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He Loves Me; He Loves Me Not: Attachment and
Separation Resolution of Abused Women

A. J. Z. Henderson,1,2 K. Bartholomew,1 and D. G. Dutton3

Working within an attachment perspective, we examined women's success at
emotional separation from abusive partners. The attachment patterns of 63
abused women were assessed shortly after having left their abusive
relationships. Six months later, their perceptions, feelings, and behaviors
regarding the separation were assessed, to determine an overall level of
separation resolution. As expected, attachment patterns associated with a
negative self model were overrepresented (88% of the sample had a
predominant pattern of fearful or preoccupied attachment). Further,
preoccupation was associated with shorter relationship length, more frequent
previous separations from the abusive relationship, continuing emotional
involvement with partners after separation, and more frequent sexual contact
with partners. These findings suggest that preoccupation may be a risk factor
in successful separation resolution from abusive relationships.

KEY WORDS: attachment; partner abuse; separation resolution; battered women.

INTRODUCTION

There is this poem . . . . When I read it I thought. . . that's why I stayed.
There is a man in a cell and he reaches for this bar because he is in total darkness
and if he tilts his head just so, he can see some light. So he just hangs on to this
bar in desperation. And he's hanging on and fighting so hard just to get this bit
of light that he doesn't realize that the cell door is open, and it's always been open.
I think I was hanging on in desperation and hoping that it would get better . . . .
But I could never see it getting any better. (Study participant)
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Why do battered women remain in darkness, searching for a sliver of
light? Why is it that these women, like the woman in the quotation above,
fail to see that the cell door might well be open? The question rests on the
reasonable assumption that once having been badly beaten an individual
would seek to avoid being beaten again. But as Gelles (1987) notes, "unfor-
tunately, the answer to why women remain with their abusive husbands is
not nearly as simple as the assumption that underlies the question" (p.108).

Somewhat consistent findings have emerged from research focusing on
external factors related to women's decisions to remain with abusive part-
ners such as a woman's job skills, employability, social class, and number
of dependents (e.g., Pagelow, 1981; Strube, 1988; Strube and Barbour,
1983). However, research has not always found that economic and social
factors are central to women's decisions to leave abusive partners. For ex-
ample, Rounsaville (1978) found that availability of outside resources did
not discriminate those women who left their partners from those who did
not. Rather, circumstances related to the relationship (such as severe abuse,
and/or learning that the husband was also abusing the children) were more
predictive of women's decisions to leave.

Alternatively, psychological theories, such as the battered women syn-
drome (Walker, 1979), psychological entrapment (Rubin and Brockner, 1985),
and the survivor theory (Gondolf, 1988) have been proposed as explanations
for why abused women have difficulty leaving abusive partners. However,
these theories and studies do not provide a comprehensive picture of psy-
chological variables associated with abused women's decisions to stay or leave.
The unresolved nature of this inquiry may be due, in part, to the thorny issue
of determining whether women's psychological distress preceded the violence
or was a consequence of their victimization. There is a legitimate concern
that a focus on psychological variables which may predispose women to being
with or staying with violent partners could lead to the erroneous conclusion
that they have asked for their victimization. It is imperative that the "depres-
sion, demoralization, and hopelessness that battered women experience must
not be turned back on them, the victims, as a means of justifying why they
are battered" (Gelles and Harrop, 1989, p. 417). Attachment theory, however,
is one paradigm which allows us to address the psychological component as
both a potential antecedent and a consequence of abuse.

ATTACHMENT THEORY

John Bowlby (1988) proposed that an attachment behavioral system
is organized homeostatically, "with its own internal motivation distinct from
feeding and sex, and of no less importance for survival" (p. 27). Bowlby
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(1973) hypothesized that children internalize experiences with caretakers
in such a way that attachment patterns are incorporated into the personality
structure, forming mental representations of the self and others. Though
the caregiver-child relationship is formative in developing and maintaining
these internal representations, mental models are based on relationship in-
teractions throughout the life-span. Internal working models tend to gain
their own momentum and guide the formation of later relationships outside
the family. Thus, Bowlby's notion of continuity of relationship patterns is
not simply a set of transferred responses from previous relationships. Nor
are subsequent relationships continually constructed anew. Rather, indi-
viduals select others to recreate aspects of relationship systems previously
experienced (Sroufe and Reeson, 1986).

Several researchers have addressed the question of how these internal
working models may operate in adulthood. Main developed the Adult At-
tachment Interview (Main and Goldwyn, 1988; Main et al., 1985) to cate-
gorize parents into three attachment groups—secure, dismissing, and
preoccupied—corresponding to the three infant attachment styles initially
proposed by Ainsworth and her associates—secure, avoidant, and ambiva-
lent (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Researchers have found an association be-
tween caregivers' recollections of their childhood experiences and the
quality of their present relationships with their own children (e.g., Fonagy
et al., 1991; Main et al., 1985; van IJzendoorn, 1995).

