romantic relationships. More
specifically, this study is unique in several ways.
First, we explored attributions as a mediator
between anxious attachment and relationship
satisfaction in a dyadic context. Because attri-
butions are likely to play a role in subsequent
behaviors in the relationship, they are likely
to play a role in relationship satisfaction both
between and within partners. Thus, the use of
dyadic data is important in gaining insight into
how attributions in one partner relate to the other
partner’s satisfaction with the relationship. Sec-
ond, we used longitudinal data. This is important
because longitudinal data can be used to reduce
shared-method variance and helped establish the
temporal ordering of the key variables in this
study. Third, this study was conducted using data
only from married participants. We elected to
use married couples because patterns of attri-
butions may be more mercurial in dating rela-
tionships. We believe that using a sample of
married couples across time will provide a reli-
able picture of the temporal associations among
anxious attachment, pessimistic attributions, and
relationship satisfaction.

Although there likely are cultural factors that
distinguish German couples from American
couples, there are a few reasons that suggest that
Germans and Americans would be similar in
terms of the constructs assessed in this investiga-
tion. In general, the difference in individualism
between the United States and European nations
(Western and Central) is not large (Oyserman,
Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002). Dion and Dion
(1993) suggested that individualistic nations,
such as the United States and Germany, are
likely to place a higher value on certain facets
of marriage (e.g., psychological intimacy)
compared to more collectivistic societies. In
addition, measures of marital communication
patterns have been found to be reliable and
valid in both American and German samples;
furthermore, these communication patterns are
predictive of marital satisfaction in couples from
each country (Bodenmann, Kaiser, Hahlweg,
& Fehm-Wolfsdorf, 1998). Finally, Germans
and Americans share similar norms in terms of
romantic and sexual relationship development
(Krahé & Berger, 2005). These similarities
notwithstanding, the findings from the data set
used in the present study require replication
with a sample of married American couples.

Using three waves of data from a large,
married German sample, we examined the

relationships among anxious attachment,
pessimistic attributions, and relationship satis-
faction. Several hypotheses can be derived from
our earlier conceptualization of the relationships
among attachment, attributions, and relationship
satisfaction:

Hypothesis 1: At the intrapersonal level, higher
insecure attachment scores at Wave 1 will predict
higher levels of pessimistic attributions at Wave 3.

Hypothesis 2: Again at the intrapersonal level,
higher scores on pessimistic attributions will pre-
dict later lower relationship satisfaction scores.

Hypothesis 3: At the interpersonal level, higher
scores on pessimistic attributions in husbands and
wives will predict lower relationship satisfaction
in their spouses.

Hypothesis 4: Pessimistic attributions will
mediate the association between own insecure
attachment and own levels of later relationship
satisfaction.

Several variables were controlled for
throughout the analyses. Neuroticism has been
associated with maladaptive attributions and
relationship quality (Karney & Bradbury, 2000);
neuroticism, therefore, was a control variable
in the analyses. We also decided to control for
agreeableness because it is a personality trait that
has been linked with less anger after transgres-
sions (Meier & Robinson, 2004), an optimistic
attributional style (Poropat, 2002), and higher
levels of relationship satisfaction (Malouff,
Thorsteinsson, Schutte, Bhullar, & Rooke,
2010). It is conceivable that individuals in newly
formed couples would be more likely to make
optimistic attributions of their partners’ behavior
compared to individuals who have been in the
same relationship for many years so, to ensure
that the results of this study are not influenced
by relationship length, marital duration also was
controlled for in the analyses. Furthermore, the
association between marital duration and rela-
tionship quality may not be linear across time
(Vaillant & Vaillant, 1993), so we also controlled
for a squared term of marital duration. House-
hold income was another variable controlled for
in the analyses, given that income is associated
with romantic relationship quality (Hawkins &
Booth, 2005). We also elected to control for age
because older adults may make attributions that
include more of an interaction among situational
and dispositional factors, rather than just one or
the other, compared to younger adults. Some of
the participants in this study were not born in
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Germany so, in an effort to account for some of
the cultural differences related to country of ori-
gin, we controlled for this variable the analysis.
Last, because we predicted that anxious attach-
ment at Wave 1 and pessimistic attributions at
Wave 3 will be significantly associated with
relationship satisfaction at Wave 4, it was neces-
sary include relationship satisfaction at Wave 1
and at Wave 3 as control variables in this study.

