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Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969) posits that humans have an inherent
biological need for an emotional bond with a caregiver. Subsequent research
has confirmed that this early-life relationship is pivotal in shaping human de-
velopment (Cassidy & Shaver, 1999; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2007). It signifi-
cantly influences socio-emotional functioning and the ability to form relation-
ships (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). In attachment research, Fraley (2002) and
Fraley et al. (2011) have distinguished two perspectives on the mechanisms
underlying attachment stability and change. The first, the prototype perspec-
tive, assumes that attachment representations form a prototype that shapes
attachment patterns throughout life. Bowlby (1969) hypothesized that this is
because the core element of the attachment system is the Internal Working
Models (IWMs), which consist of mental representations regarding oneself
and others. Research (Fraley, 2007; Pierce & Lydon, 2001; Rosenthal & Kobak,
2010) has demonstrated that IWMs related to different individuals are varied.
These IWMs are organized hierarchically, containing stable elements (global
attachment style) and current representations specific to each relationship.

Traditionally, the literature identifies the mother as the primary caregiver.
However, recent cultural shifts have altered the roles of men and women within
the family. Studies indicate that couples now equally desire to care for their
children (Centrum Badania Opinii Spotecznej, 2013), and the role of fathers in
child-rearing is becoming increasingly prevalent (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al.,
2019). Contrary to stereotypical portrayals, men not only seek relationships but
also wish to fulfil the role of fathers (Mrozowicz-Wronska et al., 2023). This
shift has led to increased research focus on attachment to fathers in recent years
(e.g., Cowan et al., 2019; Di Folco et al., 2017; Gambin et al., 2021). Co-
parenting positively impacts partners’ well-being and reduces stress levels
(Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2016), facilitating optimal parenting (Bonds et al.,
2002). The involvement of both parents in a child’s life benefits both the child
and the romantic relationship. However, the extent to which attachment is
shaped through interaction with the father versus the mother remains unclear.

Research findings regarding differences in attachment to fathers and moth-
ers are inconclusive. Some studies indicate consistency in attachment to both
parents, suggesting that children who feel secure in their relationship with
their mother rarely exhibit insecurity in their relationship with their father.
Conversely, insecure attachment is often felt towards both parents (Fox et al.,
1991; Goossens & van IJzendoorn, 1990; Steele et al., 1996). Other studies,
however, emphasize the particular importance of maternal sensitivity, which
is a predictor of a child’s sense of security in situations of pain or fear in young



FATHER OR MOTHER: WHO IS ASSOCIATED WITH ATTACHMENT? 415

children (Belsky, 1999; Solomon & George, 1999). The mother’s role focuses
on understanding the child’s needs, emotional atonement, and providing a
sense of security (Czub, 2014). In contrast, the father’s role typically involves
encouraging the child to explore and accompanying them during play (Gross-
mann et al., 2002). Research highlights the significance of the early father—
child relationship in child development, showing that paternal sensitivity and
involvement are associated with the proper development of social, cognitive,
and emotional competencies (Grossmann et al., 2005).

Few studies address the specificity of attachment styles divided by gender.
Disrupted attachment between fathers and daughters can lead to various psy-
chological disorders (Saunokonoko et al., 2022). The influence of parental at-
tachment is evident throughout life. Women whose fathers did not participate
in caregiving tend to mature faster and show reduced interest in forming last-
ing relationships (Webster et al., 2014). The absence of a father during child-
hood in men is associated with increased aggression and decreased parental
effort in adulthood (Draper & Harpending, 1982). Studies (Fermani et al.,
2019) confirm that differences in attachment to fathers and mothers differen-
tially impact romantic relationships.

