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Abstract
A central hypothesis of attachment theory is that infant-parent and adult-adult close relationships are similar in kind,
that is, both are secure base relationships. A focus on the secure base phenomenon creates a framework from which to
explore the function of the attachment system in adulthood. One hundred fifty-seven engaged couples were videotaped in
an interaction task discussing a problem in the relationship, and were assessed using the Secure Base Scoring System
(SBSS), a system for scoring adult behavior based on Ainsworth’s analyses of infant secure base use and parental secure
base support. Study | showed adult secure base behavior was significantly related to representations of attachment as-
sessed with the Adult Attachment Interview (Main & Goldwyn, 1994), even accounting for the effects of partner behavior.
In Study Il, the interactions were independently scored with the Rapid Marital Interaction Coding System (RMICS)
(Heyman & Vivian, 1993), a communication based scoring system. The SBSS was related to marital variables, and pre-
dicted relationship variables beyond the RMICS, especially for women. Results indicate that Ainsworth’s description of
the secure base phenomenon provides a cogent perspective on the secure base behavior of adults. The method may be
useful in exploring hypotheses of attachment theory, and in supplementing intervention strategies with distressed couples.

The secure base concept is central to Bowlby’s in-
terpretation of the notion that infant-mother and
adult-adult close relationships are similar in kind
(Freud, 1949/1953). In Bowlby’s view, both infant-
adult and adult-adult relationships are socia sys-
tems in which confidence in a partner’s availability
and responsiveness organizes exploratory and con-
tact seeking behavior, as well as a wide range of
affective and cognitive activities, across time and
context. Attachment theory is not a theory of rela-
tionshipsin general. Nor does it cover every facet of
Attachment representations. Individual differences
in early secure base behavior reflect an infant or

any particular relationship. It highlights and explains
the secure base facet of the closest relationships
across the life span.

Infants' secure base use and parents secure base
support are readily observable as the infant and young
child’s need for supervision, protection, and support
are ever present (Ainsworth & Bell, 1969; Ainsworth,
Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Pederson & Moran,
1995a, 1995h; Waters & Deane, 1985; Waters &
Gao, 1998). Traditional approaches to assessment of
attachment in childhood depend heavily on observa-
tions of secure base behavior to understand children’s
attachment-related expectations and beliefs. With the



child's expectations of their own behavior and the
tral to secure base relationships is played out cogni-
tively and over wider expanses of time and location,
and mental representations of secure base experi-
ence have become important targets of assessment.
parent's likely behavior in various situations
(Ainsworth et al. 1978; Bretherton, 1985). With
repeated experiences with the caregiver, secure base
behaviors and expectations of the young child be-
come automatic, not requiring active or conscious
reappraisal for each relevant occasion.

The child's expectations of self and other evolve
into a working model or representation of the func-
tioning and significance of close relationships. Such
models organize a person’s beliefs and expectations
about how attachment relationships operate and
what one gains from them, and guide action in at-
tachment-related situations (Bowlby, 1969/1982;
Bretherton, 1985; Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985).
Although attachment representations are theoreti-
cally open to revision as a function of significant
attachment-related experiences, they operate outside
active awareness and in the context of caregiving
interactions that are often stable and mutually rein-
forcing (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Sameroff & Chandler,
1975).

The working model concept plays an important
role in views of attachment as a life span phenome-
non, providing an understanding of developmental
change in the expression of attachment and its con-
tinuing influence on secure base behavior
(Ainsworth, 1989; Bretherton, 1985; Waters, Ham-
ilton, & Weinfield, 2000; Waters, Kondo-lkemura,
Posada, & Richters, 1991, Waters, Merrick, Tre-
boux, Crowell, & Albersheim, 2000).

Recent work in adult attachment has focused on
mental representations and on interview and self
report methods rather than on secure base behavior
per se (see Crowell, Fraley, & Shaver, 1999). This
emphasis reflects the importance of attachment rep-
resentations as organizers of adult’s secure base use
and support. Nonetheless, actual secure base use
and support remain central to research in the
Bowlby-Ainsworth tradition. Indeed, observational
studies of secure base behavior in adult relation-
ships are necessary to evaluate Bowlby’'s view of
links to infant-caregiver relationships; that is, the
idea that secure base experience in childhood leads
to the development of representations that in turn
guide secure base behavior later in life. Assessment
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of secure base behavior also provides a means of
evaluating the relevance of interview and self-report
measures to the attachment construct. Finaly, ob-
servational assessments of adult secure base behav-
ior between partners can help clarify where attach-
ment theory parallels other perspectives on close
relationships and marriage, and where it offers new
insights.

Development of the measure. Relatively few stud-
ies of attachment have utilized observations of adult
couples interactions (e.g., Cohn, Silver, Cowan,
Cowan, & Pearson, 1992; Callins & Feeney, 2000;
Kobak, 1991; Paley, Cox, & Burchinal, 1999; Riggs
& Wampler, 1999; Simpson, Rholes, & Nelligan,
1992), and no approach has been widely adopted.
Although the procedures capture behaviors consid-
ered important in attachment research (e.g., rejec-
tion vs. acceptance; sensitivity, and warmth), in
general, they broadly assess emotion and communi-
cation skills, and/or have utilized small samples,
couples in treatment, or dating college students.
There has been little attempt to evaluate secure base
behavior of adult partners in ways that articulate
closely with the conceptual and methodological
framework of infant attachment assessments. As a
result, it has been difficult to integrate theory and
data from infant and adult research into a truly
seamless life span perspective.

Compared to infants, adult secure base behavior
is relatively intermittent, can be subtle, involves
many contexts, and is often verbal. These aspects
make naturalistic observations difficult, and hence
we adopted a standardized problem-solving interac-
tion as a source of secure base behavior. Problem-
solving interactions are well-established assessment
techniques that capture critical behaviors common
to engaged and married couples, and do so in a
brief time period (Heyman et a., 2001). It was ex-
pected that the problem-solving situation would be
sufficiently taxing to activate the attachment sys-
tem, and therefore provide an opportunity to ob-
serve secure base behavior. Again in contrast to in-
fant behavior, in which the infant uses but does not
provide secure base support, adult secure base be-
havior is reciprocal (Ainsworth, 1985, 1989, 1991,
Crowell & Treboux, 1995; Weiss, 1982).

The standardized task is one in which both part-
ners raise concerns, and thus both partners are in
the position of responding to the other. In addition,
and very importantly, the task alows for ready



comparison with other methods of assessing cou-
ples interactions (see Study 2).

We developed a measure of secure base behavior
in adult partnerships that directly parallels the se-
cure base behaviors of infants and parents identified
by Ainsworth and colleagues (Ainsworth & Béll,
1969; Ainsworth et al., 1978). Drawing upon guide-
lines for assessing competence across ages (Waters
& Sroufe, 1983), the system captures global aspects
of secure base use and support and emphasizes the
meaning of behavior, rather than focusing predomi-
nantly on content and specific behaviors commonly
assessed in marital interaction research (Gottman,
1979; Heyman, Vivian, Weiss, Hubbard, & Ayerle,
1993; Weiss & Heyman, 1990). The scoring exam-
ines how well affect, cognition, and behavior are
coordinated.

In the two studies presented below, we examined
the possibility and value of assessing secure base
behavior from adult partners behaviors and conver-
sation. In the first study, we describe the secure base
scoring system, and how secure base use and sup-
port are related within individuals and within cou-
ples. We examine the construct validity of the se-
cure base scoring with respect to adult attachment
representations. In the second study, we use the se-
cure base scoring system to clarify links between the
secure base construct and key components of close
adult relationships such as communication, conflict
tactics, and feelings about the relationship. From
the point of view of attachment theory, secure base
behavior is a critical facet of close relationships that
is related to but not wholly redundant with other
relationship characteristics.

Study |
Introduction
Study | describes the scoring system, and the rela-
tions of secure base behaviors between partners,
within individuals, and by gender. The relation be-
tween secure base behavior and an established
measure of adult attachment representationsis also
examined. This association is important both theo-
retically and methodologically.

We used the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI)
(George, Kaplan, & Main, 1985; Main & Goldwyn,
1994) as the assessment of adult attachment repre-
sentations because of its clear developmental links
to attachment behavior, its stability, and its dis-
criminant validity (Crowell et al., 1996; Crowell,

Crowell et al.

Treboux, & Waters, in press; Hesse, 1999; Main et
al., 1985; Sagi et a., 1994; van | Jzendoorn, 1995;
van | Jzendoorn & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 1996;
Waters et al., 2000). A solid link between men and
women’'s AAI security and their secure base behav-
ior with a partner would help establish the validity
of the new measure, and inform us as to whether the
adult relationship is qualitatively similar to the gen-
eralized representation of attachment that hasits
originsin childhood. In its turn, the link would add
to the validity and understanding of the AAI, in-
cluding possible differences between the Dismissing
and Preoccupied classifications.