Method

Sample and Procedure

We evaluated the hypotheses in this investi-
gation using data from the first four waves of
the German Family Panel Analysis of Intimate
Relationships and Family Dynamics (pair-
fam), Release 4.0 (Nauck, Brüderl, Huinink,
& Walper, 2013). Funded by the German
Research Foundation, the pairfam study is a
14-year project that began in 2008. The goal
was to recruit 12,000 German-speaking indi-
viduals who were living in private households
in Germany (referred to as anchors) from
three birth cohorts (1971–1973, 1981–1983,
and 1991–1993) to participate in the pairfam
project (4,000 anchors from each cohort). Using
stratified random sampling, 343 municipali-
ties of the Federal Republic of Germany were
selected. From the selected municipalities, local
population registers were used to randomly
select 42,074 addresses for individuals from
the three birth cohorts. From the randomly
selected addresses, 12,402 people (anchors)
met the criteria for the study and agreed to
participate, including more than 4,000 anchors
from each birth cohort. The anchors completed
1-hour computer-assisted personal interviews,
and each anchor received €10 (about 14 USD)
upon completion of the interview. The overall
response rate in the first wave of data collection
was 36.9%. Participation in the first wave of data
collection varied across the three birth cohorts;
the response rate was 32% for the 1971–1973
birth cohort, 33% for the 1981–1983 birth
cohort, and 49% for the 1991–1993 birth cohort.

Anchors who reported being in a romantic
relationship were asked for permission for the
research team to invite their partners to be inter-
viewed. This process occurred yearly. At the first
wave of data collection, 7,234 anchors reported
that they were in a relationship, and 73% of those
anchors granted permission for researchers to

gather data from their partners. Of the 5,231 eli-
gible partners, 72% (3,743) participated in the
study. Data were collected from partners using
paper-and-pencil questionnaires, and each part-
ner who completed the questionnaire received a
€5 (about 7 USD) ticket for a charity lottery.

Data from the fourth wave indicated that
6,999 of the original 12,402 anchors partic-
ipated. Furthermore, 2,182 of the remaining
anchors’ partners completed the questionnaire in
the fourth wave. The loss of participants between
the first wave and the fourth wave of data col-
lection was due to several factors. For example,
anchors from the first wave who no longer lived
in a private household, refused to be reinter-
viewed, or requested to have their contact data
deleted contributed to the gradual reduction of
the sample sizes across waves of data collection.
A complete description of the design of the pair-
fam project is provided in Huinink et al. (2011).

The data from the sample used in this inves-
tigation were collected between 2008 and 2011.
Because of the dyadic nature of the present
study, the anchors and their partners were
matched on the basis of an identification num-
ber. As noted, of 12,402 anchors, 3,743 (30%)
had partners who participated in the first wave of
the study. From the 3,743 couples, we retained
only couples who were married at Wave 1,
bringing the total number of couples to 2,145.
We then removed couples who did not remain
together throughout all four waves, leaving
773 couples remaining. Last, only heterosexual
couples were included in the analysis; thus, the
final operational sample in this study became
767 married couples, which is about 21% of
the couples who participated during the first
wave. The wives in the present sample were
age 33.10 years (SD= 4.69), and the husbands
were 35.85 (SD= 5.14). The average number of
years married was 6.45 (SD= 4.66). Of wives
included in the present study, 96.7% were born
in Germany or had German citizenship, and
97.7% of husbands were born in Germany or
had German citizenship.

Attrition analyses revealed that initial lev-
els of relationship satisfaction and pessimistic
attributions were not related to whether or not
couples dropped out of the study. Higher initial
levels of anxious attachment, however, were
related to dropping out for husbands (p< .001)
and for wives (p< .05). Because spouses who
have higher levels of anxious attachment were
more likely to discontinue involvement in
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the pairfam study, the data used in this study
may more accurately reflect securely attached
spouses as opposed to spouses with more of an
anxious attachment style.

