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Abstract 

Sadie M. Teal 

Word Count: 344 

 

This study explored the association between adult attachment, implicit theories of 

relationships, and marital satisfaction for adults who are currently in a romantic relationship. 

Attachment needs influence the lasting relationships individuals have in their lives, from infancy 

to adulthood. Secure attachment facilitates lasting relationships. Implicit theories around 

romantic relationships motivate our behaviors in relationships to fit our cognitive schemas. Due 

to attachment’s pervasive hold on our perceptions of the world and others, the relationships we 

have with significant others influence our cognitive schemas around romantic relationship 

dynamics. It was hypothesized that attachment (the independent variable) would affect marital 

satisfaction (the dependent variable), and that implicit theories of relationships (destiny and 

growth belief) would indirectly affect that relationship.  

Data was gathered from 82 participants. Participants included 11 males and 71 females 

with the mean age of 33.95 years, who endorsed currently being in a serious romantic 

relationship. The participants were assessed for attachment anxiety and avoidance using the 

Experience of Close Relationships – Revised (ECR-R) measure, implicit theories of relationships 

using the Implicit Theories of Relationships scales (ITRs), and marital satisfaction using the 

Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS). PROCESS Macro’s test of parallel multiple regression analysis 

was used to test the associations among the three primary variables. Results demonstrated a 

significant negative relationship between attachment anxiety/avoidance and marital satisfaction 

(b = -7.65, p < .001; b = -10.05, p < .001, respectively). Results indicated implicit theories of 

relationships having a nonsignificant indirect effect on the relationship between attachment and 

marital satisfaction. In post hoc analyses, destiny belief was found to significantly moderate the 
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relationship between attachment avoidance and marital satisfaction (F(1, 78) = 4.56, R2 = .03, 

p < .05). In general, this research suggests that individuals with insecure attachment report lower 

levels of marital satisfaction. In addition, it appears that having high destiny beliefs about 

relationships could strengthen the negative relationship between attachment avoidance and 

marital satisfaction so that reported levels are lower than if the individual had lower levels of 

destiny beliefs.  

Keywords: Implicit Theories of Relationships, Attachment, Marital Satisfaction, Couples, 

Adulthood (18 yrs & older) 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between attachment and 

marital satisfaction and the indirect effect of implicit theories of relationships between the two 

variables. It was hypothesized that attachment would have a direct effect on marital satisfaction, 

supporting previous research (Chung, 2014; Karantzas, Feeney, Gonclaves, & McCabe, 2014; 

Towler & Stuhlmacher, 2013), and that implicit theories of relationships would indirectly affect 

this association. Marital satisfaction is a rich field of research and clinical practice in the field of 

psychology. The impact of marital discord and relationship instability has been recognized to not 

only predict individual psychopathology (Thoburn & Sexton, 2016), but also effects on the 

community (Bradbury, Fincham, & Beach, 2000). Before examining these hypotheses further 

and proposing a method of study and analysis, it will be helpful to have a greater understanding 

of the constructs that were examined in this research. 

 Humans are social creatures and demonstrate the need for interdependence from infancy, 

displaying proximity seeking behaviors to bond with caregivers (Bowlby, 1969). Attachment 

theory postulates that these early behaviors continue throughout life and help form our 

understanding of relationships, specifically whether we can trust the people around us to meet 

our needs. These behavioral patterns grow from emotional experiences with caregivers during 

childhood and continue to build on each other into adulthood to form expectations for 

interpersonal interactions and relationships (Fraley & Shaver, 2000). Research has recognized 

two dimensions of attachment: avoidance and anxiety. Avoidant attachment is associated with 

discomfort regarding intimacy or closeness with others; anxious attachment is associated with a 

vigilance and concern regarding abandonment and loss (Fraley & Shaver, 2000). The degree to 
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which individuals demonstrate high or low levels for both anxiety and avoidance influences how 

he or she interacts within interpersonal relationships. 