In an independent research project, Hazan and Shaver (1987), using a
self-report measure of attachment, found that attachment patterns paralleling
Ainsworth's original classifications of infant attachment could also be iden-
tified in adult romantic relationships. Thus, there may be a conceptual par-
allel between affectional bonds that are formed between adults and
affectional bonds formed between children and their caregivers. These re-
searchers also found that participants reporting different attachment patterns
indicated distinctive patterns of love experiences and beliefs about the course
of romantic love, availability and trustworthiness of partners, and their own
self-worth (see also Collins and Read, 1990; Kirkpatrick and Davis, 1994).

To assess the quality of adult attachment relationships, Bartholomew
(1990) has incorporated Bowlby's two dimensions of positivity of repre-
sentations of self and positivity of representations of others in a four-cate-
gory model of attachment (Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991; Griffin and
Bartholomew, 1994a). The positivity of the self dimension indicates the de-
gree to which individuals have an internalized sense of their own self-worth.
Thus, individuals with a positive self dimension will be self-confident, rather
than anxious in close relationships. The positivity of the other dimension
refers to the degree to which others are seen to be supportive and trust-
worthy, thus contributing to an attitude in close relationships of seeking
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others out, rather than avoiding intimacy. Bartholomew has identified four
prototypic attachment patterns in terms of the intersection of these two
dimensions (Fig. 1). The secure pattern is defined by both a positive view
of self and other model (low anxiety and low avoidance), and a dismissing
pattern is defined by a positive view of self and a negative view of others
(low anxiety and high avoidance). In contrast, a fearful pattern is charac-
terized by a negative self and other model (high anxiety and high avoid-
ance), and the preoccupied pattern is characterized by a negative self-view
and positive view of others (high anxiety and low avoidance).

Attachments are proposed to be hierarchically arranged, with the pri-
mary attachment figure ranked in the uppermost position (Ainsworth, 1989;
Bretherton, 1985). Throughout development, changes occur in the content
and structure of an individual's attachment hierarchy, precipitating a shift
from asymmetric complementary attachments (such as the infant-caregiver
relationship) to the more reciprocal attachments that are common to adult
romantic relationships. Hazan and Zeifman (1994) found that when lasting
pair bonds form in adulthood the sexual partner ascends to the top of the
hierarchy and assumes the position of the primary attachment figure.

ATTACHMENT AS IT RELATES TO WOMEN IN ABUSIVE
RELATIONSHIPS

Attachment to an abusive partner becomes more readily under-
standable when one considers Bowlby's (1973) proposition that the strength

Fig. 1. Bartholomew's four category model of attachment.
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of an attachment bond is unrelated to the quality of the attachment rela-
tionship. Bowlby believed that strong bonds are formed in conditions of
threat which activate the attachment system, leading the threatened indi-
vidual to seek proximity to an attachment figure. This is consistent with
findings in the childhood attachment research indicating that abused chil-
dren are still attached to abusive caregivers, albeit insecurely (e.g., Cicchetti
and Barnett, 1992; Crittenden, 1992). Moreover, Bowlby (1969) suggested
that not only will attachment behavior persist in the face of punitive treat-
ment from an attachment figure, but abuse may serve to actively maintain,
and even enhance, the strength of the attachment bond.

The paradoxical finding that the more punishment a juvenile receives the stronger
becomes its attachment to the punishing figure, very difficult to explain on any
other theory, is compatible with the view that the function of attachment behaviour
is protection from . . . danger . . . . When severely threatened by an adult of its
group a young monkey always seeks out the highest ranking animal available, usually
a dominant male. Since this same animal is usually the one that threatened in the
first place, it frequently happens that the animal that the juvenile approaches is the
very animal that itself was the cause of its fear. (pp. 226-227)

Bowlby also describes this phenomenon in mother-child interactions,
noting that a caregiver's rejection of a child's efforts to gain proximity often
elicits precisely the opposite effect to what was intended—the child be-
comes even more clingy.

Although such behaviour may appear perverse, it is in fact what is to be expected
on the hypothesis that attachment behaviour fulfills a protective function. Whenever
mother seems unlikely to play her part in maintaining proximity a child is alerted
and by his [sic] own behaviour ensures that proximity is maintained. (p. 260)

The notion that abuse can strengthen attachment bonds has been in-
corporated into a social-psychological theory of traumatic bonding. Based
on an attachment perspective, traumatic bonding proposes that a battered
woman's loyalty to her abuser is linked to two features of abusive relation-
ships that combine intrinsic and situational forces: a power imbalance, and
intermittency of abuse (Dutton, 1988; Dutton and Painter, 1993). Dutton
argues that in unbalanced power relationships, as the dominated person's
negative self-appraisal escalates, she becomes increasingly less capable of
functioning without her dominator, and thus increasingly less likely to leave
the relationship. Correspondingly, the dominator develops an inflated per-
ception of his own power which exacerbates this self-feeding cycle of power
asymmetry.