Measures

Anxious Attachment (Wave 1). To measure anx-
ious attachment, participants rated the degree to
which five statements applied to their marriage
(e.g., “I have the feeling that I like [partner name]
more than he/she likes me” and “When I disap-
point or annoy [partner name], I become afraid
he/she won’t like me anymore.”) The items used
to assess anxious attachment were originally
selected by those involved in designing the pair-
fam survey from subscales of the Munich Indi-
viduation Test of Adolescence (Walper, 1997).
Item responses ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5
(absolutely). Higher scores represented a greater
degree of anxious attachment. For the analysis,
these five items were used as indicators of the
latent construct. Standardized factor loadings for
these items ranged from .47 to .68 for wives and
from .48 to .64 for husbands. The alpha coeffi-
cient was .71 for husbands and for wives.

Pessimistic Attributions (Wave 3). The par-
ticipants were asked to indicate the degree to
which two statements applied to their situation
(“When we have a problem, [partner name]
only thinks about his/her own needs” and “If I
address a problem, it annoys him/her and he/she
is angry.”) The responses ranged from 1 (not at
all) to 5 (absolutely). Higher scores indicated
a higher degree of pessimistic attributions.
Serving as indicators of the latent construct, the
standardized factor loadings for the two items
were .63 and .71 for wives and .63 and .68 for
husbands. The alpha coefficients were .75 for
husbands and .70 or wives.

Relationship Satisfaction (Wave 4). To assess
relationship satisfaction, participants responded
to the following question: “All in all, how
satisfied are you with your relationship?”
The responses ranged from 0 (very dissat-
isfied) to 10 (very satisfied). As DeVellis
(2012) noted, including too many response
categories can reduce the measure’s validity
if participants in the sample have difficulty
making distinctions between the responses.
However, with the content of the single
item and the characteristics of the sample

in mind, we submit that having 11 response
categories is not likely to pose a significant
threat to the validity or reliability of the measure
of relationship satisfaction used in this study.

Control Variables. To account for extraneous
variation, we controlled for relationship satis-
faction at Wave 1 and at Wave 3, age, country
of origin, number of years married, number of
years married as a squared term, and household
income. We also controlled for two personality
traits—agreeableness and neuroticism—which
were assessed at Wave 2 but not at Wave 1.
Relationship satisfaction at Wave 1 and Wave
3 were measured in the same way as reported
earlier. Age and years married were assessed
in years, and monthly household income was
assessed in euros. To assess neuroticism and
agreeableness, the participants completed an
abbreviated version of the Big Five Inventory
(BFI-K; Rammstedt & John, 2005). For neuroti-
cism, participants were asked to report the extent
to which four statements applied to them (e.g.,
“I easily become depressed or discouraged” and
“I easily become nervous and insecure”). The
structure of the items was the same for assessing
agreeableness (e.g., “I tend to criticize others”
and “I trust others easily and believe that people
are inherently good”). The responses ranged
from 1 (absolutely incorrect) to 5 (absolutely
correct). The mean score from the four items
were used in the analysis. Higher scores repre-
sented higher neuroticism. For the items in the
neuroticism measure, alpha coefficients were
.65 for husbands and .72 for wives. The alpha
coefficients for the agreeableness measure were
.70 for husbands and .74 for wives.

Analysis Plan

An actor effect is a measurement of “how much
a person’s current behavior is predicted by his
or her own past behavior” (Cook & Kenny,
2005, p. 102), and a partner effect is the degree
to which a person’s behavior is predicted by
his or her partner’s behavior. In this study,
both intraspousal (actor) and interspousal (part-
ner) effects were explored using a longitudinal
APIM; this approach allows for a more com-
plete understanding of dyadic processes (Kenny,
Kashy, & Cook, 2006).

Empirical distinguishability between spouses
was also tested before we conducted the data
analysis, as recommended for all dyadic data
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analysis (Kline, 2011). The procedures used
to evaluate an APIM model are influenced by
whether the individuals in the dyad are distin-
guishable in terms of the variables being tested
in the model. If husbands and wives are not sta-
tistically different in their responses involving
the variables within the model, then analyzing
the APIM as though husbands and wives are
distinguishable may result in an increased risk
of Type I or Type II errors, depending on the
nature of the independent variable (i.e., whether
it varies between couples, within couples, or
both) and the direction of nonindependence
(i.e., positive or negative; Kashy & Snyder,
1995). Therefore, following the advice of
Olsen and Kenny (2006) regarding APIMs,
we assessed whether husbands and wives
were empirically different using the omnibus
test of distinguishability (I-SAT). This was
done by constraining means, variances, actor
covariances, and partner covariances to be equal
between husbands and wives. If the I-SAT yields
a significant chi-square statistic, then dyads are
distinguishable. Furthermore, if the dyads are
distinguishable, then all the model parameters
can be freely estimated (Olsen & Kenny, 2006).