 While attachment has a global influence on each individual in a dyad, implicit theories of 

relationships speak to the cognitive and motivating factors that influence relationship 

maintenance. Implicit theories focus on people’s understandings of the malleable or fixed 

qualities of an individual’s characteristics such as intelligence and personality. It was not until 

recently that implicit theory expanded into the exploration of an individual’s fixed or malleable 

cognitive schemas around romantic relationships (Knee, 1998). Implicit Theories of 

Relationships (ITR) can be understood to operate along two dimensions: destiny and growth 

beliefs. Destiny beliefs about romantic relationships predispose someone to believe in love at 

first sight, to place value and importance on initial feelings of satisfaction, and to expect a 

romantic relationship to be fixed and remain the same over time (Knee, 1998; Knee, Patrick, & 

Lonsbary, 2003). Growth beliefs predispose someone to believe that a relationship grows over 

time, that cultivation of a relationship is healthy, and to expect a romantic relationship to be 

malleable (Knee, 1998; Knee et al., 2003). Research has demonstrated that these two dimensions 

lead to differing behaviors within a relationship, such as how couples resolve conflict and couple 

expectations for satisfaction (Knee et al., 2003).  

 Numerous studies have demonstrated the link between attachment and marital 

satisfaction (Chung, 2014; Givertz, Woszidlo, Segrin & Knutson, 2013; Parker, Tambling, & 

Campbell, 2013). The interpersonal processes that occur due to attachment insecurity directly 

influence a dyadic relationship. However, there has been very little research on how individual 

differences in attachment influence differences in motivation and behaviors within romantic 

relationships. Furthermore, because ITR is a relatively new field, little research has been done to 
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determine what factors help develop these cognitive schemas that influence motivations and 

behaviors within a relationship. This study aims to explore the influential effects of implicit 

theories of relationships on attachment’s impact on marital satisfaction. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

Marital Satisfaction 

Marital satisfaction has been the focus of many studies involving romantic relationships. In the 

United States marriage rates have been around 50% for the last 10 years, demonstrating that 

marriage relationships are a very common occurrence for adults (Census Bureau, 2009). While 

census data cannot capture every type of romantic relationship, data indicates that cohabitation 

before marriage has increased as well, adding to the number of people who are in committed 

romantic relationships (Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008). As the majority of the population are 

currently involved in or will become involved in a romantic relationship, it is important to 

recognize how these relationships affect individuals and systems at large.  

Definition and investigation of marital satisfaction. Researchers interchangeably use 

various terms throughout the literature to describe the same variable. Marital satisfaction, marital 

quality, marital adjustment, and marital happiness are just a few of the alternate names 

researchers use to understand the same variable (Graham, Diebels, & Barnow, 2011). 

Researchers have argued that if these different terms are not capturing the same variable, they are 

at the very least part of a higher order factor (Cohen, 1985; Fincham & Bradbury, 1987). For the 

definition of marital satisfaction, it is more helpful to look at the measures that aim to capture 

this variable in research. The constructs or subscales that are often identified in measures for 

marital satisfaction include general global happiness, dyadic consensus, perceptions of the 

relationship, perception of the significant other, satisfaction with the significant other, 

satisfaction with the relationship, and affectional expression (Graham et al., 2011). Most of these 

constructs are self-report perceptions of the state of the relationship as well as the significant 
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other, but a few of the constructs break down specific contributing factors towards marital 

satisfaction such as the behaviors and emotions involved within the relationship. In this study, 

the construct of marital satisfaction will be used as the higher order variable to capture both 

satisfaction and contributing factors involved in the global evaluation of a relationship such as 

dyadic adjustment, dyadic consensus, and affectional expression.  