The second feature of traumatic bonding situations is that abuse gen-
erally occurs intermittently. Violent episodes are often countered with the
onset of positive, warm and affectionate behaviors (see Walker, 1979). This
alternating situation of aversive and pleasant stimuli creates a well-known
learning paradigm known as intermittent reinforcement, and is extremely
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effective in producing persistent patterns of behavior that are difficult to
extinguish (Scott, 1963). Intermittent abuse and power asymmetry then
serve together to strengthen an emotional bond between the abused and
the assaulter which interferes with the abused woman's ability to leave and
remain out of an abusive relationship. The attachment process thus formed
"is like an elastic band which stretches with time away from the abuser
and subsequently 'snaps' the woman back" (Dutton and Painter, 1993, p.
109). In a discriminant function analysis of the most and least emotionally
involved abused women, Dutton and Painter (1993) found that women were
more emotionally attached to their partners when there was more abuse
and when the abuse was inconsistent.

Dutton and Painter's traumatic bonding theory incorporates the con-
cept of attachment processes, but their research does not specifically ex-
amine individual differences in attachment that might make certain
individuals particularly susceptible to less successful separation resolution.
It was the goal of this study to examine, through an attachment paradigm,
the psychological variables that were related to poor resolution of relation-
ship separation, thus illustrating a psychological profile of women who are
at higher risk of returning to their abusive partners.

HYPOTHESES

Attachment Ratings

We expected that attachment patterns associated with a positive self-
model (secure and dismissing) would be under-represented in this sample,
and attachment patterns associated with a negative self-model (fearful and
preoccupied) would be over-represented. Being involved or remaining in
an abusive relationship would be unlikely for individuals with a positive
self-model, characteristic of the dismissing and secure. The additional dis-
missing characteristic of lack of investment in intimate relationships may
make dismissing individuals especially unlikely to maintain commitment in
problematic relationships (Bartholomew, 1990; Bartholomew and Horowitz,
1991). Prototypical fearful or preoccupied individuals operate with an in-
ternal working model of themselves as unworthy and undeserving of love
(Bartholomew, 1990; Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991) and may therefore
see the abuse directed at them as justifiable. Without the inner resources
to understand that they deserve better treatment, these individuals are un-
likely to readily leave an abusive relationship.

Consistent with these predictions, research shows that, in comparison
with nonabused women, abused women have lower self-esteem (Aguilar
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and Nightingale, 1994; Cascardi and O'Leary, 1992), less sexual assertive-
ness (Apt and Hurlbert, 1993), feel more controlled by outside forces, and
have higher needs for approval and dependency (Frisch and MacKenzie,
1991). Attachment researchers have also found links between attachment
patterns associated with a negative self-model and greater psychological
distress. Fearful and preoccupied attachment patterns have been found to
be related to a negative self-concept (Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991,
Griffin and Bartholomew, 1994a), and positively related to anxiety (Griffin
and Bartholomew, 1994a), dependency (Bartholomew and Bartel, 1994),
and depression (Carnelly et al., 1994). In a sample of 112 incest survivors,
Alexander (1993) found that preoccupied attachment was associated with
dependent, self-defeating and borderline personality disorders, while fearful
attachment was associated with interpersonal avoidance and self-defeating
personality disorders (see also Alexander, 1992).

Attachment Ratings and Relationship Variables

Researchers have found that secure individuals, in contrast to the inse-
cure, report higher satisfaction and cohesion in their relationships and more
effective conflict resolution (e.g., Kirkpatrick and Davis, 1994; Mayseless,
1991; Pistole, 1989; Scharfe and Bartholomew, 1995). Therefore, we predicted
that higher security ratings would be associated with less severe and less fre-
quent physical abuse (both receipt and infliction), and less receipt of psycho-
logical abuse. Because of the dismissing individual's positive self-model, we
predicted that dismissingness would also be associated with less abuse.

Preoccupied individuals show an active and conflicted interpersonal style
characterized by compulsive caregiving and shifts between partner idealiza-
tion and derogation (Bartholomew 1990; Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991;
Kunce and Shaver, 1994). The somewhat volatile aspects of the preoccupied
style may lead these women to readily leave abusive relationships; however,
their tendencies toward idealization and compulsive caretaking may predis-
pose them to numerous reconciliations throughout the leave-taking process.
Thus, we predicted that preoccupation would be related to shorter relation-
ship length and to more previous separations from the current relationship
(cf. Kirkpatrick and Hazan, 1994). A prototypical fearful individual, on the
other hand, may have more difficulty leaving the relationship initially. Once
having left, however, she may be less likely to return as she would not nec-
essarily idealize her partner, nor be moved to adopt a compulsive caretaking
role to influence relationship change. Therefore, we hypothesized that fear-
fulness would be related to longer relationship length and negatively related
to the number of previous relationship separations.
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Attachment Ratings and Resolution of Separation

We hypothesized that attachment security would be related to a
cleaner break from the relationship (lower scores on continuing emotional
involvement, less desire for reconciliation, and less partner contact). Be-
cause we expected low mean ratings and little variability on the dismissing
scale, we did not make specific predictions for the dismissing pattern with
outcome variables.