Another theoretical issue addressed in this
study, is the question of a single organizing attach-
ment system versus dual systems of caregiving and
attachment. Several theorists (Aber, Belsky, Slade,
& Crnic, 2000; Bowlby, 1969/1982; George &
Solomon, 1999) have suggested the possibility of a
separate system of caregiving related to, but not
identical with, the attachment system, instead of a
single system of attachment that organizes both se-
cure base use and support across the life span. In
infancy, the attachment system is uni-directional;
that is, the infant uses the secure base support of the
attachment figure and the attachment figure pro-
vides secure base support. Adult partnerships offer
an opportunity to examine the relation between an
individual’s ability to use support and to provide
support, because adult attachment relationships are
reciprocal in nature (Ainsworth, 1985, 1991; Crow-
ell & Treboux, 1995).

Working within the secure base framework, we
developed the following hypotheses. First, we ex-
pected men and women to be similar in their secure
base behavior, as the theory does not suggest gender
differences within the attachment system. Second,
we hypothesized that secure base use and support
within individuals emerge from a single organizing
attachment system, and hence would be highly cor-
related. Third, we anticipated that individuals clas-
sified as Secure with the AAl would be more effec-
tive in their secure base behavior with the partner
than those classified as Insecure. We anticipated
few, if any, differences among the Insecure classifi-
cations as they represent differencesin strategy, and
not differences in degree of security or effectiveness
(Main, 1990). Fourth, we examined the relation of
attachment security assessed with the AAI to secure
base behaviors controlling for other elements of the
relationship that may explain observed behavior,



such as the complementary behavior of the partner,
recent history of discord in the relationship, and
intelligence. Despite these potentialy powerful in-
fluences on interactional behavior, we anticipated
that representational security would significantly
contribute to the prediction of secure base behavior,
supporting the role of mental representations in the
continuity of the attachment.

Method
Participants

Participants were 157 engaged couples recruited
from newspaper advertisements and a wedding fair,
and assessed three months prior to their wedding
dates. Selection of engaged couples (versus dating
couples) was dictated by the need to know that they
were indeed in a close relationship, and that they
would have some degree of comparability in the
stage of the relationship and the issues faced by the
participants. The mean age of the women was 23.5
years (SD = 1.5) and of the men, 24.9 years (SD =
2.3). None of them had been married before and
none had children from this relationship or any
prior relationship. The duration of the relationships
ranged from .67 to 12.5 years (average 4.25 years,
SD = 2.1 years). On average, they had attended 14.8
years of school. The participants were mostly White
(96% White, 1% African-American, 3% Hispanic).
Seventy-five percent of participants had parents in
intact marriages, and 25% were from families in
which parents were divorced, widowed or separated.

Technical difficulties with either the audiotaped
interviews or the videotaped interactions interfered
with scoring eight couples, and five couples did not
complete the two-part assessment. Therefore, video-
taped interactions and Adult Attachment Interviews
(AAIls) were obtained for 144 couples.

Procedure

Participants attended two two-hour laboratory
sessions. They were interviewed with the AAI, and
completed questionnaires describing their relation-
shipsin the first session. They completed additional
guestionnaires in the second session and were
videotaped in the couples problem-solving interac-
tion. The measures were administered to the hus-
band and wife separately by two researchers.
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Measures

The Adult Attachment Interview (AAI)(George et
al., 1985) was used to assess the adult’s representa-
tion or state of mind regarding attachment. The in-
terview asks about childhood attachment experi-
ences with parents and the influence of those expe-
riences on personality and development. The inter-
view is scored from atranscript using scales that, in
the coder’s opinion, characterize the adult’s experi-
ence with each of higher parents. mother and father
loving, rejecting, neglecting, involving, and pres-
suring (Main & Goldwyn, 1994). A second set of
scales is used to assess state of mind and discourse
style, e.g., coherence, idealization, active anger,
derogation, and passivity. Validity and reliability of
the interview are well demonstrated (Crowell et al.,
1996; Crowell et al, 1999; Hesse, 1999; Sagi et d.,
1994; van |Jzendoorn, 1995).

Scale scores are used to assign the adult to one
of three magjor classifications: Secure/autonomous,
Insecure-Dismissing and Insecure-Preoccupied
(Main & Goldwyn, 1994). Individuals classified as
Secure believably and coherently describe diverse
childhood experiences, value attachment relation-
ships, and view attachment-related experiences as
influential to development. Adults are classified as
Insecure on the basis of incoherence in the inter-
view, i.e., they fail to integrate memories of experi-
ence with their assessments of the meaning of expe-
rience. Adults classified as Insecure-Dismissing de-
scribe a history of rejection, but deny or devalue the
impact of attachment relationships, may have diffi-
culty with recall of events, and often idealize expe-
riences. Adults classified as Insecure-Preoccupied
describe involving, even role-reversing, relation-
ships with parents, and display confusion about past
experiences. Descriptions of relationships with their
parents show active anger or passivity. Individuals
may be classified as Unresolved regarding attach-
ment-related traumas (loss or abuse) in addition to a
major classification. The traumatic experience has
not been reconciled, as evidenced by disorganized
or disoriented language used to describe the experi-
ence. A transcript may be designated Insecure-
Can’t Classify if it contains strong elements not
typically seen together in atranscript, e.g., high ide-
alization of one parent and high active anger toward
the other. Using discriminant function analysis to
assess the relative contribution of each scale to se-
curity, Waters and colleagues (Waters, Treboux,



Fyffe, & Crowell, 2001) found that coherence was
the best predictor of a continuous security score, r
=.96, p [DOL.

The interviews were audiotaped, transcribed,
and scored from the transcriptions by two coders
trained by Mary Main and Eric Hesse. Coders were
blind to al other information regarding the partici-
pant. Coders achieved 74% agreement for four clas-
sifications (Secure, Dismissing, Preoccupied, Can't
Classify) on 28% of the sample (n = 84), kappa
= .61, p 001 (agreement fo r three classifications
was 80%). Inter-rater agreement was calculated
separately for the Unresolved classification. Coders
achieved 84% agreement on the Unresolved classifi-
cation, k = .60, p [JOOL. Inter -rater agreement for
coherence was r (84) = .66, p [1001. Disagre e
ments between coders were settled by conference.

One hundred thirteen (39%) of participants were
classified as Secure (women, n = 56, men, n = 57).
Eighty-three participants (29%) were classified as
Dismissing (women, n = 32, men, n = 51), 49
(17%) as Preoccupied (women, n = 24, men, n =
25), and four as Can't Classify (1.5%)(women, n =
3, men, n = 1). Of the participants classified as Un-
resolved (13.5%), 29 were women and 10 were
men.

There was modest concordance between partners
for attachment status in this sample, 55% for three
major classifications, similar to that found in other
samples (van IJzendoorn & Bakermans-
Kranenburg, 1996), with a correlation between the
partners’ coherence scores of r = .22, p LDO1.

The Family Behavior Survey (FBS) (Posada &
Waters, 1988) assesses dimensions of relationship
functioning including the global variables of dis-
cord and happiness or satisfaction commonly used
in marital research (Touliatos, Perlmutter, &
Straus, 1990). In Study I, we used the Discord and
the Happiness Scales.

The Discord scale assesses how often in the past
six months the participant disagreed with their part-
ner on each of 18 topics (e.g., handling finances,
career decisions, affection, jealousy, dealing with
in-laws). Responses were recorded on a 5-point
scale: never, 1-3 times, 4-6 times, 7-9 times, almost
ever week and every week or more. The topics are
similar to the discord items of the Dyadic Adjust-
ment Scale (Spanier, 1976). Alpha reliability
was .88. The Happiness scale consists of one item
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asking respondents how happy they are in this rela-
tionship. Responses range from Extremely Unhappy
(score of 0) to Perfectly Happy (score of 6). The
item is identical to the general happiness item in
the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976).