The hierarchical specificity of attachment styles forms the basis for func-
tioning in adult relationships. It is generally accepted that individuals who
develop a secure attachment pattern in early childhood continue this pattern
in romantic relationships. Similarly, insecure attachment styles also persist
(Bretherton & Munholland, 2008; Fraley & Roisman, 2019; Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2016). While some stability in attachment styles over time is sug-
gested, IWMs undergo dynamic interaction influenced by the activation of
specific structures. This allows attachment to be viewed both as a stable per-
sonality trait and as a state dependent on the content activated in a particular
relationship (Marszat, 2014). Research shows that individuals have both a
general working model of attachment guiding their reactions in various rela-
tionships and specific working models of attachment influencing interactions
in specific relationships (Ross & Spinner, 2001).

Although there are studies on the specificity of attachment to significant
figures (e.g., Cowan, 2019; Doyle & Markiewicz, 2009; Fraley et al., 2015),
which have confirmed their link to various emotional difficulties (e.g., de
Minzi, 2010; Saunokonoko et al., 2022), there is still a lack of information on
their association with romantic relationships. This raises the question of
whether specific attachment styles to fathers and mothers can shape attach-
ment to a partner. Current research does not allow for hypotheses on this topic.
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In this study, it was hypothesized that there would be a negative correlation
between insecure specific attachment styles and relationship satisfaction. Nu-
merous studies have shown the negative impact of insecure attachment styles
on romantic relationship satisfaction (e.g., Candel & Turliuc, 2019; Li &
Chan, 2012; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2015). Avoidant attachment styles in men
are significantly associated with a preference for short-term relationships,
while insecure attachment styles in women influence the tendency to seek
other women’s partners to fulfill sexual needs (Schmitt & Jonason, 2015).
However, approximately 30% of individuals change their attachment pattern
due to experiences (Senator, 2010). Studies on couples have shown that 22%
of participants changed their attachment style from insecure (anxious or
avoidant) to secure (Crowell et al., 2002). Modification of attachment styles
depends directly on the specific relationship, and the content of IWMs can
change based on the nature of the relationship (Manthos, 2016). This suggests
that relationship satisfaction can moderate attachment. Studies have shown
that reducing anxiety and avoidance in specific attachment in couples is sig-
nificantly associated with increased relationship satisfaction (Burgess Moser
et al., 2015). As relationships progress, the level of avoidance in attachment
to the partner decreases (Umemura et al., 2018). It is assumed that in the pre-
sent study, relationship satisfaction will also moderate the negative associa-
tion between insecure attachment styles and adult attachment. In attachment
research, gender differences have been found in how attachment styles are
experienced and their association with romantic relationships. According to
Mikulincer and Shaver (2007), women may be more emotionally affected by
insecure attachment styles, particularly in relation to their mothers, which
could influence their romantic relationships. In contrast, men may experience
attachment-related issues differently, with attachment to fathers playing a cru-
cial role in shaping their relationship dynamics (Bureau et al., 2017). These
gender differences suggest that gender may moderate the association between
attachment styles and romantic attachment, making it an important factor in
understanding the attachment process.

Although attachment patterns may change under the influence of new expe-
riences, the basic prototype remains stable. This study adopted the prototype
perspective, assuming that attachment representations form a prototype that
continues to influence attachment patterns throughout life. The research tools
used, based on retrospective assessment, make it possible to capture both stable
elements of attachment and the influence of life experiences, highlighting the
interaction between the stability and variability of attachment over the lifespan.
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The cross-sectional study examined whether the retrospective assessment of at-
tachment to parents is associated with attachment to a partner (H1). It was also
examined whether and how insecure attachment styles, developed in relation-
ships with the father and mother (measured retrospectively), are associated with
attachment to a romantic partner (H2). The hypothesis presented in the literature
regarding the negative correlation between retrospectively assessed insecure at-
tachment styles from childhood and romantic relationship satisfaction (H3) was
tested. Finally, the hypothesis that romantic relationship satisfaction can mod-
erate the negative association of insecure attachment styles developed in child-
hood with partner attachment (H4) was examined. Additionally, it was explored
whether gender moderates the relationship between insecure attachment styles
developed in relationships with parents and partner attachment (HS5), with dif-
ferent mechanisms affecting this relationship depending on gender.