We used Mplus 7.11 (Muthén & Muthén,
1998–2012) in testing the hypotheses. In
addition to the model chi-square statistic, the
following goodness-of-fit indices were used
as recommended by Kline (2011): the Bentler
comparative fit index (CFI; Bentler, 1990), the
Steiger–Lind root-mean-square error of approx-
imation (RMSEA; Steiger, 1990), and the stan-
dardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR).
A chi-square statistic with a p value greater
than .05 provides support that the observed data
adequately fit the hypothesized model (Kline,
2011). According to Hu and Bentler (1999),
CFI values that meet or exceed .95, RMSEA
values below .06, and SRMR values below
.08 are evidence of acceptable fit between the
hypothesized model and the observed data.

It should be noted that bootstrapping, a
resampling procedure utilized for testing medi-
ation, was used in assessing the indirect effects
in the proposed model. More specifically,
2,000 bootstrap resamples were used to test the
model’s indirect effects. Mediation effects can
be assessed by looking at the 95% confidence
interval (CI), and an indirect effect is statisti-
cally significant if the 95% CI does not include
0 (Shrout & Bolger, 2002).

Missing values are primarily due to unavail-
ability of data from a specific wave. Instead of
listwise deletion, pairwise deletion, or impu-
tation of means for missing data, we used
full-information maximum-likelihood estima-
tion in conducting the analyses. Full-information
maximum-likelihood algorithms generally yield
more accurate information in comparison with
the aforementioned alternatives (Peters &
Enders, 2002).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

The data in Table 1 show the intrapersonal
and interpersonal correlations among anxious
attachment, pessimistic attributions, and rela-
tionship satisfaction for husbands and wives,
as well descriptive statistics for all of the vari-
ables in the study, including control variables.
The first notable intrapersonal correlation in the
analyses indicated that anxious attachment was
significantly associated with pessimistic attribu-
tions for husbands (r = .52, p< .001) and wives
(r = .56, p< .001). In addition, anxious attach-
ment had a significant negative correlation with
relationship satisfaction for husbands (r =−.20,
p< .001) and wives (r =−.17, p< .01). Simi-
larly, pessimistic attributions had a significant
negative association with relationship satisfac-
tion for husbands (r =−.32, p< .001) and wives
(r =−.36, p< .001).

In terms of interpersonal correlations,
pessimistic attributions in husbands had a
significant negative association with wives’
relationship satisfaction (r =−.21, p< .001).

Moreover, pessimistic attributions in wives
had a significant negative correlation with
husbands’ relationship satisfaction (r =−.11,
p< .01). The preliminary analyses noted are
significant and are in the directions consistent
with our hypotheses.

The Model

Before we tested the hypothesized model, we
noted that the omnibus test of distinguishability
(Olsen & Kenny, 2006) indicated that husbands
and wives were empirically distinguishable,
𝜒2(75)= 852.63, p< .001, so the model could
be tested with all of the parameters freely esti-
mated. Furthermore, bootstrapping procedures
were used in analyzing the effects in this inves-
tigation. As evidenced by goodness-of-model fit
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indices, there was an adequate fit between the
proposed model and the observed data (Kline,
2011): 𝜒2(239)= 323.84, p< .001; CFI= .95;
RMSEA= .03; 90% CI [.02, .04]; SRMR= .05.
The results from the APIM can be seen in
Figure 1.