The Henmon-Nelson Test of Mental Ability
(Lamke & Nelson, 1973) is a timed, paper-and-
pencil measure of general intellectual ability. It is
an established measure, most recently standardized
in 1973, that yields a single score (for reviews see
Buros, 1965; Thorndike et al., 1991). This 90-item
multiple-choice test includes vocabulary, patterns of
number sequences, and analogies and can be ad-
ministered in less than 20 minutes. Alpha reliabil-
ities range from r = .85 to .95 (Thorndike et al.,
1991). Henmon-Nelson scores correlate well with
other group test assessments of intelligence, with
grades and achievement tests (Sternberg, Conway,
Ketron, & Bernstein, 1981; Thorndike, Cunning-
ham, Thorndike, & Hagen, 1991), and the I1Q score
has been used to predict WAIS Full Scale 1Q scores
(r = .81)(Kling, Davis, & Knost, 1978). Subjects
were allowed 15 minutes to work on the test and
raw scores were used in the analyses. The range of
items completed within the 15-minute time frame
was 30 to 90, and the range of items correctly an-
swered (raw scores) was 10 to 88, with a median of
49 items correct.

Secure Base Scoring System (SBSS) for Adults
(Crowell et al., 1998). The couples were assessed
using a standard couple observation procedure
(Gottman, 1979; Gottman, Markman, & Notarius,
1977; Heyman, 2001). The Discord scale of the
Family Behavior Survey (Posada & Waters, 1988)
was used to select the topic of discussion. The re-
searchers examined the independently generated
scales and selected the topic with the highest fre-
guency of conflict reported by both partners. The
partners were asked to discuss this problem for 15
minutes and try to reach a resolution. The couples
interactions were videotaped and scored with the
Secure Base Scoring System.

We hypothesized that the behavioral components
of the secure base phenomenon in adult partner-
ships are paralel or analogous to Ainsworth's de-
scriptions of infant and parent behavior. In child-
hood, secure base behaviors of the caregiver include
active support for exploration in ordinary circum-
stances as well as responsiveness in times of stress
and danger (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Waters et al.,



1991). In complement to the caregiver’'s sensitivity,
availability, cooperation, and responsiveness, the
child signals his or her needs clearly and consis-
tently, seeking proximity and contact with the care-
giver. The child is comforted or reassured, re-
establishes equilibrium, and returns to normal activ-
ity and exploration.

The scoring system trandlates these elements
into adult behaviors. In the careseeking or secure
base use role, an adult partner optimally signals his
or her needs clearly and consistently, approaching
the other partner directly for help or support. The
support received is effectively used to re-establish
emotional equilibrium and the adult returns to nor-
mal activity and exploration. In providing secure
base support, the other partner is interested and
open to detecting signals, recognizes that the part-
ner has a need or is distressed, and correctly inter-
prets the need. He or she gives an appropriate, co-
operative response in atimely fashion that supports
and protects the well being of the partner and the
relationship as awhole.

Assessment of Secure Base Use involves scor-
ing the individual on four theoretically developed 7-
point sub-scales that guide the coder to a 7-point
summary scale used in the analyses. Although the
scales can be used in post-hoc analyses to clarify a
result, the scales are initially used to focus attention
on key components of the interaction.

The initial signal scale assesses the initial
clarity of the concern expressed by a participant. It
is analogous to the infant’s signaling of distress or
need, as is the maintenance scale described next. A
high score is given to an individua who takes the
initiative and is able to deliver the message directly
and constructively, even if manifest distressis high,
with congruence among verbal, behavioral, and
emotional expressions. The maintenance of the sig-
nal scale is based on how actively and persistently
the individual maintains a clear distress signal, and/
or becomes increasingly clear and direct in express-
ing what he/she wants or needs, if necessary. The
highest scores for signaling behaviors are given
when the adult uses an attachment or secure base
explanatory framework in their remarks, e. g., “Our
relationship is supposed to help us each be better
than we can be on our own,” or “I feel like | can't
trust you to be there for us when you spend the
money in our savings account without talking to me
first.” The approach scale refers to a direct expres-
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sion in behavior, words, and affect of the desire and
need for the response of the partner (e.g., “ 1t would
help me if you would ...”), as opposed to genera
expressions of distress or need (e.g., “I just need to
deep more.”). It is analogous to the infant’s ap-
proach and proximity seeking/contact with the at-
tachment figure. Strong approach is scored when
the secure base user clearly expects the partner
ought to be fully and directly responsive to the con-
cern. The ability to be comforted scale assesses
whether the individual responds to the partner’s
support with diminished distress and relief in the
partner's responsiveness and the resolution of the
situation, or attempts to self-soothe if the partner is
unresponsive. It is analogous to the infant's re-
sponse to comfort and return to normal behavior.
The Summary of Secure Base Use scale captures the
observer's overal impression. A high score indi-
cates that the subject conveys higher distress or
concern clearly and effectively both initialy and
throughout the discussion, approaches the partner
with the clear expectation that he/she should/will
help, and is able to make use of the partner's efforts
to help. The average inter-item correlation among
secure base use sub-scales was r = .76 for women
and r = .76 for men. The secure base use sub-scales
were highly correlated with the Summary of Secure
Base Use scale, range from r = .84 to .90 for
women, and r = .80 to .93 for men.

There are four theoretically developed 7-point
Secure Base Support sub-scales that guide the coder
to a 7-point summary scale used in the analyses.
The Interest in the partner sub-scale assesses the
individual's willingness and ability to be a "good
listener" and a catalyst in encouraging the partner
to express his’her feelings and thoughts. This be-
havior reflects a general attitude toward and regard
for the partner, and is considered analogous to
availability. The recognition of distress or concern
scale assesses awareness of the partner's distress/
needs/concern; i.e., sensitivity. The individual must
"notice" that the partner is bothered by something
when the partner expresses a concern. The interpre-
tation of distress scale assesses the individual's
"correctness' in understanding the partner's concern
or signal, and their ability to focus on the key ele-
ments rather than superficial or tangential aspects.
The responsiveness to distress scale includes: (@)
willingness or desire to help the partner, and (b)
effort and effectiveness in the attempt as shown in
the individual's behavior, words, and affective tone,



and (c) willingness to use cooperative means in-
stead of a controlling, demanding, or advising man-
ner to solve the conflict. The Summary of Secure
Base Support scale captures the overall secure base
support of the caregiver. A high score indicates in-
terest in the partner, sensitivity to the partner's dis-
tress, willingness and ability to understand the
problem, and cooperative responsiveness. The aver-
age inter-item correlation among secure base use
sub-scales was r = .86 for women and r = .86 for
men. As with the secure base use sub-scales, the
secure base support sub-scales were highly corre-
lated with the Summary of Secure Base Support
scale, range from r = .86 to .97 for women, and r
=.8310.97 for men.

When one partner raises a concern and seeks to
use the other as a secure base, the other partner is
automatically scored for secure base support. In
84% of the couples, the men and women took both
roles, and shifted back and forth between secure
base use and support in the course of the discussion.
Thus there was no significant difference between
men and women in the roles observed overall (X°
(df, 2) = 3.97, ns). For those couples (16%, n = 23)
who did not switch roles, women were more likely
to be in the support seeking role (X? (df,1) = 3.89, p
[J05). Women sought secure base support in 62%
of these unidirectional interactions and men pro-
vided support, and in the remaining 38% of the
couples, men were the careseekers and women pro-
vided support.
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Inter-rater agreement between two coders was
calculated for 89 individuals (31% of the sample).
Agreement for the secure base use summary scale
wasr = .73, p < .001; agreement for the secure base
use sub-scales ranged from r = .70 to .79, average r
=.73. Inter-rater agreement for the secure base sup-
port summary scale was r = .80, p < .001; agree-
ment for the secure base support sub-scales ranged
fromr = .55 to .75, average r = .69. Disagreements
between the coders were settled by conference with
athird coder.

Results

Analyses are presented in four sections. The first
section compares men and women, and examines
the relations between the secure base support and
secure base use summary scales within couples. The
second section examines the relations between the
secure base support and secure base use summary
scales within individuals. The third section explores
associations between secure base behaviors and the
AAI classifications. The last section examines the
relative contributions of AAI coherence and partner
behavior to secure base behavior in the interaction,
controlling for partner behavior, 1Q score, and his-
tory of discord reported by the individual in the past
six months. All analyses were conducted separately
for men and women.

Descriptive Statistics. T-tests were used to com-
pare men and women on secure base behavior, co-
herence, and marital variables (See Table 1). Men
and women did not differ in their ability to use or

Table1l Means, Standard Deviations, t-tests, and Correlations between Women and Men’s Variables

Women

X SD
Secure base use 3.7 (1.6)
Secure base support 3.8 (1.8)
AAI Coherence 4.7 (2.2)
1Q score 49.4 (13.4)
Happiness 4.8 (0.9)
Discord 16.1 (10.6)

*p<.05** p<.01; *** p<.001; .