METHOD
Participants and Procedure

The sample consisted of 309 adults ranging in age from 18 to 74 years
(M =37.51, SD = 12.39). The gender distribution was 55% female (N = 170)
and 45% male (N =139). All participants were in romantic relationships,
64.6% of them in marital unions and 35.4% cohabiting. The duration of these
relationships varied from 1 month to 50 years (M =11, SD = 10.27). The re-
search was conducted in Poland from June 2019 to June 2020. It was approved
by the Ethics and Research Committee of the Faculty of Psychology at the
SWPS University, Warsaw (approval no. 24/2019). Respondents were re-
cruited in a large university in Central Europe through a research company
remunerated for their participation. The study was conducted via an internet
platform:. The respondents completed the following questionnaires: a socio-
demographic data collection form, the Experiences in Close Relationship (PL)
scale for parents, the ECR-P for a romantic partner, and the Relationship
Assessment Scale RAS (PL).

Measures

We used the Relationship Assessment Scale (RAS; Hendrick, 1988),
adapted for Polish by Natora (2011). This measure contains seven questions
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on key global aspects of a relationship. Respondents respond on a 5-point Lik-
ert scale (1 = never to 5 = very often/very much). A higher overall score rep-
resents higher relationship satisfaction. The internal consistency (Cronbach’s
a) of the Polish version of the RAS ranged from .89 to .92 (Kuncewicz &
Jaskowska, 2018; Natora, 2011; Papinska & Kuncewicz, 2021), while in this
study it was .91.

The Experiences in Close Relationships questionnaire (ECR; Brennan et
al., 1998), adapted for Polish by Stawska (2011), assesses attachment in ro-
mantic relationships along two dimensions: anxiety and avoidance. This in-
strument consists of 36 statements related to various experiences in a romantic
partnership. Respondents rate each statement on a 7-point scale, ranging from
1 (I strongly disagree) to 7 (I strongly agree). The internal consistency
(Cronbach’s a) for the Polish version of the ECR ranged from .85 to .91 for
avoidance and from .86 to .90 for anxiety (Stawska, 2010). In this study it
reached .91 for avoidance and .90 for anxiety.

The ECR for parents (ECR; Brennan et al., 1998), adapted for Polish by
Marchwicki (2004), assesses attachment in relationships on two dimensions:
anxiety and avoidance. This tool comprises 20 statements related to experi-
ences in a relationship with the mother and another 20 related to the father.
Respondents rate each statement on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 (I strongly
disagree) to 7 (I strongly agree). Scores are calculated by summing the re-
sponses for all items on the scale. Higher scores indicate a greater intensity of
the attachment style. The internal consistency (Cronbach’s a) of the Polish
version of the scale was .89 for avoidance and .68 for anxiety in the relation-
ship with the mother, and .92 for avoidance and .82 for anxiety in the relation-
ship with the father (Marchwicki, 2004). In this study it was .92 for avoidance
and .87 for anxiety in the relationship with the mother, and .91 for avoidance
and .91 for anxiety in the relationship with the father.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 27.0. Descriptive statistics
and regression analyses were performed. Significance was assessed at the
level of .05. To address the non-normal distribution of some variables and
ensure the robustness of the results, bootstrapping methods were employed.
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RESULTS
Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 depicts descriptive statistics for analysed variables, i.e. mean values,
standard deviations, minimum and maximum values, and the values of Kolmogo-
rov—Smirnov test for normality of variables distributions.

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Interval Variables

Tool Variables M SD Min. Max. K-S p
ECR Parents—anxious 3.71 1.22 1.00 6.70 .04 .200
Parents—avoidant 3.78 1.22 1.00 6.75 .05 .200
Mother—anxious 3.85 1.25 1.00 690 .04 .200
Mother—avoidant 3.10 1.26 91 627 .07 .003
Father—anxious 3.53 1.35 1.00 6.82 .05 .066
Father—avoidant 4.15 1.46 1.00 7.00 .06 .020
ECR-P Partner—anxious 4.04 1.29 1.00 6.83 .05 .045
Partner—avoidant 2.38 1.06 94 639 .09 .001
RAS Satisfaction with relationship 4.04 74 1.14 500 .15 .001

Statistically significant differences between the normal distribution and the
distributions of avoidance in the relationship with the mother and the father, the
variables anxious and avoidance in the relationship with a partner and the distribu-
tion of satisfaction with relationship were detected. Therefore, further analyses
were performed with the use of the bootstrap method.