For husbands and wives, the actor paths from
anxious attachment to pessimistic attributions
were significant. Husbands’ anxious attachment
at Wave 1 significantly predicted husbands’
pessimistic attributions 2 years later, at Wave
3 (𝛽 = .50, p< .001). Similarly, wives’ anxious
attachment significantly predicted wives’ pes-
simistic attributions (𝛽 = .42, p< .001), which
supports Hypothesis 1. For husbands and wives,
the actor paths from pessimistic attributions
to relationship satisfaction were significant.
Husbands’ pessimistic attributions at Wave
3 significantly predicted husbands’ relation-
ship quality 1 year later, at Wave 4 (𝛽 =−.18,
p< .01). Likewise, wives’ pessimistic attribu-
tions significantly predicted wives’ relationship
quality (𝛽 =−.33, p< .001). Support, there-
fore, was found for Hypothesis 2. One partner
effect was found; namely, the partner path from
husbands’ pessimistic attributions to wives’ rela-
tionship satisfaction was significant (𝛽 =−.14,
p< .05), whereas the partner path from wives’
pessimistic attributions to husbands’ relation-
ship satisfaction was not significant (𝛽 =−.08,
p= .27). Thus, partial support was found for
Hypothesis 3. The covariates that were sig-
nificantly associated with wives’ relationship
satisfaction at Wave 4 included wives’ relation-
ship satisfaction at Wave 1 (𝛽 = .15, p< .01) and
wives’ agreeableness (𝛽 = .07, p< .05). For hus-
bands, covariates significantly associated with
relationship satisfaction at Wave 4 included
husbands’ relationship satisfaction at Wave 1
(𝛽 = .29, p< .001) and husbands’ neuroticism
(𝛽 =−.08, p< .05).

Test of Indirect Effects

The indirect effects were assessed with the
use of 2,000 bootstraps to determine whether
pessimistic attributions mediate the relationship
between attachment and relationship satisfac-
tion. For husbands, the actor indirect effect
from anxious attachment→ pessimistic attribu-
tions→ relationship satisfaction was significant
(𝛽 =−.07, p< .01, 95% CI [−.18, −.01]). In
other words, a 1-SD unit increase in husbands’
level of anxious attachment was associated

with a −0.09-SD unit decline in relationship
satisfaction 3 years later, via its prior effect on
husbands’ pessimistic attributions, on average,
while controlling for relationship satisfaction
at Wave 1 and at Wave 3, neuroticism, agree-
ableness, age, country of origin, number of
years married, number of years married as
a squared term, and household income. For
wives, the same actor indirect effect was also
significant (𝛽 =−.09, p< .01, 95% CI [−.21,
−.01]). Thus, Hypothesis 4 was confirmed, for
both husbands and wives, as pessimistic attribu-
tions mediated the association between anxious
attachment and relationship satisfaction. The
nonsignificant direct effect from attachment
to relationship quality for both spouses shows
that pessimistic attributions fully mediated the
association between attachment and relationship
quality. The effect sizes can be evaluated by
examining the standardized betas. For the actor
paths from anxious attachment to pessimistic
attributions, the effect sizes were medium in
strength, whereas the remaining effect sizes
were modest. The model accounted for 39%
of the variance in pessimistic attributions and
21% of the variance in relationship satisfaction
in husbands. For wives, the model accounted
for 35% of the variance in pessimistic attribu-
tions and 27% of the variance in relationship
satisfaction.

Discussion

We conducted this study to explore the relation-
ships among anxious attachment, pessimistic
attributions, and relationship satisfaction. Sev-
eral important findings were uncovered in the
analyses. For husbands and wives, higher levels
of anxious attachment were related to higher
levels of their own pessimistic attributions 2
years later. Furthermore, higher levels of pes-
simistic attributions predicted lower levels of
relationship satisfaction 1 year later for both
husbands and wives. In addition, reports of
pessimistic attributions in husbands predicted
lower relationship satisfaction in wives a year
later, but more pessimistic attributions in wives
did not predict lower relationship satisfaction in
husbands a year later. Finally, pessimistic attri-
butions significantly mediated the association
between anxious attachment and relationship
satisfaction within spouses. All of the analyses
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were completed while controlling for relation-
ship satisfaction at Wave 1 and at Wave 3, neu-
roticism, agreeableness, age, country of origin,
number of years married, number of years mar-
ried as a squared term, and household income.
These findings add to existing research by pro-
viding empirical support of the notion that anx-
ious attachment is linked with relationship satis-
faction by way of its association with pessimistic
attributions in married couples across time.