We did, however, expect particular profiles to emerge for the preoc-
cupied and fearful patterns. Though both patterns are characterized by a
negative self-model, they differ in terms of the valence of the other model,
which has implications for how these two patterns might correlate with ex-
periences of separation resolution in abusive relationships. Research indi-
cates that the prototypically preoccupied individual, with a positive view of
others, is approach oriented, active, expressive, caregiving, and idealizing
about his or her romantic relationships (Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991).
Preoccupied individuals are familiar with a parenting style that involves in-
consistent reinforcement of attachment needs, where separations or threats
of abandonment are used as a means of control (Mayseless, 1991). Such
internal representation of an attachment figure who is unpredictably avail-
able and responsive may make the process of separation especially difficult
for the preoccupied woman in an abusive relationship. She may be less
likely to see the relationship as truly over, and remain emotionally involved
even after she has left the relationship.

In contrast, fearful participants, characterized by a negative view of
others and an avoidance rather than approach orientation, are shy, with-
drawn, nondisclosing, and low idealizers (Bartholomew, 1993; Bartholomew
and Horowitz, 1991). Fearful individuals, with an internal working model
based on caregiving that is consistently and predictably hostile, have little
confidence that their cries for help will meet a helpful response. An internal
representation of others as rejecting may make the fearful woman at lower
risk than the preoccupied for returning to an abusive relationship as she
holds no idealized belief that things could change for the better.

Thus, we expected that preoccupation would be associated with less
successful separation resolution and fearfulness with more successful sepa-
ration resolution.

METHOD

Fifty nine women were followed over a 6-month period. Time 1 ques-
tionnaires, completed shortly after participants had left their abusive rela-
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tionships, included measures about the course of the relationship, the se-
verity and frequency of both received and inflicted physical abuse, as well
as a measure of psychological abuse. At time 1, participants also responded
to an extensive, semi-structured, audio taped interview about their most
recent and prior relationships. We assessed women's attachment patterns
(based on their time 1 interviews), conceptualized in terms of
Bartholomew's four-category model (1990; Bartholomew and Horowitz,
1991). At time 2, 6 months later, participants completed questionnaires ex-
amining their resolution of separation from their abusive partners.

PARTICIPANTS

This study is part of a larger project that looked at 75 abused women
over a 6-month period. Complete data for this study were available for 63
participants. Physically abused women were recruited through transition
houses and shelters or were partners of men who were clients in a spousal
abuse treatment programme (« = 40). Psychologically abused women (though
some were also battered) were recruited through newspaper advertisements
(n = 23). The average age of participants was 31.4 years, and the average
time in the abusive relationship was 11.5 years. On average these women
had initiated 2.1 prior separations, and half had experienced some form of
abuse in a previous romantic relationship. The characteristics of this sample
of abused women are comparable to those studied in other abuse samples
(e.g., Follingstad et al., 1991; Rosen, 1995; Rusbult and Martz, 1995).

The psychologically abused women, recruited through a newspaper ad-
vertisement, were considered psychologically abused by their own criteria.
However, four women indicated, on the self-report measures as well as in
their interviews, that they had experienced no physical abuse and very little
psychological abuse. Since there was no evidence that these women were
indeed physically or psychologically abused, they were dropped from the
study. With the four "nonabused" women excluded, the total sample was
59. Also, numbers vary across analyses due to missing data (n's are reported
in the tables).

MEASURES

Interview Ratings of Attachment

Attachment ratings were derived from the time 1 interview. This semi-
structured 60- to 90-min interview was conducted in the women's homes.
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It included information about the women's relationship history, but focused
primarily on the course of the recent abusive relationship, the nature and
duration of the abuse, and the power dynamic between the couple. Based
on these interviews, participants were rated (on 9-point scales) on the de-
gree to which they corresponded to a prototype for each attachment pattern
according to Bartholomew's four-category model (Bartholomew, 1990;
Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991): secure (low anxiety and low avoidance),
fearful (high anxiety and high avoidance), preoccupied (high anxiety and
low avoidance), and dismissing (low anxiety and high avoidance). We also
classified participants into a best fitting attachment category. The highest
of the four continuous attachment ratings was taken as an indicator of the
individual's predominant attachment representation.

Each interview was rated by one previously trained coder (the first
author). A reliability check was done by a second, previously trained, in-
dependent coder on 22 of the taped interviews. Correlations between the
two coders were .63 for the secure rating, .82 for the fearful rating, .85 for
the preoccupied rating, and .85 for the dismissing rating. For information
on the reliability and validity of the coding system, the convergence of in-
terview ratings with other methods of assessing adult attachment, and sta-
bility of the interview ratings, see Bartholomew and Shaver (in press),
Griffin and Bartholomew (1994a, 1994b), and Scharfe and Bartholomew
(1994).

Relationship Variables

In the time 1 questionnaire, participants were asked a number of
demographic questions including length of the relationship and number of
prior separations from the recent relationship. To control for relationship
length, the number of separations was divided by relationship length. Meas-
ures concerning the nature of the abuse (both physical and psychological)
were also collected at time 1.