Men Partner-partner

X SD t-test r

38 7 -1.09 .56%**

38 (1.8) -41 B5rx*

4.2 (2.0) 2.16* 22%*
50.6 (15.5) -.89 .28 **

47 (0.8) 1.14 3grx*
20.2 (13.8) -3.62%** 32k **



provide secure base support overall. Women scored
higher on AAI coherence. They did not differ in
their reports of relationship happiness, but men re-
ported more frequent discord over the preceding six
months. Men and women did not differ in 1Q
scores. Similarities between partners on each vari-
able were examined using Pearson r correlations.
Partners were similar on al measured variables.

In addition, Pearson product moment correla
tions were used to examine relations between com-
plementary secure base behaviors of partners. Men
and women who were effective in secure base use
had partners who were supportive (men’s use with
women's support, r = .58, p [001; women's use
with men’s support, r = .58, p [D01).

Relations between Secure Base Use and Support
within Individuals. We examined the relation be-
tween an individual’ s ability to use support and pro-
vide support using Pearson correlations, addressing
the theoretical question of whether there is a single
system of attachment organizing both secure base
use and support across the life span.

Within individuals, secure base use and secure
base support behaviors were highly correlated,
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women, r = .86, p JO01; men, r = .88, p LJOO1.
Recognizing that in a dyadic interaction, some be-
haviors are due to the characteristics of the partner,
we calculated partia correlations between secure
base use and secure base support of individuals con-
trolling for secure base use and support of the part-
ner. The correlations within individuals were still
very high, women, r = .78, p [D01; men, r=.82,p
LDO1.

Relations between Secure Base Behaviors and
AAI Classifications. The third set of analyses ad-
dressed the following questions. Is a person who is
secure with respect to attachment based on child-
hood experiences more able to use and provide se-
cure base support with an adult partner than one
who is insecure? Are there differences in secure
base behavior among adults with insecure represen-
tations of attachment?

We conducted planned orthogonal comparisons
of the attachment classifications with respect to se-
cure base behavior using t-tests. The first compari-
son was between the Secure versus Insecure groups.
Next, those classified as Unresolved were compared
with the Other Insecure groups combined
(Dismissing and Preoccupied). Lastly, individuals

Table 2 Means and Standard Deviations of Secure Base Use and Support of AAI Classifications,
and t-tests of Planned Orthogonal Contrasts between Classifications
(Secure vs. Insecure, Unresolved vs. Other Insecure, Preoccupied vs. Dismissing)

Women Secure base use t-value
Secure  vs. Insecure
43 (17) 32 (14) -4.26%*
Unresolved vs. Other Ins.
32 (14 3.3 (15) -.16
Preoccupied vs. Dismissing
31 (15) 3.2 (1.3) -.33
Men Secure base use t-value
Secure Vs Insecure
46 (15) 35 (1.6) -4 14% %
Unresolved vs. Other Ins.
3.8 (15) 34 (16) .94
Preoccupied vs. Dismissing
4.0 (1.6) 32 (15) 2.22*

*p 05, ** pLDL*** p (DOl

Secure base support t-value
Secure  vs. Insecure
4.4 (1.8) 32 (17 -347% %%
Unresolved vs. Other Ins.
34 (17 35 (1.7) -30
Preoccupied vs. Dismissing
35 (18) 3.2 (16) .88
Secure base support t-value
Secure  vs.  Insecure
46 (1.6) 3.3 (18) -4.19%**
Unresolved vs. Other Ins.
3.6 (2.0) 3.3(1.8) .60
Preoccupied vs. Dismissing
3.9 (1.8) 3.0 (17) 2.12*



classified as Dismissing were compared with those
classified as Preoccupied. Mean scores, standard
deviations, and t-tests between classifications are
presented in Table 2.

Secure men and women were more effective in
secure base use and support than those classified as
Insecure. Unresolved individuals did not differ from
those classified as Other Insecure. Comparisons be-
tween the Dismissing and Preoccupied groups re-
vealed no differences for women, but men classified
as Preoccupied were more able to use and provide
secure base support than those classified as Dis
missing. Investigation of the secure base use sub-
scales revealed that Preoccupied men were more
effective than Dismissing men at signaling initially
(Preoccupied X = 4.7, Dismissing X = 3.3, t = 3.38,
p [001) and over time (Preoccupied X = 5.0, Dis-
missing X = 3.7, t = 3.08, p [01). There were no
differences in the quality of their approach behavior
or their ability to be comforted. With respect to sup-
port, they demonstrated more interest (Preoccupied
X = 4.3, Dismissing X = 3.4, t = 2.14, p [105) and
recognition when partners were upset (Preoccupied
X = 5.1, Dismissing X = 4.1, t = 2.06, p 005).
They were also more responsive (Preoccupied X =
3.7, Dismissing X = 2.8, t = 2.00, p [D5).
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The relation between the AAI coherence scores
and secure base behavior was examining using
Pearson r correlations. Coherence was significantly
related to secure base behavior for both women and
men (women: use, r = .43, p [1.001, support, r
= .41, p [DO1; men: use r = .37, p LI0O1, support,
r =.34, p [DO1).

Effect of Partner Behavior on the Link between AAl
Classifications and Secure Base Behavior

Behavior occurs in a dyadic context. Consistent
with other reports (van 1Jzendoorn & Bakermans-
Kranenburg, 1996), the partners often came from
quite different backgrounds with respect to attach-
ment experiences, and they did not strongly sort
themselves by attachment security. As a result, we
expect that the partner’s behavior is a key factor in
influencing secure base behavior in a developing
adult attachment relationship. In addition, feelings
about the relationship may impact upon current be-
havior. For example, marital interaction behavior is
associated with overall relationship satisfaction and
feelings of distress due to recent discord between
partners (Gottman, 1979; Heyman et al., 1993;
Weiss & Heyman, 1990). In addition, personal
qualities might also exert influence. For example,
more educated individuals or those with higher 1Q
scores may more effectively support their partners
or express their own needs.

Table 3 Regression Statistics for Predicting Secure Base Behavior

Women’s secure base use: Multiple R = .64, R*= .40, F (4,130) = 22.74,p .000

Predictors Pearson r semi-partial r Unigue contribution
1Q score 13 .02 .00
Her discord report -.16 -.04 .00
His support 5g*** ATE** 22
Her coherence A3Fx* 27 ** .07

Women’s secure base support: Multiple R =.66, R*= .43, F (4,121) = 22.85,p .000

Predictors Pearson r semi-partial r Unigue contribution
1Q score 17 .09 .01
Her discord report - 20%** -13 .02
Hisuse 58 ** A5 ** .20
Her coherence ALFx* 24*** .06

Men’s secure base use: Multiple R = .65, R?= .42, F (4,122) = 21.82, p .000

Predictors Pearson r semi-partial r Unigue contribution
1Q score 28*** .10 .00
His discord report -.21* -.06 .00
Her support 58 ** AT 22
His coherence 37Fx* 21%* .04

Men’s secure base support: Multiple R = .65, R*= .42, F (4,130) = 23.92,p .000

Predictors Pearson r semi-partial r Unigue contribution
1Q score 22%* .07 .00
His discord report -13 -.05 .00
Her use 58 ** 52 x* .28
His coherence 34 x* 21%* .04

*p [D5,** p DL *** p D01



To test the link between the AAI and secure base
behavior in the context of partner behavior and
other possible influences, we conducted hierarchical
multiple regression analyses (see Table 3). In the
first step of the analysis, we controlled for the ef-
fects of 1Q score on the individuals' behavior. In the
second step, the report of discord was entered to
account for the influence of recent conflict history
on behavior.>In the third step, the complementary
secure base behavior of the partner was entered to
take into account the immediate secure base envi-
ronment of the individual. For example, if the se-
cure base use behavior of men was being predicted,
we entered the female partners support score. The
final variable entered was AAI coherence to deter-
mine if there was a unique contribution of security
to adult secure base behavior.

Forty percent of the variance of women’'s secure
base use was predicted (see Table 3), with her co-
herence and his support being the significant pre-
dictors. With respect to women's support, the total
variance predicted was 43%. Only her coherence
and his secure base use were significant predictors
of her support. For men’s secure base use, 42% of
the variance was predicted. Only his coherence and
her support were significant predictors. Forty-two
percent of the total variance was predicted for
men’'s secure base support, with his coherence and
her secure base use being significant predictors.
Thus both women’s and men’s AAI coherence was
significantly and uniquely related to their secure
base behavior even taking into account other possi-
ble influences.

Discussion

The results demonstrate that Ainsworth’s in-
sights about infant-parent relationships can be suc-
cessfully applied to adult-adult relationships. Men
and women at this point in their developing rela-
tionships were similar in behaviors, reports of the
relationships, and in the association between attach-
ment representations and secure base behavior. An
individual’s ability to provide support was highly
related to his or her ability to seek and use support.
Secure base behaviors of partners were similar as
well. Contrary to what might be expected from ob-
served gender differences in the marital literature
(Gottman, 1993; Gottman & Krokoff, 1989), the
men and women were equally likely to seek and use
support, both raised concerns and were responsive
to their partners. They were similar in the effective-
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ness of their secure base behaviors.