Attachment to Parents and Attachment to Partner

Table 2 presents 95% confidence intervals for one-tailed Pearson correlation co-
efficients calculated with the use of the bootstrap method between the indicators of
the attachment to parents and the attachment to a partner. Statistically significant
correlations are marked in bold.
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Table 2
Correlation Coefficients Between Attachment to Parents and Attachment to Partner
Variables 2. 3. 4.
1. Parents—anxious -.07, .18 45, .64 .21, .43
2. Parents—avoidant - -.02,.23 .20, .41
3. Partner—anxious - .22, .46

4. Partner—avoidant —
Note. The values are 95% confidence intervals calculated using the bootstrap method.
Statistically significant correlations are marked in bold.

The level of anxiety inherent in the relationship with a partner correlated
positively with avoidance. Also, anxious and avoidant attachment in the rela-
tionship with the parents correlated positively with avoidant attachment in the
relationship with a partner. Anxious attachment in the relationship with par-
ents correlated positively with anxious attachment to a partner. Moreover,
avoidant attachment in the relationship with the parents correlated positively
with anxious attachment to a partner.

Table 3 presents 95% confidence intervals for Pearson correlation coeffi-
cients between the indicators of attachment to a partner and indicators of at-
tachment to the mother and the father in the group of women and in the group
of men. Confidence intervals were calculated with the use of the bootstrap
method. Statistically significant correlations are marked in bold.

Table 3
Correlation Coefficients Between Attachment to Partner and Attachment to Mother and
Father in Both Female and Male Groups

Women 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.
1. Father—anxious -.16, .15 .64, .81 —-.24, .08 .29,.57 .08, .38
2. Father—avoidant - .06, .36 .33,.59 -.01,.32 .16, .44
3. Mother—anxious - -.11,.22 29, .57 .16, .46
4. Mother—avoidant - -.20, .16 A1, .44
5. Partner—anxious - .16, .51
6. Partner—avoidant -

Men 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.
1. Father—anxious -.10, .29 .73, .89 -.21,.14 .46, .68 .19, .52
2. Father—avoidant - .04, .35 35, .67 .02, .31 —-.04, .30
3. Mother—anxious - -.20, .15 .53,.75 .20, .51
4. Mother—avoidant - -.13, .26 .14, .46
5. Partner—anxious - 21,.51

6. Partner—avoidant -
Note. 95% confidence intervals for Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated using the
bootstrap method. Statistically significant correlations are marked in bold.
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In the group of women, anxious attachment to the father was positively
correlated with anxious attachment to the mother. Avoidant attachment to the
father correlated positively with both anxious and avoidant attachment to the
mother. Furthermore, anxious attachment to the partner was positively associ-
ated with anxious attachment to both parents. Avoidant attachment to the part-
ner was also positively correlated with both anxious and avoidant attachment
to the father and the mother.

In the group of men, anxious attachment to the father was positively corre-
lated with anxious attachment to the mother. Avoidant attachment to the father
showed positive correlations with both anxious and avoidant attachment to the
mother. Additionally, anxious attachment to the partner was positively related
to both anxious and avoidant attachment to the father, as well as anxious at-
tachment to the mother. Avoidant attachment to the partner was positively cor-
related with anxious and avoidant attachment to the mother.

Next, the hypothesis regarding a positive association between insecure at-
tachment in the relationship with the mother and the father and attachment in
adulthood was verified.

Table 4 presents the mean values of the attachment indicators in relation-
ships with parents and a partner, for both women and men. The statistical sig-
nificance of the differences were verified with the Student’s #-test for inde-
pendent samples. The statistical significance was calculated on the basis of
the bootstrap method.