The finding that anxious attachment was
associated with more pessimistic attributions is
consistent with the findings of previous studies
(Collins et al., 2006; Mikulincer, 1998, Study
2; Pearce & Halford, 2008). The connection
between anxious attachment and pessimistic
attributions suggests that individuals who have
higher levels of anxious attachment may develop
biased attentional and perceptual processes
that, to some extent, contribute to subsequent
pessimistic attributions across time.

The next key finding was that higher levels
of pessimistic attributions predicted discernibly
lower levels of relationship satisfaction 1 year
later. This result is also important in that it
buttresses previous studies that indicated a
significant negative relationship between pes-
simistic attributions and relationship satisfaction
(e.g., Durtschi et al., 2011; Fincham & Brad-
bury, 1993; Fincham, Harold, & Gano-Phillips,
2000; Karney & Bradbury, 2000; Karney et al.,
1994). On the basis of the repeatedly identified
connection between pessimistic attributions
and relationship satisfaction, it is apparent that
pessimistic attributions may have noxious impli-
cations for relationship satisfaction over time.

It is interesting that husbands’ pessimistic
attributions predicted a decrease in wives’
relationship satisfaction. An investigation con-
ducted by Durtschi and colleagues (2011) offers
a potential explanation for this association;
they found that spouses’ behavior mediated
the negative relationship between pessimistic
attributions and their partner’s level of relation-
ship satisfaction. In other words, attributions
may predict one spouse’s behaviors, which may
in turn predict the other spouse’s relationship
satisfaction. In the current study it is possible
that husbands’ pessimistic attributions were
reflected in their behavior toward their wives
over time in such a way that wives’ relationship
satisfaction significantly decreased. This result
is also consistent with Bradbury and Fincham’s
(1991) finding that pessimistic attributions may

engender negative behavior cycles between the
spouses, resulting in declines in relationship
satisfaction for both partners. On the other hand,
in the present study wives’ pessimistic attribu-
tions did not predict relationship satisfaction
in husbands. There are at least two possible
theoretical explanations for this finding: (a)
wives’ pessimistic attributions are not reflected
in their behaviors as much or in the same way as
they are for husbands’ and (b) wives’ behaviors
reflected their pessimistic attributions to some
degree, but husbands’ relationship satisfaction
was not significantly altered by these behaviors.
More research is needed, however, in order to
gain more insight into the interpersonal nature
of the association between attributions and
relationship satisfaction.

The analysis also revealed that pessimistic
attributions fully mediated the negative asso-
ciation between anxious attachment and own
relationship satisfaction. Although pessimistic
attributions have been shown to predict rela-
tionship satisfaction, this result illustrates
the possibility that the association between pes-
simistic attributions and relationship satisfaction
is embedded in a temporal process that begins
with anxious attachment.

Limitations

The results of this study should be viewed in
light of several limitations. First, the data used
for this study were collected from participants
living in Germany, so these results may not gen-
eralize well to other cultures. Although some
research suggests that American and German
married couples may be relatively similar, there
is a need to replicate these findings with a sample
of American married couples. Second, because
participants who did not remain with the same
partner over all 4 years of the data collection
process were excluded from this study, the data
from participants who got married after the first
wave of data collection or who got divorced dur-
ing the data collection process were not included
in the analyses. These findings may therefore
be more representative of couples who remain
in their marriage over time than of couples who
divorce. Third, individuals with higher levels
of anxious attachment were more likely to drop
out of the pairfam project than those who were
more securely attached, so the findings may
be more reflective of securely attached indi-
viduals, even though the rates of attrition were
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not associated with relationship satisfaction or
attributions. Fourth, attachment, attributions,
and relationship satisfaction were not measured
using psychometrically evaluated scales that
were designed to measure those constructs.
This restricts the degree to which one can be
confident in the validity of the measures for the
variables of interest in this study. Last, although
the analyses of the longitudinal data produced
findings consistent with causal associations, the
data from this study cannot be used to draw
conclusions regarding causality. It is possible,
for example, that even though neuroticism was
controlled for, there is an underlying personality
trait that causes both anxious attachment and
pessimistic attributions. Future research is there-
fore needed to explore causality among variables
in this study. These limitations suggest that there
is a need to replicate these findings, especially
with diverse samples from the United States.