The Conflict Tactics Scale

The CTS (CTS; Straus, 1979) contains three subscales: reasoning (3
items), verbal aggression (7 items), and violence (10 items). For the pur-
poses of this study, only the violence subscale was used. Potential conflict
behaviors are listed and respondents are asked how often they and their
partners have used these behaviors during the past year, ranging from
a = never, to e = 6-10 times, to g = more than 21 times. Thus, a score
for both receipt of abuse and infliction of abuse is calculated. In the vio-
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lence subscale, items range in severity from "Threw, smashed, hit, or kicked
something" to "Beat up the other one" and finally, "Used a gun or a knife."
Items in the violence subscale were summed to produce an overall score
of received and inflicted physical abuse.

The Psychological Maltreatment of Women Inventory

This scale (PMWI; Tolman, 1989) provides an extensive assessment of
non-physical abuse. These items are rated from 1 = never to 5 = very
frequently and form two subscales: dominance/isolation (26 items), and
emotional/verbal abuse (23 items). Dominance/isolation items indicate rigid
adherence to traditional sex roles ("My partner became upset if dinner,
housework, or laundry was not done when he thought it should be"), de-
mands for subservience ("My partner demanded obedience to his whims"),
and isolation from resources ("My partner refused to let me work outside
of the home"). The emotional/verbal items include withholding emotional
resources ("My partner withheld affection from me"), verbal attacks ("My
partner put down my physical appearance"), and degrading behavior ("My
partner treated me like I was stupid"). Cronbach's alphas for the two
subscales in the present sample were .82 for the dominance/isolation
subscale and .93 for the emotional /verbal subscale.

Separation Resolution Variables

Separation resolution variables were collected from the questionnaire
at time 2 in order to assess these women's feelings and behaviors about
the separation 6 months after the event.

Continuing Emotional Involvement Scale

The CEI (Dutton and Painter, 1993) scale is a 20-item measure
adapted from Kitson (1982) and NiCarthy (1982). The Kitson scale is com-
posed of a bereavement aspect of separation (e.g., "I spend a lot of time
still thinking about him"), and the NiCarthy scale adds an element of ide-
alized obsession with the partner (e.g., "No one could ever understand him
the way I do," and "Without him I have nothing to live for"). Subjects are
asked to respond to these statements as 1 = not at all my feelings, to 5
= very much my feelings. High scores on this measure indicate a continuing
obsession with the partner. Cronbach's alpha for the entire scale in this
sample was .93.
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Continuing emotional involvement was also examined with two addi-
tional questions. Participants were asked to rate the degree to which they
felt they were moving emotionally closer to their partner or emotionally
further away (1 = moving closer, to 5 = moving away). A second question
asked participants the degree to which they endorsed the following state-
ment: "I still love my partner and I want to get back together" (1 = strongly
disagree to 4 = strongly agree).

Contact

Subjects were asked if they had contact with their partner within the
last 6 months (0 = no, 1 = yes), and the reasons for the contact (children,
business, social, or other) (Dutton and Painter, 1993). The reasons for con-
tact were included in order to indicate whether the contact was unavoid-
able, such as business or custody issues, or social, which may be a more
accurate indicator of lack of separation resolution. Hence contact was re-
coded as 0 = no social contact, or 1 = social contact. Finally, participants
were asked if they had been, or were currently, sexually involved with their
partner during the last 6 months (0 = no, 1 = yes).

DATA ANALYSIS

With Bartholomew's attachment coding system, continuous ratings for
each of the four attachment patterns are available, as well as categories.
Rather than using the attachment categories to conduct group analyses, we
used the continuous ratings to calculate correlations for several reasons.
Theoretically, there was no reason to believe that there would be an even
distribution among the four attachment categories. In fact, we had hypothe-
sized that positive self-dimension patterns would be under-represented.
Continuous ratings allowed us to examine associations with all attachment
patterns in a predominantly insecure sample. For example, the mean se-
curity rating in this group of abused women was 2.98 on a 9-point scale.

We ran the analyses looking at the two samples of participants sepa-
rately—those that came from transition houses and spouses of abusive hus-
bands in treatment, and those that responded to the newspaper
advertisement. Results for the transition house sample, the advertisement
sample, and the combined sample were generally consistent. Thus, here we
present the findings for the combined sample.
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RESULTS

Attachment Ratings

As expected, attachment patterns associated with a positive self-model
showed low mean values (2.98 for the secure, and 2.41 for the dismissing),
and attachment patterns associated with a negative self-model had higher
mean values (4.21 for fearful, and 4.81 for preoccupied). Correspondingly,
21 women were rated as predominantly fearful (35%), 31 as preoccupied
(53%), 4 as secure (7%), and 3 as dismissing (5%). Thus, 88% had a pre-
dominant attachment pattern with a negative self-model.

Abuse Ratings

The mean for the receipt of abuse in the violence subscale of the Con-
flicts Tactics Scale was 3.96 (SD = 4.5). This mean places this sample be-
yond the 95th percentile according to population norms published by Straus
(1979). Ninety six percent of the women had experienced at least some
violence from their partners. The mean for the infliction of abuse in the
violence subscale was .57 (SD =1.60). The mean for the dominance/isola-
tion subscale of the Tolman was 69.75 (SD = 29.12), and the mean for the
emotional/verbal subscale was 89.03 (SD = 19.1). These means are com-
parable to those reported by Tolman (1989) for a sample of women whose
partners had been clients in a domestic violence programme.