Table 4
Mean Values of Indicators of Attachment in Relationships With Parents and With Partner

Acquired in Both Female and Male Groups
Women (n = 170) Men (n = 139)

Variables M SD M SD t df P

Parents—anxious 3.75 1.21 3.66 1.24 .60 302 551
Parents—avoidant 3.87 1.33 3.87 1.07 1.45 301.89  .149
Partner—anxious 4.13 1.33 3.93 1.24 1.33 302 .184
Partner—avoidant 2.39 1.08 2.36 1.04 21 302 .832
Father—anxious 3.51 1.34 3.54 1.37 -.16 302 .873
Father—avoidant 4.29 1.56 3.97 1.29 1.99 30198 .047
Mother—anxious 3.92 1.27 3.76 1.22 1.16 302 249
Mother—avoidant 3.13 1.41 3.07 1.06 47 299.82  .642

Avoidant attachment in the relationship with the father was significantly
higher in the female group.
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Role of Satisfaction With Relationship

Table 5 presents 95% confidence intervals for Pearson correlation coeffi-
cients between relationship satisfaction and indicators of attachment to a part-
ner, as well as attachment to one’s parents, for women, men, and the total
sample. The confidence intervals were calculated using the bootstrap method.
Statistically significant correlations are marked with a bold font.

Table 5
Correlation Coefficients Between Satisfaction With Relationship and the Indicators of
Attachment to Partner and the Indicators of Attachment to Parents

Satisfaction with relationship

Attachment Women Men Total

Parents—anxious -.30, —.03 -.29, .08 -.25,-.03
Parents—avoidant =32, —-.01 -37,—-.04 =29, -.07
Partner—anxious —.48, —.20 -37,-.03 -.40, .18
Partner—avoidant -.59, -.30 —.63, —.38 -.57,-.38
Father—anxious —-24, .04 -.31, .05 -.22,-.01
Father—avoidant -38, —.01 =29, .02 =31, -.05
Mother—anxious -34, —.07 -24, .12 -.26, —.03
Mother—avoidant -.26, .08 -39, -.07 -.25,-.02

Note. 95% confidence intervals for Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated using
the bootstrap method. Statistically significant correlations are marked in bold.

The indicators of anxiety and avoidance correlated negatively with satis-
faction with relationship. This applies to both the attachment styles in rela-
tionships with parents and partners. There was no significant correlation be-
tween anxious attachment in relationships with parents and relationship satis-
faction in the group of men. However, in the group of women, both avoidant
attachment in relationships with the father and anxious attachment in relation-
ships with the mother were negatively correlated with relationship satisfac-
tion. In the group of women avoidant attachment in the relationship with the
father and anxious attachment in the relationship with the mother correlated
negatively with satisfaction with the relationship. In the group of men the
avoidance attachment within the relationship with a mother correlated nega-
tively with satisfaction with relationship.

The average relationship satisfaction score for women was 4.01 (SD = 0.79),
which was similar to the average score for men at 4.07 (SD =0.68). The
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difference between these means was not statistically significant, #(302) = —0.79,
p > .05, as determined by the bootstrap method.

The participants’ gender and satisfaction with their relationships were also
analyzed as moderators of the relationship between attachment to a parent and
a partner. The moderation level was measured with Hayes macro Process ver-
sion 3.5 (Hayes, 2018) in Model 2. Figure 1 depicts the analyzed associations
between variables.

Figure 1
Analysed Associations Between Variables

Satisfaction

. . . Gend
with relationship endet
Anxiety/Avoidance v v . Anxiety/Avoidance
Parents/Father/Mother " Partner

In order to verify whether multicollinearity between attachment styles in
the relationship with the parents and satisfaction in the current relationship
distorts the results of the moderation analysis, variance inflation factors were
calculated. They all fall within the range of 1.053 to 2.678.