Representations and behavior. The association
between mental representations of attachment and
the secure base behavior of adults is of critical im-
portance. The secure base scoring system is vali-
dated with respect to the AAI, which in turn, is en-
hanced and clarified by its association with adult
secure base behavior.

Clearly, attachment representations are not the
sole influences on attachment behavior within the
relationship; romantic relationship experiences and
the current partner, in particular, are very influen-
tial. The couples are creating their own secure base
relationships. These new co-constructed behavioral
systems may lead to ateration of the existing at-
tachment working models or development of new
relationship-specific models (Crowell et a., in
press, Owens et a.,1995). Nevertheless it also ap-
pears that the generalized representations originat-
ing in childhood do play a role in influencing be-
havior in important adult relationships. The results
suggest that for every occasion that a partner
reaches out to the other or responds to the other,
there is a small advantage if the individua has a
Secure representation. Over time and with repeated
experience, this advantage should result in a sub-
stantial difference in the quality of the couple's ex-
perience together.

A single organizing system? From a stetistical
standpoint, the correlation between support and use
behaviors within individuals suggests the scores
could be combined into a single score of secure base
behavior. We elected not to do this for two reasons.
First, the behavioral criteria for each construct are
distinct. And second, the finding addresses a critical
guestion regarding whether in adults the roles of
secure base use and secure base support are differ-
ent sides of the same coin (Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986).
We suggest that at this point in their relationship,
the young adults are drawing upon one overarching
system or script rather than dual systems of attach-
ment and caregiving.

AAI classifications. Men and women who pre-
sented clear, coherent, and valuing analyses of their
childhood attachment experiences (classified as Se-
cure) were effective in using their partners as a se-
cure base and also in serving as a secure base. In
contrast, those who presented incoherent, confused,
or limited narratives about attachment experiences
were |ess effective in their secure base behaviors.



Theory does not suggest that the insecure clas-
sifications would differ in the effectiveness of secure
base behavior, although there well could be stylistic
differences. Therefore, it was of interest that men
classified as Preoccupied were more effective in us-
ing their partners and providing support than those
classified as Dismissing, a distinction not observed
in the women. Examination of the sub-scales was
useful, and showed the Preoccupied men were rela-
tively willing to engage in rather than limit interac-
tion with their partners. Marital research suggests
women engage problems actively even in dysfunc-
tional relationships; whereas the use of withdrawal
as a means of controlling interaction is a tactic
more commonly used by men (Gottman, 1993;
Gottman & Krokoff, 1989). Perhaps this is a tactic
specifically employed by men who manifest a dis-
missing stance with respect to attachment.

Although the Unresolved classification is found
more often in at-risk populations and is related to
more disturbed mother-child interactions (Lyons-
Ruth, Bronfman, & Atwood, 1999), the Unresolved
participants did not emerge as having more im-
paired secure base behavior than other Insecure par-
ticipants. Interactions with partners, especially brief
interactions of generally happy couples, may not
elicit the problems identified in Unresolved mother-
child dyads (Main & Hesse, 1990; Schuengel, Bak-
ermans-Kranenburg, van I|Jzendoorn, & Blom,
1999). Furthermore, the protocol does not target
“Unresolved” behaviors specifically (Otter-
Henderson & Creasey, 2001).

Study 2
Introduction

In the second study, we examined the associa-
tion of secure base behavior and other aspects of the
couples’ relationships. A key component of this in-
vestigation is how attachment behavior and repre-
sentations fit within the broad framework of adult
partnerships, and how they relate to other important
domains such as communication, conflict tactics,
and feelings about the relationship.

Attachment Theory and Marriage. Much marital
research has its origins in behavioral or psychoana-
Iytic clinical work and theory, e.g., (Dicks, 1967;
Gottman, 1992; Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Meiss-
ner, 1978; Weiss, 1978), and studies of marital dis-
cord and distress have dominated the field. Thus,
marital research provides considerable insight into
the issue of marital failure. Nevertheless a focus on
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negative behavior and conflict tactics does little to
inform us about what needs to go right in an adult
partnership, or about the normative aspects of adult
relationships (Heyman, 2001). More recently, ef-
forts have been made to determine qualities of a
marriage than lead to success and satisfaction, e.g.,
(Bradbury, 1998; Bradbury & Fincham, 1990; Gott-
man, Coan, Carrere, & Swanson, 1998; Karney &
Bradbury, 1995; Kelly & Conley, 1987).

Researchers and clinicians recognize that attach-
ment theory provides insight into important aspects
of the nature and function of adult partnerships
(Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Davila, Bradbury,
& Fincham, 1998; Fuller & Fincham, 1995; Hazan
& Shaver, 1987; Senchak & Leonard, 1992; Simp-
son, 1990). The adaptive function of a secure at-
tachment relationship is clear. Furthermore, assum-
ing that individuals bring certain beliefs and expec-
tations about relationships into a partnership, at-
tachment theory suggests where the ideas may have
come from, what they might be about, and how they
might influence relationship behavior and outcome.
Thus, the theory offers an almost unique perspective
on marriage in its focus on adaptive relationship
behaviors and the origins of relationship compe-
tence.

Initially, research in adult attachment and love
relationships was predominantly directed toward
identifying similarities between parent-child attach-
ment relationships and adult partnerships (Hazan &
Shaver, 1987, Shaver & Hazan, 1993; Shaver,
Hazan, & Bradshaw, 1988). At the same time, self-
reports of feelings in close relationships were devel-
oped that were intended to parallel the classifica-
tions of attachment identified by Ainsworth and col-
leagues (1978). Much research has been aimed at
validating these measures via other self-report cor-
relates (Crowell et al., 1999), and more recently,
behavioral correlates of attachment representations
and styles (eg., Cohn et a., 1992; Collins &
Feeney, 2000; Fraley & Shaver, 1998; Paley et al.,
1999; Riggs & Wampler, 1999; Simpson et al.,
1992). Thiswork has pushed attachment research to
have the life span perspective that Bowlby origi-
nally hypothesized, broadening attachment research
beyond the study of children and their parents.

Nevertheless, the assessment of behavior in the
social psychology and marital research arenas has
focused largely on communication and regulation of
emotion, especially negative emotion, emergencies,



and/or relationship dysfunction (Bartholomew &
Horowitz, 1991; Brennan & Shaver, 1995; Feeney,
1999; Hazan & Zeifman, 1999; Holtzworth-
Monroe, Stuart, & Hutchinson, 1997; Paley et al.,
1999). There have been few attempts to make con-
nections from generalized representations to adult
attachment behavior (Cohn et al., 1992; Paley et al.,
1999; Riggs & Wampler, 1999). Some studies have
over-reached the attachment system and included
systems of sexuality and reproduction (Hazan &
Zeifman, 1999; Kirkpatrick, 1998). No approach
fully addresses the function of the attachment sys-
tem in adulthood, making the research, and ulti-
mately the theory, vulnerable to critics with alterna-
tive explanations (Kirkpatrick, 1998).

Validity and usefulness of the secure base scor-
ing system. For researchers and clinicians in the
fields of adult attachment and close relationships to
benefit from the insights of the theory in a practical
and direct way, a measure that captures the secure
base behavioral core of the attachment system is
needed. As described in Study I, we developed a
measure of adult secure base behavior, and vali-
dated it with respect to the AAI. A second critical
test of validity of the secure base assessment is its
association with aspects of the couples' relationship.
To address this goal, we examined relations be-
tween secure base behavior and reports of feelings
and behaviors in the relationships of young couples.
In addition, couples interactions were assessed
with the secure base scoring system and with a com-
munication/emotion based scoring system, and the
two systems were compared.

We tested the following hypotheses. First, at-
tachment is one component of an adult partnership,
and as such secure base behavior should be related
to, but not redundant with, other domains of the
relationship, e.g., communication skills, feelings,
and conflict tactics. Second, to be most useful, as-
sessment of secure base behavior should offer infor-
mation beyond what can be obtained or predicted
with other assessments of close relationships, such
as a communication based scoring system. Third,
the secure base scoring system should offer infor-
mation different from or beyond representational
measures of attachment, such as the AAI, that cap-
ture a general or global orientation toward attach-
ment-related experiences, but which are not specific
to any one attachment relationship. Fourth, the pos-
sibility of gender differencesis of particular interest
in this investigation. Unlike the relations among
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core elements of the attachment system (links be-
tween representations and secure base behavior ex-
amined in Study 1) which should be gender neutral,
marital behavior and feelings often differ signifi-
cantly for men and women (Gottman, 1993; Gott-
man & Krokoff, 1989). Thus, we anticipated gender
differences in relations between attachment and
other domains of relationships that would offer in-
sight into how those domains develop and are or-
ganized for men and women.