Attachment Ratings and Relationship Variables

The associations between attachment ratings and relationship variables
for the entire sample are shown in Table I. There were no significant as-
sociations between security and any of the abuse variables. An unhypothe-
sized and counter-intuitive finding was the relationship between security
and longer relationship length (r = .34, p < .01). As hypothesized, preoc-
cupation was related to shorter relationship length (r = -.45 , p < .001)
and more frequent separations from the current relationship (r = .30, p
<. 01). Also as hypothesized, fearfulness was related to longer relationship
length (r = .24, p < .05), but not related to fewer previous separations.
An unhypothesized finding was the association between fearfulness and re-
ceipt of greater physical abuse (r = .23, p < .05).

Though we had not made specific predictions concerning dis-
missingness and relationship variables, dismissingness was negatively related
to the dominance/isolation subscale of the Tolman (r = -.23, p < .05).
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Thble I. Associations Between Attachment Ratings and Relationship Variablesa

Relationship Variables

Relationship length
Previous separations
Physical abuse (CTS)

Receipt of abuse
Infliction of abuse

Psychological abuse (Tolman)
Dominance/isolation
Emotional/verbal

Attachment Ratings

Secure

.34**
-.04

-.04
-.01

-.05
-.13

Fearful

.24*
-.16

.23*

.07

.06

.04

Preoccupied

-.45***
.30**

-.13
.11

.08

.06

Dismissing

.04
-.17

.02
-.03

-.23*
-.11

aSample sizes vary from 53 to 59. + p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Attachment Ratings and Separation Resolution

Table II shows the associations between attachment ratings and sepa-
ration resolution variables. The hypothesis that greater security would be
related to more successful separation resolution was not supported. The
one significant relationship that emerged was in a counter hypothesized
direction showing security to be positively related to social contact with
partners (r = .27, p < .05).

We had expected that preoccupation would be associated with greater
emotional involvement and more partner contact, and that fearfulness
would be negatively associated with these variables. These hypotheses re-
ceived only very limited supported. Fearfulness was negatively associated
with partner social contact (r = -.24, p < .05). Also, trends indicated that
fearfulness was positively associated with wanting more emotional distance
from partners (r = .19, p < .10), while preoccupation was negatively asso-
ciated with this variable (r = -.20, p < .10).

Secondary Analyses

It could be argued that any associations between attachment ratings
and separation resolution variables are due, in part, to the quality of the
abusive relationships that these women have left. For example, perhaps pre-
occupation is related to poorer separation resolution because these rela-
tionships are simply not as severely abusive as those of more fearful women,
therefore giving these women more hope for the future and more reason
to want to try again. Therefore, all the analyses were run again, controlling
for both physical and psychological abuse.
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lable II. Associations Between Attachment Ratings and Separation Resolution Variablesa

Separation Resolution
Variables

Emotional involvement
CEI scale
Emotional distance
Still love

Partner contact
Social
Sexual

Attachment Ratings

Secure

-.00
.06

-.03

.27*

.02

Fearful

-.13
.19+

-.08

-.24*
-.03

Preoccupied

.15
-.20+
.16

.05

.10

Dismissing

-.06
-.06
-.12

.06
-.13

aSample sizes vary from 50 to 55. + p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Table III shows the associations between attachment patterns and sepa-
ration resolution, controlling for abuse. As can be seen from this table, all
the previous relationships have held and, in some cases, new relationships
have surfaced. Though there is still no evidence of security being related
to more successful separation resolution, a stronger and more consistent
picture emerges for the insecure patterns. Consistent with predictions, pre-
occupation was related to greater involvement, both emotionally and actu-
ally, with abusive partners, while fearfulness was related to less
involvement. Specifically, preoccupation was negatively associated with
wanting emotional distance from partners (r = -.42, p < .001) and was
positively associated with still loving partners and wanting to get back to-
gether (r = .37, p < .01). Preoccupation was also positively related to sexual
contact with partners (r = .35, p < .01), and a trend linked preoccupation
with greater emotional involvement with partners (r = .22, p < .10). Also
consistent with predictions, fearfulness was positively related to wanting
emotional distance from partners (r = .39, p < .01), negatively associated
with partner social contact (r = -.32, p < .05), and a trend showed fear-
fulness to be negatively related to still loving partners and wanting to get
back together with them (r = -.21, p < .10).

DISCUSSION

The hypothesis that attachment patterns associated with a negative
self-model (fearful and preoccupied) would be over-represented in this
sample of abused women was supported. Eighty eight percent of the sample
had a predominant attachment pattern with a negative self-model, a much
higher proportion than one generally sees in non-clinical samples. Though
we had predicted an over-representation of fearful and preoccupied
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Table III. Associations Between Attachment Ratings and Separation Resolution Variables,
Controlling for Physical and Psychological Abuse