Table 6 depicts the results of the moderation analysis for the association
between avoidant and anxious attachment styles in the relationship with a par-
ent and the attachment with the relationship with a partner. Satisfaction with
the relationship and gender were analyzed as moderators.
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Table 6

Gender and Satisfaction With Relationship as Moderators of Association Between Avoidant
and Anxious Attachment Styles in the Relationship With Father and Mother and Attachment
With Relationship With Partner

Father Partner—anxious Partner—avoidant
B t p B t p
Father—avoidant —.61 —2.47 .014 15 .82 416
Satisfaction with relationship -1.22 —4.78 .001 =70 -3.60 .001
Gender -.15 -34 737 33 1.00 .320
Satisfaction x father—avoidant 18 3.16 .002 .01 32 7147
Gender X father—avoidant -.01 -.02 .986 -.07 —.88 .380
R?= 131 R?= 253
Father—anxious 49 164 102 -.01 -.01 991
Satisfaction with relationship -.22 89 374 =71 -3.50 .001
Gender -.58 1.67  .096 —-.26 -.90 367
Satisfaction X father—anxious —-.05 -.83 406 .02 .39 .700
Gender x father—anxious 11 1.23 219 .08 1.02 311
R?= 307 R?= 291
Mother Partner— anxious Partner—avoidant
B t p B t p
Mother—avoidant -43  -1.33 185 46 1.91 .057
Satisfaction with relationship -.82 -329 .001 =37 —204 .042
Gender -.17 -42 673 -14 -2.04 .650
Satisfaction x mother—avoidant .10 1.37 173 -08 -1.56 120
Gender x mother—avoidant .01 .03 973 .05 .57 .566
R?=.096 R?= 281
Mother—anxious —-.08 -26 .798 —-.01 -.01 994
Satisfaction with relationship -57 -2.08 .039 =73 =317 .002
Gender -1.17  -2.92 .004 =31 -92 357
Satisfaction X mother—anxious .04 .66 512 .03 47 .641
Gender x mother—anxious .28 2.83  .005 .10 1.13 258
R>= 336 R?= 308

A statistically significant interaction between satisfaction with the relation-
ship and the avoidant attachment style in the relationship with the father was
found. According to the simple effects analysis, if the level of satisfaction with
the relationship was low, the association between avoidant attachment in the
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relationship with a father and anxious attachment in the relationship with a
partner was statistically insignificant, for both women (B = —.03, ¢ = —.45,
p =.655) and men (B =—.03, t = —.34, p = .732). However, if the level of
satisfaction with the relationship was high, the link between avoidant attach-
ment in the relationship with the father and anxious attachment in the rela-
tionship with a partner was statistically significant and positive, in both the
female group (B =.22, t =2.20, p =.004) and the male group (B = .22,
t =2.58, p = .010). A statistically significant interaction between participants’
gender and avoidant attachment in the relationship with the mother was de-
tected. According to the simple effects analysis the association between anx-
ious attachment in the relationship with the mother and anxious attachment in
the relationship with a partner was stronger in the group of women (B = .38,
t =2.58, p =.010) compared to men, where B = .22, t = 2.20, p = .004.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to examine the association between retrospec-
tively assessed insecure attachment styles towards the father and the mother
as well as adult attachment. Also, we explored whether having a secure ro-
mantic relationship moderates this association.

Although the cited literature suggests that attachment styles may exhibit
relative stability into adulthood, the present study could not confirm that due
to its cross-sectional design. However, the results of the correlational study
showed that retrospectively perceived attachment to parents is associated with
a similar perception of romantic relationships. This association may reflect
the cognitive aspects of attachment patterns, where experiencing a current,
specific attachment relationship is linked to past memories or experiences.

The study also revealed significant gender differences. In the female co-
hort, anxious attachment in adulthood was associated with retrospectively re-
ported anxious attachment styles in relationships with both the father and the
mother. Conversely, avoidant attachment in adulthood was associated with
both retrospectively reported avoidant and anxious attachment styles in rela-
tionships with both parents. These findings suggest that, in women, avoidant
attachment styles reported in relation to childhood experiences were not asso-
ciated with anxious attachment to partners in adulthood. These results align
with the conceptualization of attachment proposed by Fraley et al. (2015), who
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viewed attachment as a dimensional construct arising from various relational
experiences.