Method
Participants and Procedure

Participants are described in the Study 1, as is
the overall procedure.

Couples Problem Solving Interaction (CPSI).
The couples participated in a standard marital ob-
servation paradigm (Gottman, 1979; Weliss, 1978;
Weiss & Heyman, 1990). Two sets of coders inde-
pendently and blindly scored the videotaped interac-
tions; one group used the Secure Base Scoring Sys-
tem (SBSS)(Crowell et al., 1998) and the other, the
Rapid Marital Interaction Coding System (RMICS)
(Heyman & Vivian, 1993). Coders trained in the
SBSS had no knowledge of the RMICS, and had no
clinical training. Richard Heyman trained the
RMICS coders who had no experience with the
SBSS and minimal knowledge of its theoretical un-
derpinnings.

Measures

The Secure Base Scoring System (SBSS)
(Crowell et al., 1998) is described in the Method
section of the first study. It is a theoretically based
system of scoring that assesses the secure base use
and support of each partner in a couple’s interac-
tion. A participant who scores high on the Summary
of Secure Base Use scale conveys hig/her distress or
concern clearly and effectively initiadly and
throughout the discussion. He/she approaches the
partner with the clear expectation that he/she
should/will help, and is able to make use of the
partner's efforts to help. A high score on the Sum-
mary of Secure Base Support scale indicates interest
in the partner, sensitivity to distress, willingness
and ability to understand the concern, and coopera-
tive responsiveness.

The Rapid Marital Interaction Coding System
(RMICS)(Heyman & Vivian, 1993) is an observa-
tional assessment of couples communication be-
havior. It is an abbreviated form of the widely used



Marital Interaction Coding System (MICS-IV)
(Heyman, Weiss, & Eddy, 1995) with comparable
psychometric properties (Heyman et al., 1993). Fac-
tor analysis of the 37 micro-behaviora codes of the
MICS resulted in four factors used to construct the
five RMICS codes of hostility, constructive problem
discussion, humor, and distress maintaining and
relationship enhancing attributions. Seven other
codes were added to make the system exhaustive
and content valid to code the behavior, affect, and
expressed cognitions of partners during an interac-
tion task.

During the interaction, the person speaking
“holds the floor”. Floor switches occur when the
speaker voluntarily gives up the floor or the partner
successfully interrupts. Only one code per partner is
assigned per speaker turn. A speaker turn ends
when there is a floor switch or when the speaker
holds the floor for more than 30 seconds. If the
speaker holds the floor for extended periods, a new
code is assigned every 30 seconds. The RMICS
codes are arranged hierarchically with negative
communication codes at the top, positive codes in
the middle, and neutral codes at the bottom. The
hierarchy is based on communication theory and
research showing that negative behaviors are most
critical for understanding marital conflict (Heyman,
2001). If more than one behavior is emitted during
a single turn, the hierarchy is used to assign the
highest-ranking code. The codes are listed below in
order from most to least important.

Negative codes include Psychological Abuse,
that is, behavior that causes psychological pain to
the partner regardless of intent. Examples include
expressions of disgust, contempt, belittling or
mocking the partner, belligerence and threats, and
devaluing partner’s ideas. Distress-Maintaining At-
tributions are negative causal explanations for
events. Negative behaviors are explained as inten-
tional or due to stable personality characteristics, e.
0. “You lost your wedding ring because you're care-
less.” Positive behaviors are seen as unintended or
circumstantial, e.g. “ The only reason you bought me
flowers is because you want to watch the game with
your friends.” Hostility refers to negative affect and
verbalizations with strong negative content, includ-
ing expressions of hostility, disapproval, or point-
less disagreement. Non-negative statements stated
in a negative tone are also coded as hostile. Dyspho-
ric Affect refers to the expression of sad or de-
pressed emotions. The distress may be current, past,
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or anticipated in the future. Withdrawal describes
behaviors that distance the self from the partner (e.

g. not responding, gazing away).

Positive codes include Relationship-Enhancing
Attributions, communications that give positive
causal explanations of events that attribute negative
behaviors to circumstantial or unintentional factors,
and positive behaviors to stable personality charac-
teristics or to intentional causes. Acceptance vali-
dates the partner to make him/her feel accepted and
understood. It involves active listening and em-
pathic feedback. Self-Disclosure reflects the
speaker’s feelings, opinions, wishes, values, or be-
liefs. Global negative feelings meant to hurt or criti-
cize the partner and depressive feelings are not in-
cluded. Humor includes laughing, smiling, jokes,
silly solutions to problems, lighthearted teasing that
is lightly received, and statements focusing in on
the funny side of a situation. Humor with even
dlight sarcasm directed at the partner is coded as
Hostile. Nervous laughter and smiling are excluded.

Neutral codes include Constructive Problem
Discussion, that is, constructive approaches to re-
solving a prablem, such as discussing the problem,
active questioning, agreeing and disagreeing in a
manner that furthers discussion, and proposing Vvi-
able solutions. Other is used to score statements un-
related to the problem under discussion.

Three coders scored 32 randomly selected
videotapes (23%) to assess inter-rater reliability.
Disagreements were resolved through discussion
and consensus. Inter-rater reliability for all positive
codes was k = .62, p = .001 and for the negative
codes was k = .66, p = .001. Given the non-clinical
nature of the sample, base rates of certain codes (e.
0., Withdrawal and Dysphoric Affect) were low.
Thus, to maximize predictive power, the codes were
reduced to a Negative Behavior Summary score and
a Positive Behavior Summary score. Summary
scores were calculated by summing the respective
codes in each category and dividing by the total
number of codes emitted by each partner. Neutra
codes were not included in analyses.

The Adult Attachment Interview (AAl) (George
et a., 1985; Main & Goldwyn, 1994) is described in
the Study I. The coherence score was used to assess
AAI security (Waters et al., submitted), as a con-
tinuous measure was more useful in the regression
analyses planned. Relations between AAI classifica-
tions and relationship variables for this sample are



reported elsewhere (Crowell et al., in press).

The Family Behavior Survey (FBS) (Posada &
Waters, 1988) assesses three dimensions of marital
functioning: frequency of discord, happiness in the
relationship, and aggression. The Discord and Hap-
piness scales are described in Study 1.

The Aggression scale consists of 66 aggressive
behaviors or tactics that couples may employ when
having an argument or disagreement. Traditional
measures of spousal aggression (e.g., Conflict Tac-
tics Scale; (Straus, 1979)) measure aggressive be-
haviors across contexts. In contrast, the FBS items
specify the behaviora context (e.g., hit you during
an argument). The Aggression Scale is divided into
three sub-scales. The Verbal Aggression sub-scale
has 46 items reflecting hostile, but not physical, be-
haviors (alpha = .93). The Physical Aggression sub-
scale consists of 12 items reflecting mild physical
aggression (Straus, 1979)(alpha = .79). The Threats
of Abandonment sub-scale consists of nine items
describing threats to leave the relationship (alpha
= .84). Respondents were asked how often in the
past six months their partners had engaged in the
behaviors, ranging from O (never) to 5 (every week
or more). Thus, women's reports are used to de-
scribe men’s behaviors, and men’s reports to de-
scribe women’ s behaviors.

The Sternberg Triangular Love Scale- Short
Version (STLS-SV) (Aron & Westbay, 1996; Stern-
berg, 1988) is a 21-item scale with three sub-scales
(seven items each). Intimacy refers to feelings of
closeness and being connected (alpha = .79). Pas-
sion refers to romance, physical attraction, and sex-
ual feelings (alpha = .80). Commitment reflects the
intent to maintain one's love for one's partner
(alpha = .82). The statements are rated on a Likert-
scalefrom 1 (not at all true) to 7 (extremely true).

The Commitment Inventory (Cl) (Stanley, 1986;
Stanley & Markman, 1992) is a 31-item scale meas-
uring two components of commitment. The Per-
sonal Dedication sub-scale (14 items) refers to the
individual’s desire to maintain or improve the qual-
ity of the relationship (alpha = .72). The Constraint
sub-scale (15 items) assesses the degree to which
forces other than personal dedication (e.g., family,
financial issues) put pressure on the individual to
maintain the relationship (alpha = .52). Items are
answered on a 7-point Likert-type scale from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7).
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Results

Analyses are presented in four sections. The first
section examines the relation of gender to the
SBSS, RMICS, and marital variables. The second
section addresses the association of the SBSS with
relationship variables of discord, aggression, happi-
ness, and other positive feelings in the relationship.
The third section examines the correlates of the
RMICS, and the relation between the SBSS and
RMICS. The final section examines the common
and unique contributions of the AAI, SBSS, and
RMICS to predicting relationship variables. Analy-
ses were conducted separately for men and women.

