Secure Attachment

Consistent Responsiveness and Warmth

[ Secure attachment develops in childhood when:
e The primary attachment figure is consistently
available, responsive, and warm.
Parents/caregivers of securely attached children can see
their child’s internal mind and respond appropriately to
the emotion at hand. They often mirror the infant’s
emotion, teaching self-regulation and helping the child to
identify and feel comfortable with their feelings. Infants
feel safe and trust their caregiver will attend to their
needs, protect them, and comfort them. This allows
them to focus on exploration. Their parents will often
delight in the infant and support their exploration.

Appropriate Activation of Attachment
Behaviors

s

Children with a secure attachment feel confident to try \
new things, safe in the knowledge they have a secure

.

base to return to (their parent/caregiver). Should they
require comfort and/or support, they freely seek the
warmth of their available and consistent caregiver.
Securely attached children are comfortable with closeness
(both friends and family) and feel accepted and calm with
parents/caregivers. They have good self-esteem and show

Qbalance of emotions (not too little or too much). /

Free to Connect, Explore, and Reflect

Adolescents with a secure attachment hold a healthy
balance between attachment and autonomous
exploration. They can acknowledge the need to depend
on others at times but are also comfortable being alone.
They are open about their emotions and have positive
thoughts regarding relationships. They feel free to seek
emotional closeness and intimacy with others whilst
remaining comfortable with mutual dependence. They
have a coherent, strong sense of self (identity) and are
secure acknowledging their limitations and

Comfortable with Closeness, Able to Depend
on Others. Has a Clear Sense of Self.

Securely attached adults often demonstrate longevity,
trust, and commitment in romantic relationships. They are
relaxed with closeness and depending on others. When
distressed they will seek emotional support from their
partner and offer support to their partner when it is
required. They can accept criticism without significant
distress and generally view themselves and others as
positive and ‘good’. Given their coherent and integrated
self-structure (clear identity and ability to readily recognize
their emotions and those of others) they are able to link
with their romantic partner and yet maintain

imperfections. They show good self-reflection skills and
kre able to trust others. /

interdependence and differentiation. They can regulate
\with their partner and self-regulate when on their owy
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Anxious-Preoccupied Attachment

Primary Caregiver Behaviour

Inconsistent and Intrusive

Anxious attachment may develop in childhood when:
e The primary attachment figure is inconsistently
available or responsive and involves the infant in
their own (distressed) state of mind.
Parents of anxiously attached children struggle to
emotionally attune to their child because they are
confused by their child’s inner mind. They may detect
that their child is in emotional distress but may respond
with intrusive or overprotective (anxious) parenting.
Parents struggle to regulate themselves and may be
insufficiently responsive due to their own suffering or

project their own concerns onto the child. Self-initiative
\ and self-exploration are often discouraged. /

Internalised Attachment Related Beliefs and Attitudes

Others Could Leave/Be Unavailable at Any
Moment and | Can’t Do It Alone.

Anxious-preoccupied adolescents struggle to regulate
their distress (a by-product of their parent/s not being
able to clearly identify the origins of their upset as a
child and respond and/or teach appropriate self-
regulation). They are over-dependent on others to
soothe them and show exaggerated autonomic arousal
when there is separation or physical distance from a
partner/close friend. They are hypersensitive to any
information that may signify potential separation often
misinterpreting innocent signs as danger. Anxiously
attached youth often hold strong unconscious beliefs
that self-sufficiency and autonomy may lead to

(bandonment (i.e., independence will erase attention)./

Impact on Child’s Attachment System

Hyperactivate Attachment Behaviours

If a child learns that their primary caregiver is not
consistently available to soothe their distress, or often
responds in a way that is incongruent with their internal
experience, they will ‘turn up’ their attachment
behaviours. They may amplify their distress, or cling to
their parent, attempting to guarantee their parents
attention and support. They fear the unavailability of
their parent and experience great pain at separation,
never fully trusting their parent can be available to
attend to their needs. They consistently focus on the
availability of their parent, leaving no space to explore
their environment. This impacts on the development of

\ their self-identity, sense of competence and self-esteem. }

Manifestation in Relationships

Excessively Seek Reassurance and Constantly
Monitor for Possible Neglect or Rejection.

“There Is No Room for A Mind of My Own.”

Anxious-preoccupied adults are so fearful of rejection or
abandonment they will often use controlling and
coercive strategies to minimize separation from a
partner. Intrusive and aggressive attempts to prevent
distance can lead to dissatisfaction within their
relationships and can create that which they fear the
most — rejection. Others can experience their amplified
attachment behaviors as clingy, overwhelming, and
intrusive. Consistent expressions of high emotional
reactivity to secure availability often becomes a part of
their identity, preventing further personal development.

They may ruminate on past hurts, fearing ‘unlovability’.
www.openheartassets.com




Anxious Preoccupied Attachment: Hyperactivation Strategies

Below are examples of behaviors people with an anxious-preoccupied attachment may exhibit in adult romantic relationships.
Given their fear of emotional and physical unavailability, separation, loss, and being alone, anxious preoccupied individuals
will unconsciously ‘turn up’ their attachment responses to illicit their partners attention and secure their availability (“Don’t
leave me!”, “l can’t rely on myself”). They may become especially triggered if they sense any form of unresponsiveness from
their partner. This can ignite a painful internal experience akin to that of a toddler losing their parent in a busy shopping
center. Remember, not being ‘seen’ (e.g., understanding the needs of the person and responding appropriately when they
are in distress) creates intense pain and anger for the anxious-preoccupied. It is an unconscious reminder that their source
of human survival (their primary attachment figure) was unable to make them feel safe in this world. This is an early
infant/childhood wound that permeates most relationships. Their responses are inbuilt safety strategies to try and

Can Feel but Can’t Deal

8 own needs, (“I'll keep you happy so you love me and will not

leave. I'll be compliant”). Attempts to please may also
manifest in seductive means.