A particularly intriguing result is the lack of an association between
avoidant attachment styles in relationships with both parents and anxious at-
tachment in adulthood. It is possible that deactivation strategies characteristic
of avoidant attachment are not strongly associated with anxious attachment in
adulthood. The mere deactivation of proximity needs in childhood does not
appear to be sufficiently associated with the activation of hyperactivation
strategies in adulthood. Similarly, in the male cohort, avoidant attachment
style in the relationship with the mother was not associated with anxious at-
tachment in adulthood. The results of this study indicate a lack of association
between avoidant attachment to the mother and an anxious attachment pattern,
regardless of gender. Research by Tian, Hazen, and Jacobvitz (2023) demon-
strated that 40% of individuals form secure attachment styles with only one
parent, with 60% concordance in attachment styles between parents. Tian et
al. (2023) hypothesized that fathers are more likely to assume caregiving roles
when mothers exhibit insecure attachment styles, potentially leading to ma-
ternal withdrawal and creating more space for father—child bonding.

In the male cohort, avoidant attachment style in the relationship with the
father was not associated with avoidant attachment to a partner. These
findings differ from previous studies (Zagefka et al., 2021), which found
associations between specific insecure attachment styles to parents and
romantic attachment, though these studies did not disaggregate by gender.
These findings suggest that attachment to fathers and mothers develops
differently for women and men, supporting the hypothesis that individual
differences in adult attachment are best conceptualized and measured
dimensionally, irrespective of the type of close relationship (Fraley et al.,
2015). Cultural approaches to gender, such as different child-rearing
practices and expectations for boys and girls, might also account for these
differences (Ellemers, 2018; Richaud & de Minzi, 2006).

These findings partially support the hypothesis that satisfaction in romantic
relationships can moderate the link between insecure parental attachment
styles and attachment to a partner. However, according to attachment theory,
early attachment patterns, particularly the relationship with a caregiver, have
long-lasting effects on later romantic and social bonds. In the literature, it has
been suggested that relationship satisfaction could act as a moderator, influ-
encing how childhood attachment styles affect adult romantic relationships.
High levels of satisfaction might diminish the negative effects of insecure
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attachment styles, whereas low satisfaction might amplify these effects. For
this reason, satisfaction in relationships was treated as a moderator of the
influence of attachment styles on romantic relationships in adulthood. Thus,
Hypothesis 4 posits that relationship satisfaction moderates the relationship
between attachment to parents and attachment to a partner in adulthood.
Hypothesis 4 suggests that relationship satisfaction moderates the association
between insecure attachment styles and attachment to a partner, with higher
levels of satisfaction being linked to a weaker association between these varia-
bles. Consistent with previous research (Candel & Turliuc, 2019; Manthos,
2016; Papinska & Kuncewicz, 2021), this study found that insecure attach-
ment styles are associated with lower romantic relationship satisfaction. How-
ever, this construct and its interaction with gender are complex. In this study,
the relationship between avoidant attachment to fathers and anxious attach-
ment to partners was not significant when partners exhibited low romantic
relationship satisfaction. This relationship became significant for both genders
when romantic relationship satisfaction was high. High satisfaction in a ro-
mantic relationship is associated with greater engagement and emotional
security within the relationship. This, in turn, may be linked to a weaker
association between insecure attachment and romantic relationships (Park et
al., 2019). In the family context (e.g., relationship with the father), the impact
of insecure attachment may be less noticeable when partners report feeling
more satisfied and secure in their relationship. However, a certain level of
relationship satisfaction may be associated with greater attentiveness to the
relationship, which could encourage partners to invest in the relationship.
Individuals with insecure attachment styles often experience lower satis-
faction in romantic relationships, which may make them less attuned to rela-
tional dynamics. This view aligns with Gallegos et al. (2020), who found that
mothers are more critical of paternal caregiving behaviours during marital
conflicts, potentially leading to maternal withdrawal from the parent—child
relationship. Higher romantic relationship satisfaction may be associated with
greater attentiveness to the relationship among individuals with insecure at-
tachment, potentially linking it to hyperactivation strategies known from
avoidant attachment with fathers (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). These findings
indicate that relationship satisfaction does not moderate the relationship
between anxious attachment to fathers and insecure attachment styles in adult-
hood. While some studies suggest a stronger link between child difficulties
and insecure attachment with fathers compared to mothers (Bureau et al.,
2017), and that attachment to fathers is associated with life satisfaction, secure
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attachment to mothers remains a predictor of stronger romantic relationships
(Guarnieri et al., 2015). Meta-analyses also show that fathers may be less ef-
fective than mothers in mitigating avoidant tendencies in children through re-
sponsive interactions (Koehn & Kerns, 2018).