Implications and Future Directions

The findings reported here suggest that having
high levels of anxious attachment may increase
the tendency to interpret spousal behavior in
ways that confirm the pessimistic emotional
and cognitive maps of social experience that
were developed in childhood. Put differently,
pessimistic attributions and their impact on
relationship satisfaction may be traceable to a
more fundamental issue involving attachment.
With this interpretation of the findings in mind,
focusing primarily on pessimistic attributions
in clinical settings with married couples may
be tantamount to managing symptoms rather
than solving the underlying problem, resulting
in a less-than-optimal therapeutic progress. On
a related note, it possible that progress made
in therapy through focusing on attributions
may be ephemeral. Changing attributions for
isolated events is not the same as targeting the
mechanism that converges on such attributions,
so subsequent attributions are likely to be of the
same flavor as the pretreatment attributions, not
the reconstructed, posttreatment attributions.
It may be beneficial for clinicians to assess
partners for attachment issues when pessimistic
attributions are a part of a presenting problem
or become a theme in couples therapy. In those
cases, instead of attempting to directly ame-
liorate pessimistic attributions, concentrating
on issues involving attachment would likely be
associated with more long-lasting changes in

attributions. Working models of attachment are
unconscious mechanisms (Dykas & Cassidy,
2011) and, as such, they may defy attempts
to change them that involve insight and con-
scious deliberation (for a review, see Evans,
2008). It is possible that more transformative
interventions in couples therapy may involve
more of a focus on emotions in order to alter the
latent artifacts of early attachments (Roberts,
2006).

Although the analyses of the longitudinal data
produced findings consistent with causal associ-
ations, the data from this study cannot be used to
draw conclusions regarding causality; therefore,
future research is needed to explore causality
among the variables we examined. Subsequent
research could also investigate whether anxious
attachment reduces the experience of favorable
attributions as opposed to solely increasing
pessimistic attributions. In addition, because we
examined only anxious attachment in this study,
further research is needed to determine whether
pessimistic attributions mediate the associations
between other attachment styles and relation-
ship satisfaction. Future research might explore
how various attachment-based interventions
influence subsequent attributions of spousal
behavior.

Conclusion

This investigation provides new insights regard-
ing attachment and attributions as they relate
to relationship satisfaction between and within
spouses and may be instrumental in estab-
lishing a more complete picture of relational
processes in married couples. Furthermore,
these insights can inform the development of
clinical interventions aimed at helping individ-
uals have more satisfying experiences in their
marriages.

In addition to providing evidence that attri-
butions mediate the association between attach-
ment and relationship satisfaction, we used an
APIM to explore the systemic nature of attribu-
tions as they relate to relationship satisfaction.
By using an APIM, we demonstrated that hus-
bands’ pessimistic attributions predicted wives’
relationship satisfaction a year later, suggest-
ing that attributions likely translate into observ-
able behaviors that may result in a reduction in
wives’ relationship satisfaction. More generally,
the pessimistic bias stemming from working
models may result in rigid behavioral responses,



560 Family Relations

exacerbating spousal conflict, precluding posi-
tive changes in relationship dynamics, and color-
ing the experience of the relationship as a whole
for the other partner.

The nature of the sample and the statistical
approach used in our analyses bolsters the empir-
ical and clinical relevance of this study and, in
our view, the results of this investigation sup-
port the notion that pessimistic attributions are
mechanisms through which anxious attachment
influences relationship satisfaction. Put differ-
ently, higher levels of anxious attachment are
associated with a working model that is biased
in favor of pessimistic attributions, and these
pessimistic attributions predict lower levels of
relationship satisfaction. Without a change in
the working models of attachment, information
incompatible with the working models may be
unconsciously ignored, distorted, or discarded.
We suggest that new, positive attachment expe-
riences serve to adjust the affective–cognitive
lenses of perception. This would allow for
less pessimistic attributions and fewer pat-
terned behavioral responses and, by extension,
change the dynamics of the relationship and
the overall experience of the relationship for
both partners. In the final analysis, in addition
to focusing on directly changing attributions,
it may be worthwhile for clinicians to address
the more foundational attachment-oriented
issues that form the lens through which people
view their relational world. Indeed, facilitating
a positive change to the working model of
attachment may bring about an expanded view
of relational experience for spouses, allowing
for more flexibility in subsequent attributions
and ultimately enhancing their relationship
satisfaction.
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