Hold unrealistic expectations
of partner and demonstrate
excessive helplessness when
partner is not available.
Desire intense intimacy
always, hold self-perceived
weakness, and fear their
partner won’t care as much
as they do. Their
preoccupation with their
partner’s availability can
interfere with their ability to
remain present and enjoy
and/or truly feel closeness
within the relationship.

Increased Helplessness

I’'m NOT OK

You’re OK

i TR

establish a feeling of safety. They rely on others to soothe and not feel helpless.

Show heightened
displays of anger
when partner is
not available.
Attempts to
demand and
coerce partner to
secure constant
availability.
Anger is often
the result of
consistently
feeling there is a
danger of being
abandoned.

Act clingy and dependent.
Neglect other relationships
(even family) to secure
partner. Fear separation and
show excessive worry.
Preoccupied adults fear
developing independence and
confidence because these
traits may have been
discouraged in early
childhood. The only way they
learnt how to secure
availability was through
vulnerability and distress. They
struggle to know that
closeness can coexist with
autonomy and separateness.

Choose the Relationship Over Independence

Use emotion-focused coping and can struggle to see rational explanations for
partner absences (e.g., cannot understand that spending time with friends
outside of the relationship is healthy and not an indication of rejection). Often
(unconsciously), overwhelming feelings, mistrust, chaos, and insecurity become

a form of identity, a sense of who they are.

Amplify Distress

Make exaggerated judgements
about perceived threats.
Consistently scan the
environment for signs of
potential rejection and may
use angry withdrawal. The
preoccupied adult can

sometimes ‘push’ others away
angrily in fear. If their caregiver
was sometimes angry and
unavailable, they may have
internalized a persecutory self
which can be expelled onto
others or be turned upon
themselves (e.g., self-harm).

Jealousy and Suspicion




Unavailable Deactivate (Suppress) Attachment Behaviors

=

Never Depend on Anyone Because Others are Maintain Independence, and Control Because
Untrustworthy and Unavailable. Dependence and Clossness are Dangerous.

“’m Shut Down to Mine and Others Internal Mind/States.”
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Ghost or Aban

Pull Away if Someone Gets Too Close Control



Deactivating and Hyperactivating Attachment

Behaviors
‘W
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Confused and Chaotic.

“l Am Confused About Others Internal States.
Relationships are triggering.”
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Fear of Security and Can’t Mentalize Alternative Views

I’'m NOT OK

You're Not OK

Projection Identification
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Splitting Caring As a Control Strategy




So, What Attachment Behaviors Do You Notice in Your Relationships?

Quick Adult Attachment Questionnaire
Do You Highly Endorse a Particular Attachment Style?
Make a mark against statements you agree with. To be used as a guide only.
Dismissing Avoidant Attachment Traits
People are never there when you need them

| find it difficult to allow myself to depend on others

| find it difficult to trust others completely

| am somewhat uncomfortable being close to others

| am nervous when anyone gets too close

Often, love partners want me to be more intimate than | feel comfortable being

Preoccupied Anxious Attachment Traits
| am not sure that | can always depend on others to be there when | need them

| often worry that my partner does not really love me

| find others are reluctant to get as close as | would like

| often worry my partner will not want to stay with me

| want to merge completely with another person

My desire to merge sometimes scares people away

Secure Attachment Traits

| am comfortable depending on others

| know that others will be there when | need them

| find it relatively easy to get close to others

| do not often worry about being abandoned

| do not often worry about someone getting close to me

/Attachment behaviors are\

primarily developed in the first
two years of life before we
have language. As a result, our
attachment behaviors are
largely unconscious. Based on
our earliest relationships, we
internalize a ‘blueprint’ or
internal working model of
‘how to do relationships’. This
shapes what we expect from
others and how we interpret
their behaviors. We
unconsciously will be attracted
to partners who recreate the
same familiar feelings we
experienced in our early
relationships. It can feel
familiar and ‘like home’
despite perpetuating distress
and pain at times. Bringing
unconscious patterns into
conscious awareness is the

| am comfortable having others depend on me

first step.

Think about your romantic relationship history. Can you identify a pattern that is repeated in your relationships? Why did
your relationships end? What have your partners said about how you behave within romantic relationships?

Y4
J\_

What triggers you in romantic relationships? What worries or upsets you the most?

. J

(" How do you respond or behave when you are distressed or triggered by your romantic partners? How do your partners \
typically respond to these reactions?

Note! Interestingly, despite
attachment being considered a
stable trait, we can show
different attachment strategies

k with different people.

f Reflecting on the previous handouts and considering your earliest relationships with your primary caregiver/s, why do
you think you connect and/or disengage the way you do in romantic relationships?

N\

J
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What would have to change to improve your romantic relationships?
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