Differences in attachment to fathers and mothers are also evident in men-
talization capacity. Low secure attachment to fathers is significant, as attach-
ment to fathers provides an alternative perspective, fostering the development
of self-identity (Gambin et al., 2021). For women, self-esteem correlates with
attachment to fathers, while this relationship is not significant for men (Keizer
et al., 2019).

An interesting finding is the attachment of women to their mothers. This
study showed that anxious attachment styles in maternal relationships are
linked to anxious attachment to partners, with this relationship being stronger
in women. For women, maintaining a relationship often equates to ensuring
security (Buss, 2001). Individuals with anxious attachment experience contin-
ual relational uncertainty, seeking closeness and absolute acceptance from
partners (Mikulincer et al., 2003). This may reflect a pattern where insecure
attachment styles in maternal relationships are more strongly linked to anxious
attachment in daughters. This finding is supported by Molero et al. (2017),
who discovered that women’s life satisfaction is influenced by anxious attach-
ment to partners. Moreover, the increased susceptibility to interpersonal
stressors is more evident in societies with traditional gender roles, such as
Poland, where this study took place (Gambin et al., 2021).

Limitations and Future Directions

While this study provides new insights into gender differences in the expe-
rience of attachment styles in romantic relationships, it is not without limita-
tions. First, its cross-sectional and correlational design prevents any causal
inferences regarding the direction of relationships between childhood attach-
ment styles and adult attachment. Although the study shows associations be-
tween retrospectively assessed childhood attachment and romantic relation-
ships, it does not determine whether childhood attachment styles influence
adult attachment or whether other factors mediate this relationship.

Second, the study did not account for various life events that may affect
attachment patterns in adulthood, such as parenthood, relationship dissolution,
or adverse experiences (Fraley, 2019). Future research should consider these
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factors to gain a more nuanced understanding of attachment stability and
change.

Third, there was no information on the primary attachment figure in child-
hood. This distinction is important as a dominant attachment figure might
compensate for deficits arising from insecure attachment with another care-
giver. Studies suggest that fathers with secure attachment styles are more at-
tentive to their children than fathers with insecure patterns (Dinzinger et al.,
2023). However, historically, fathers were less involved in childcare (Ellem-
ers, 2017), making it difficult to evaluate their contribution to participants’
attachment experiences (Lamb, 2000).

Fourth, although the study included participants with a wide range of rela-
tionship duration—from 1 month to 50 years—this variable was not con-
trolled for in the analyses. Future research should consider the length of ro-
mantic relationships as a potential moderating or control variable, as the du-
ration of a relationship may significantly influence attachment patterns and
relationship satisfaction.

Future research could apply the latent state-trait theory (LST-R, Steyer et
al., 2015) to distinguish between stable and modifiable aspects of attachment.
Given the cross-sectional nature of the present study, it was not possible to
determine whether attachment styles remain consistent over time or are sub-
ject to change. Understanding these mechanisms may support therapists and
counselors in designing interventions aimed at improving romantic relation-
ship quality through a better understanding of attachment dynamics.
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