Gender and Relations among Secure Base Behav-
ior, RMICS, and Marital Variables

T-tests and correlations were used to compare
men and women in their RMICS behavior and rela-
tionship variables (See Table 4). The RMICS posi-
tive score did not differ by gender, but the women
received higher negative scores. Men and women
did not differ in reports of happiness, physical ag-
gression, or threats to leave the partner, but the
women were reported to be more verbaly aggres-
sive. Women also reported feeling more passion and
dedication. Men were more likely to report discord
in the relationship over the preceding six months,
and to feel constrained by the relationship. Partners
RMICS scores were highly correlated. Behaviors
and feelings of men and women were also signifi-
cantly correlated, with the exception of feelings of
dedication and commitment.

Secure Base Behavior: Relation to Reports of the
Relationship

An important test of the SBSS is its relation to
other measures of the couples relationship, and to
another system of scoring marital interactions.
Pearson r correlations showed that both secure base
support and use were related in the expected direc-
tion to reports of happiness and discord, and to the
aggressive behaviors of the partner and the self, es-
pecialy verbal aggression, for both men and women
(See Table 5). Secure base behavior was aso corre-
lated with positive feelings about the relationship.
Behaviors were not related to the duration of the
coupl€e's relationship.

Correlates of the RMICS: Marital Behavior,
AAI Coherence, and the SBSS
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Means, Standard Deviations of Behavior and Reported Feelings, t-tests,

and Pearson correlations between Women and Men

Women
X D X
RMICS positive behavior .09 (.08) .09
RMICS negative behavior A7 (:19) A5
AAI Coherence 4.7 (2.2) 4.2
Happiness 4.8 (0.9) 4.7
Discord 16.1 (10.6) 20.2
Verbal Aggression 19.1 (18.0) 154
Physical Aggression 12 (2.3) 1.0
Threats to Abandon 16 2.7) 12
Intimacy 38.3 (3.9) 37.9
Passion 43.2 (4.6) 42.3
Commitment 475 (2.9) 46.9
Dedication 88.4 (8.1) 85.8
Constraint 57.4 (9.5) 59.7

*p<.05 ** p<.01; *** p<.001

Pearson r correlations showed RMICS negative
behaviors were significantly related in the expected
directions to reports of happiness, discord, and the
aggressive behaviors of the partner and the self for
both men and women (See Table 5). RMICS posi-
tive behaviors were largely unrelated to the marital
variables, except unexpectedly, women’s threats to
abandon the partner. RMICS scores were not re-
lated to relationship duration. They were weakly
correlated with AAI coherence for women, but not
for men.

The relations among the SBSS use and support
scales and the RMICS positive and negative behav-
ior scales were examined. As expected, both secure
base use and secure base support scores correlated
positively with positive RMICS behaviors and nega-
tively with RMICS negative behaviors for both men
and women, with significant absolute r values rang-
ing from .17, p LD5to .40, p [DO1.

Predicting Marital Behavior using the AAI, SBSS,
and RMICS

The RMICS and SBSS are similar in their mari-
tal correlates. For the SBSS to be useful in the study
of marriage and close relationships, it should offer
something beyond what can be predicted with a
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Men Partner-partner
D t-test Pearsonr

(.07) 1.28 .66***
(.18) 2.15* .80***
(2.0) 2.16* 22%*
(0.8) 114 3gx**
(13.8) -3.62%** 32x**
(15.2) 2.5* 37xF*
(2.0) .63 35x**
2.7) 1.40 27x**
(4.0) 1.28 32x**
(5.0) 1.98* 23%*
(2.9) 1.80 A1
(9.0) 2.85** A2
(9.5) -2.42* .20*

communication based scoring system. In addition, it
should contribute to our understanding of adult
partnerships beyond that which can be understood
from generalized adult attachment representations
assessed with the AALL

To examine these issues, we conducted hierar-
chical multiple regression analyses. Men and
women who were scored for both roles in the SBSS
(secure base use and support) and who had both
positive and negative behavior codes in the RMICS
were included in these analyses (n = 115 couples).
In the first step of the analysis, we entered the AAI
coherence score, followed by individuas RMICS
behaviors. The SBSS secure base behaviors were
then entered to obtain the unique contribution of the
SBSS. The procedure was then reversed, and SBSS
scores were entered in a single step after the AAI
coherence score, followed by RMICS behaviors.
This analysis resulted in the unique contribution of
the RMICS codes. The last set of analyses entered
the RMICS first, SBSS second, and coherence third
to obtain the unique contribution of AAI security.
Common variance was calculated using the unique
contributions and overall multiple R?.

For women (see Table 6), the three assessments
(SBSS, AAI coherence, and RMICS) significantly
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Table 5 Pearson r Correlations between Behavior Scales of the SBSS and RMICS and
the AAI and Relationship Variables

Secure base scoring system Rapid marital interaction coding system
Women Men Women Men

Use Support Use Support Pos. beh. Neg. beh. Pos. beh. Neg. beh.
AAI coherence A3 N el 37 34*x* 21* -.21* .07 -11
Duration of relationship .02 -.01 -.05 -.06 -.04 -.02 -.01 -10
Happiness 22%* 7rrx 14 .20* .05 -.26%* .05 -22%*
Discord -15 - 20%** -.21* -13 -.00 .18 -.09 .16
Verb. aggression -.25%* -.38*** -22%* - 27*** .03 .26** .03 A7
Phys. aggression -17* -.26%* -12 -13 -.09 28*** .07 .26%*
Threats to abandon - 2T*** -.30%** -.07 -.18* 9% .07 .04 15
Partners' Verb. aggression - 31x** - 39x** -27%* - 25** -.08 A7 -.06 34x**
Partners’ Phys. aggression -.28*** -.28*** -.16 -.18* -.03 .20* -.08 37x**
Partners' Threats 15 -15 -.19* -.16 -.04 14 A1 .16
Commitment A7 .26 * .18* A7 14 -.18* 15 -13
Passion A1 A2 .09 .15 19* -.09 .09 -.08
Intimacy 21* 32xxx A3 21* .15 -.19* -01 -22%*
Dedication .10 A2 23** 23** .07 -04 .08 -.24%*
Constraint .09 .06 24** 24** .10 A3 A7 -12

Table 6 Predicting Women’s Relationship Variables Using the AAI, SBSS and the RMICS

AAI SBSS RMICS
Multiple R>  Unique R? Unique R? Unique R? Common R? F (5. 109)
Happiness 20%** .00 axx* .02 .07 531
Discord 2x* .00 .06** .00 .06 2.87
Verb. aggression A7x** .00 AE** .00 .06 4.38
Phys. Aggression 2% .01 .06* .00 .05 3.02
Threats to abandon. 5% .02 .07** .00 .06 3.74
Commitment A1 .00 .04 .01 .06 2.63
Passion .06 .00 .01 .03 .02 1.38
Intimacy 15%* .00 Q7** .01 .07 3.75
Dedication .03 .00 .02 .00 .01 .68
Constraint .04 .00 .02 .02 .00 1.05

*p [D5,** p DL *** p D01

predicted seven out of ten relationship variables tween .06 (p LD5) for reports of discord and phys i-

ranging from 11% of the variance (commitment) to cal aggression to .11 (p J001) for verbal aggre s
20% (happiness). The unique contribution of the  sion and happiness. The RMICS and the AAI did
secure base behaviors was significant for many rela- not contribute uniquely to the prediction of any of
tionship variables with R?* change scores be- the women's relationship variables.
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Table 7 Predicting Men’s Relationship Variables Using the AAI, SBSS and the RMICS

AAl SBSS RMICS

Multiple R? Unique R? Unique R? Unique R? CommonR?  F (5, 109)
Happiness .09 .00 .05* .02 .02 215
Discord .07 .00 .03 .01 .03 1.65
Verb. aggression 18*** .00 .02 .09** .07 5.65
Phys. aggression 5x** .02 .01 .09** .03 3.82
Threats to abandon 4% .05%* .00 .05* .04 3.61
Commitment .05 .00 .01 .02 .02 1.15
Passion .02 .01 .01 .00 .00 .50
Intimacy .06 .00 .02 .03 .01 150
Dedication A1 .01 .01 .04 .05 2.79
Constraint .10* .03* .01 .01 .05 247
* p LD5, ** p [DL *** p DO

For men, the three assessments combined sig-
nificantly predicted five out of ten relationship vari-
ables ranging from 10% of the variance (constraint)
to 18% (verbal aggression)(see Table 7). Unlike the
women however, men’s secure base scores did not
uniquely predict relationship feelings and behaviors
with the exception of happiness with the relation-
ship. The AAI contributed uniquely to the under-
standing of men’s threats to leave the partner and to
feelings of constraint. The RMICS uniquely pre-
dicted all of men’s aggressive behaviors.