Separation Resolution
Variables

Emotional involvement
CEI scale
Emotional distance
Still love

Partner contact
Social
Sexual

Attachment Ratings

Secure

-.03
.15

-.20+

.22+
-.07

Fearful

-.19
.39**

-.21+

-.32*
-.17

Preoccupied

.22+
-.42***
.37**

.19

.35**

Dismissing

.03
-.14
-.06

.05
-.11

an = 47. +p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

women, we did not anticipate the disproportionately larger numbers of pre-
occupied women compared to fearful (preoccupied = 53% vs. fearful =
35%). The first and most obvious explanation for this finding is self selec-
tion. It is highly consistent with the approach orientation of the prototypical
preoccupied individual to want to talk about their problems, and of the
prototypically fearful to do the opposite. Thus, it is not surprising that in
this sample we see more preoccupied women than fearful. A second, and
less obvious, explanation may be that fearful women do not leave abusive
relationships as readily as preoccupied women do. The finding that fear-
fulness is associated with longer relationship length suggests that these
women may have a more difficult time leaving initially. However, once they
do leave, it is possible that they may not have the kind of disposition that
draws them back in. The preoccupied individual, on the other hand, may
be more adept at getting out (as the findings linking preoccupation to more
frequent separations and shorter relationship length would suggest) and,
unfortunately, getting back in.

The hypotheses that security would be associated with less abuse and
more successful separation resolution were not supported. There were no
significant associations in the expected directions between security and any
of the relationship or separation resolution variables. Though continuous
measures provide some variability that would not be apparent using cate-
gorical measures, the low mean ratings and restricted range of the security
ratings may explain in part why relationships did not emerge here.

We also hypothesized that preoccupation would be positively related
to continuing involvement with partners and less successful separation reso-
lution, while fearfulness would be negatively related to these variables.
These hypotheses received only limited support in the original analyses.
However, when the effects of abuse were partialled out, preoccupation was
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positively related to three of the five separation resolution variables, and
one more variable showed a trend in the expected direction. Fearfulness
was negatively related to two of the five separation resolution variables,
and one more variable showed a trend supporting the hypothesis that fear-
fulness would be related to less involvement with partners. In addition, pre-
occupation was related to shorter relationship length and more frequent
previous separations, and fearfulness was associated with longer relation-
ship length.

Thus, overall, there was some evidence that preoccupation may be re-
lated to less successful separation resolution. Shorter relationships coupled
with frequent leave-takings and reconciliations seem to trap these women
in an ambivalent struggle of leaving and returning several times throughout
the course of the abusive relationship. Perhaps preoccupied women tend
to use leaving as a strategy to induce changes in the relationship, whereas
fearful women may leave solely to end the relationship. This hypothesis is
consistent with Smith and Chalmers' (1984) findings that multiple leavers
have as their primary objective a desire to stop the violence, whereas single
leavers have as their aim a re-evaluation of the relationship or a desire to
establish their own residence. The ambivalent struggle of the prototypical
preoccupied individual is clearly illustrated in this interview excerpt: "I want
to leave my husband so badly, but I don't want to want to leave."

Though these results suggest that individual differences in attachment
may be associated with greater or lesser vulnerability for returning to abu-
sive partners, we cannot determine from these findings whether attachment
patterns are formed before, or as a result of, the violence. Attachment the-
ory does not posit that individuals necessarily follow a set path with models
fixed from childhood experiences. Rather, Bowlby's theory allows for in-
fluences from the environment, in particular the abusive partner, which
serve to guide and shape internal working models. It could be that these
models are formed as a consequence of adult attachment relationships that
have little to do with childhood experiences. In a retrospective study such
as this, it is impossible to determine whether a woman with an insecure
attachment pattern finds herself in an abusive relationship because it is
consistent with her negative self-model, or if her model changes as a result
of having been with an abusive partner. Most likely, both past and current
experiences serve to create, shape, and maintain attachment repre-
sentations. Low frequencies of secure and dismissing individuals found in
this study suggest that the more positive the self-model, the less the like-
lihood of becoming involved with abusive partners initially and the greater
the likelihood of leaving the relationship at the first indication of abuse.
However, once the relationship has become abusive, the victim is likely to
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become more insecure over time, regardless of her initial attachment pat-
tern:

Over the process of time ... it happens slowly. There is the honeymoon stage and
then he slowly knocks the energy, the self-esteem, the self-worth. And so pretty
soon I'm on the floor dying, and so it's really hard to see that there is a way ou t . . .
I was knocked so far down that the 'ways out' closed down. (Study participant)

Unfortunately, our findings do not address the risk of returning to abu-
sive relationships beyond the six month follow-up. Painter (1985) comments
that abused women are typically categorized according to their decision to
leave or to stay, though the decision process itself is fluid and dynamic.
This study only addresses the relative success of leaving abusive partners
in the short term. Which pattern may be more adaptive in the longer term
is a question for future research. In a study of 300 abused women, Okun
(1986) found that on average women left and returned five times before
the final termination of the relationship. Okun and other researchers (see
also Ulrich, 1991) suggest that through this extended leave-taking process
a woman can test both her situational and emotional resources until she
is convinced that she can manage on her own. Maybe the preoccupied in-
dividual's ability to leave and return several times throughout the relation-
ship may be the very factor that eventually precipitates her success. Yet
another factor that might mediate preoccupied women getting out of abu-
sive relationships is their willingness to utilize available social support
(Bartholomew et al., 1995). In this study, only four women returned to their
partners at the 6-month follow-up: two with predominantly preoccupied
profiles, and two with predominantly fearful profiles. Subsequent research
could look at not only how these decisions to leave or stay have fluctuated
over time, but also how those decisions have impacted on the attachment
profiles that we see years after the initial separation.