Discussion

In summary, links between adult secure base
behavior and (a) self-report measures of the rela-
tionship, and (b) a communication based scoring
assessment of couples interactive behavior, were
evaluated. As expected, the Secure Base Scoring
System was related to the marital variables, both
self-reports and RMICS, for both men and women.
However, despite many similarities between women
and men, clear gender differences were found in the
strength of the correlates between secure base be-
havior and marital self-reports. Examining whether
the SBSS improved upon the prediction of relation-
ship variables beyond the RMICS and the AAI, this
was clearly true for the women, but much less so for
the men.
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As expected, the SBSS did relate to important
aspects of the couples relationships, e.g., relation-
ship happiness and aggressive behavior of both
partners, and had a similar pattern of correlates as
the RMICS. The usefulness of the SBSS was evi-
dent in its prediction of women'’s relationship feel-
ings and aggressive behaviors and men’s reports of
happiness beyond the RMICS. Thus it appears the
SBSS can be a useful tool in the study of marriage
and close relationships, offering something beyond
what is captured by communication/emotion based
scoring.

There was overlap in the behavior scored within
each coding system, for example, overtly hostile
behaviors are captured within each system, and
positive behavior is generally seen similarly. Never-
theless the systems diverge in several important
ways. Given its global scoring system, the SBSS
relies more heavily on content and context than the
RMICS. The RMICS is hierarchical in its structure,
thus forcing out or discounting the impact of posi-
tive behaviors in favor of negative behaviors. In ad-
dition, the RMICS coding considers Problem Dis-
cussion and Other codes to be neutral, whereas
these behaviors are considered relevant within the
SBSS. Lastly, the interpretation of behavior can be
quite different in the two systems. For example,



pleasant humor may be coded as unsupportive in
the SBSS system if it is used as an avoidance tactic.
Similarly, a somewhat confrontational style and
dysphoric affect early in the discussion might be
considered hostile within the RMICS framework,
but clear signaling behavior with the SBSSiif it con-
veys distress about a critical issue such as trusting
the partner.

It should be noted that the study used a norma-
tive sample of relatively happy young couples as
they approached their weddings. The couples were
generally not aggressive at home, and their interac-
tions were overall neutral to positive. The RMICS
and similar scoring systems were developed for use
in clinical samples, and the SBSS was not. The
study should be repeated with a clinical sample to
test the applicability of the SBSS to more distressed
couples.

The SBSS, RMICS, and AAI

Based upon its relation to AAI security (see
Study 1), the SBSS meets a criterion for an attach-
ment measure. In contrast, the RMICS does not ap-
pear to be an attachment assessment, showing mini-
mal relation to attachment security for women or
men. This finding is consistent that of Paley et al.
(1999) in which little relation was found between
the AAI and behavior scored with another emotion
and communication based rating system (Julien,
Markman, & Lindahl, 1989), especially for men.

Gender differences. There are notable gender
differences in the prediction of relationship vari-
ables with the AAI and two coding systems. When
the men were reported to use aggressive tactics at
home, the RMICS negative behavior codes captured
this tendency. In contrast, the RMICS negative code
was hot associated with the aggressive behaviors of
women, although the women received higher nega-
tive behavior scores than the men. If the women
were reported to use aggressive conflict tactics at
home, they were seen in the laboratory session as
poor in giving support and weak in their use of the
partner as a secure base. It is possible that aggres-
sive behavior, at least at alow level, is more linked
to the attachment system for women than for men.
Aggression in women may occur more in the con-
text of seeking help or expressing distress, rather
than as an effort to express anger, retaliate, or
harm.
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Results with the AAl and SBSS suggest that the
attachment system may impact upon the relation-
ship behavior of men and women differently. For
women, their feelings and reported behavior in the
relationship were linked to their secure base behav-
ior in interaction. There was little evidence of this
connection for men; yet some of men’'s aggressive
behaviors did show links to representational secu-
rity. It is unclear whether these findings represent a
true difference between men and women in the
links among representations, observed attachment
behavior, and current relationship domains. It is
possible that the findings reflect a developmental
difference between men and women associated with
the transition to marriage and readiness to identify
the romantic partnership as an attachment relation-
ship in its own right. It is aso possible that men
continue to use a generalized attachment represen-
tation to guide their secure base behavior in partner-
ships whereas women view the partnership more as
a unique attachment relationship to which they re-
spond specifically. Longitudinal and developmental
research will help to understand the meaning of the
gender differences, and the usefulness of the meas-
ure for men.

Conclusion

The Secure Base Scoring System is a successful
first attempt at assessing adult attachment behavior.
We found a clear relation between attachment rep-
resentations and behavior using a system of coding
intended to capture the secure base phenomenon, an
association that was not evident when the emphasis
was on individuals communication skills and ex-
pressions of emotion. Clinicians and researchers in
the field of adult close relationships should find the
pursuit of the secure base phenomenon valuable.
The method offers a way to evaluate the relevance
of both interview and self-report measures to the
attachment construct. From a clinical standpoint,
the secure base phenomenon emphasizes adaptive
relationship behaviors that suggest ways to supple-
ment existing efforts at intervention with distressed
couples. Even in the context of a sample with a
somewhat limited range of experiences and reported
feelings and behaviors, the SBSS was useful. Asthe
method appears to have attachment specificity, it
can be used to more clearly understand relations
among domains of close relationships and to ex-
plore the function of the attachment system in
adulthood vis a vis other domains.



Clearly, we can not understand the full signifi-
cance of relations among attachment representa-
tions, secure base behavior, and feelings and behav-
iors in relationships with this cross-sectional study
of young engaged couples. The couples appeared to
view each other as attachment figures. They had
made a commitment to an enduring relationship,
and indeed, 97% of them went on to marry. Never-
theless, it must be noted that their opportunity for
secure base interactions at the time of the assess-
ment was limited. Despite the fact that most part-
ners had known each other for years (the length of
their relationships ranged from almost 1 to 12
years); they were not married and most (80%) did
not live with each other. In contrast to time in a dat-
ing/engaged relationship, the nature of marriage
leads to increased intensity, frequency, opportunity,
and importance of secure base interactions, in turn
enhancing the development of the partnership as an
attachment relationship. Such development is likely
to lead to stronger and/or clearer relations among
secure base behavior, attachment representations,
communication, and reports of the marriage.

Overdll, the results indicate that Ainsworth’s
analysis of the secure base phenomenon in infant-
mother relationships provides a cogent perspective
on secure base behavior of adults, and the findings
support the value of bringing ideas from the
Bowlby-Ainsworth developmental tradition into the
assessment of adult relationships. The results high-
light the need to distinguish between an attachment
relationship and an attachment representation. The
representation may serve as a relatively enduring
guide to behavior, feelings, and cognitions in close
relationships, but offers no guarantee that any par-
ticular relationship will exactly map onto it. Follow-
ing couples over time and into marriage will pro-
vide insight into the developing attachment rela-
tionship and possible gender differences, and
whether the representation of attachment based on
experiences with parents waxes or wanesin its asso-
ciation with secure base behaviors and other marital
variables in a particular relationship. The prospect
of assessing secure base behavior in adults helps
keep the secure base concept, and the interplay be-
tween behavior and representation, at the center of
attachment theory.
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Footnote

! Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted
using each partner’s report of happiness in the rela-
tionship in place of the report of discord. Happiness
contributed significantly to the caregiving behavior,
but not careseeking, of both men and women,
uniquely accounting for 2% of the variance.
Women's careseeking, Multiple R = .64, R?= 41, F
(4,129) = 22.35, p 00O, semi -partial correlation
for happiness =.006, ns. Women'’s caregiving, Mul-
tiple R =.66, R*= .44, F (4,120) = 23.65, p 00O,
semi-partial correlation for happiness = .14, p
= .03. Men's careseeking, Multiple R =.64, R?
= .42, F (4,122) = 21.75, p [DOO, semi -partial cor-
relation for happiness = .05, ns. Men’s caregiving,
Multiple R = .66, R*= .44, F (4,130) = 25.40, p
[000, semi -partial correlation for happiness = .13,
p =.05.