Future research also needs to look at both partners in the abusive
relationship. Initial investigations looking at abusive men from an attach-
ment perspective indicate that the two attachment patterns associated with
a negative self-model (preoccupied and fearful) show moderate to strong
correlations with partners' reports of psychological and physical abuse
(Dutton et al., 1994). Dutton et al. explain these findings from an attach-
ment perspective, suggesting that assaultive men's violent episodes are a
protest behavior precipitated by the perceived threat of abandonment by
their partners who function as their primary attachment figures. The at-
tachment system is thus activated in order to regain the attachment figure.
It is noteworthy that the negative self-model also predominates in the vic-
tims of abuse. Here, the negative self-model of the preoccupied and fearful
patterns serves to exacerbate the conditions necessary for traumatic bond-
ing to operate. The power relationship can easily become pathologically
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unbalanced when the abused woman feels that she is unworthy of her as-
saulter, and her assaulter (who also holds a negative view of himself) seizes
this advantage to live out the illusion of his own power. Intermittency of
abuse is likely to have a stronger impact still on a women who holds not
only a negative model of herself, but a positive model of others. Not only
is this kind of woman more likely to believe that violence is justifiable, but
she is also more likely to trustingly respond to her partner's affection and
apologies that typically occur after the violent episodes (Walker, 1979).

Thus, to fully understand the dynamics of abusive relationships, it will
be necessary to look at both partners. Berscheid's (1983) work on emotions
and couple interactions offers insight as to how couples' behavioral reper-
toires can become increasing interconnected over time, where particular
behaviors of one individual will illicit predictable patterns of behavior from
his or her partner. This meshing or linking process may play a mediating
role in attachment processes and women's separation from abusive part-
ners. Consistent with this perspective, Mayseless (1991) has suggested that
an individual with an insecure attachment pattern will more readily exhibit
violence in relationship with a partner having a "complementary triggering
pattern" (p. 24). For example, the explosive episodes exhibited by a fearful
man when he feels threatened that his partner is drawing away from him
may well be exacerbated by a fearful partner who reacts to his over-control
by increasing withdrawal.

Though this study offers information about what kinds of women may
be at higher risk for returning to an abusive relationship, certain caveats
must be considered. First, the sample is necessarily selective, although this
limitation has been somewhat circumvented by recruiting from a variety of
sources (advertisements, shelters, and intervention programmes). Second,
since this study was adapted from a larger project with different research
questions in mind at its conception, the design and measures used were
not always ideal. For example, the questionnaire package did not ade-
quately assess external resources, such as social and economic support, that
may have mediated the process of women's separation from abusive part-
ners. Clearly, future research needs to look at the role of both internal
and external variables, and their interaction, in the study of attachment
relationships. It would also have been preferable to have had multiple in-
dicators of attachment, ideally including self report and partner report
measures to supplement the interview ratings (cf. Griffin and Bartholomew,
1994a,b). Results may also have been complicated by the timing of the in-
terview, as it occurred at the peak of a major life transition. Transition has
been theorized to be a time when internal working models are particularly
susceptible to change (Main et al., 1985; Scharfe and Bartholomew, 1994)
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and thus potentially a less than ideal time for measuring attachment pat-
terns.

Finally, though this study focused primarily on psychological variables
that leave women at risk for returning to an abusive relationship, this is
not to suggest that environmental factors such as economic stability and
the availability of social support networks are unimportant variables for
women facing the decision of returning. Crittenden and Ainsworth (1989)
suggest that attachment theory allows for an integration of interpersonal
and environmental events which influence the development of attachment
relationships.

The advantage of combining these perspectives in the context of ... attachment is
that risk status can be considered to vary across both families and time depending
upon individuals' past experiences, current contextual factors, and developmental
processes as well as random (or unexpected) events, without collapsing the model
into an overly simplistic everything-is-interconnected approach. (p. 434)

The fact that the attachment system integrates both past and present in-
terpersonal and environmental events is most clearly demonstrated when
examining instances of intergenerational discontinuity of abusive relation-
ships. Clearly, questions concerning the family history of abused individuals
need to be addressed in order to more fully understand to what extent
these maladaptive patterns change over the life span. There is evidence
that those in abusive relationships are more likely to have had a history of
child abuse themselves (Gelles, 1972; Strauss, 1979). However, many indi-
viduals from punitive backgrounds do not end up in abusive relationships
(Fleming, 1979). These examples of discontinuity of abuse suggest that the
internal working model has changed, perhaps as a result of a mediating
attachment relationship (Egeland et al., 1988). The idea that insecure at-
tachment representations may be changed by the positive influence of a
secure relationship, as Bowlby and others have suggested (1973; Egeland
et al., 1988), has potential utility in guiding future clinical intervention and
treatment.
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