Marital satisfaction is defined as a mental state that reflects the perceived benefits and 

consequences of being in a relationship with a particular person (Bradbury, Finchman, & Beach, 

2000). Marital satisfaction is often used as a means to assess the overall quality of a romantic 

relationship. Psychological research has aimed to understand the contributing factors of marital 

satisfaction because it is recognized as one of the strongest predictors of overall life satisfaction 

(Carr, Freedman, Cornman, & Schwartz, 2014; Carr & Springer, 2010). Marital satisfaction has 

many different contributing factors including biological, cognitive, and social factors. Studies 

have consistently linked negative, global attributions for both cause and responsibility with 

greater relationship distress and lower relationship satisfaction (Baucom, Sayers, & Duhe, 1989; 

Bradbury, Beach, Fincham, & Nelson, 1996; Fincham, 1985; Osterhout, Frame, & Johnson, 

2011), even when controlling for additional variables such as depression (Fincham & Bradbury, 

1993; Fincham, Beach, & Bradbury, 1989), intimate partner violence (Fincham, Bradbury, Arias, 

Byrne, & Karney, 1997), self-esteem (Fincham & Bradbury, 1993), and negative affectivity 

(Karney, Bradbury, Fincham, & Sullivan, 1994). These findings indicate that attributional 

processes can have a significant impact on how individuals experience their relationship, thereby 

increasing or diminishing dyadic adjustment. Marital satisfaction is also correlated with 

participation in couple leisurely activities, personality characteristics, social similarities, and 

interaction style (Bradbury et al., 2000; Carr et al., 2014; Carr & Springer, 2010). Marital 
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satisfaction is understood in the literature as constantly changing within a relationship due to life 

stressors and events. Gilford and Bengtson (1979) suggested that couples experience four 

different stages of marital satisfaction: (a) honeymoon stage; (b) employment and/or child-

rearing stage; (c) empty nester stage; and (d) retirement stage. With each of these stages, the 

couple must adapt to various life stressors and macrocontexts that occur throughout the 

relationship (Bradbury et al., 2000). By measuring marital satisfaction throughout the lifespan of 

a relationship, researchers can better identify factors that help nurture or hinder the relationship.  

Nature and determinants of marital satisfaction. Bradbury, Fincham, and Beach 

(2000) highlighted two main categories that influence the variability of marital satisfaction. The 

first category is the sociocultural ecologies and contexts within which marriages operate and the 

second category is the interpersonal processes that operate within marriages. 

 Contexts within which marriages operate. The first category argues that multiple external 

factors are constantly influencing the experience of a relationship and how it can be perceived. 

Bradbury and colleagues (2000) further broke down the category through multiple subcategories: 

(a) children, (b) spouses’ backgrounds and characteristics, (c) life stressors and transitions, and 

(d) macro-contexts. Each of these categories speaks to external influences on the interpersonal 

relationship and therefore calls for certain reactions or responses by the dyad. Due to the 

systemic nature of these external influences, it is apparent that the subcategories can influence 

each other.  

For example, research has demonstrated that having children causes a transition for 

couples. This transition often calls into question many beliefs and values, bringing to the surface 

specific issues that may not have arisen prior to having children (Cowan & Cowan, 1992; 

Johnson & Huston, 1998; Levy-Shiff, Goldshmidt, & Har-Even, 1991). Uncooperative co-
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parenting behaviors have been linked to deterioration in the marital relationship (Bradbury et al., 

2000). Parenting behaviors are greatly influenced by spouses’ backgrounds and characteristics. 

There is evidence that the relationship between an individual’s parents can inform his or her own 

understanding within a relationship, both as a spouse and as a parent (McLanahan & Bumpass, 

1988). Consequently, a family history of affective disorders can influence how smoothly 

transitions occur within a relationship such as becoming parents, moving to a new house, or 

dealing with a family conflict (Marks, Wieck, Checkly, & Kumar, 1996).  

Another significant factor that is linked to spouses’ backgrounds and characteristics is an 

individual’s attachment security (Klohnen & Bera, 1998). Attachment influences an individual’s 

working model of relationships and how those influences shape emotion regulation (Kobak & 

Hazan, 1991). Bradbury et al. (2000) have demonstrated how attachment can be understood as 

“an over-arching framework [that] can integrate individual-level variables and interpersonal 

processes to clarify determinants of marital satisfaction” (p. 971).  

 Interpersonal processes in marriage. The second category that Bradbury and colleagues 

(2000) outlined focuses more on the day-to-day functioning and behaviors within the system of 

the relationship, especially during marital conflict and marital problem-solving processes. 

Specifically, the category is broken down into the following subcategories: (a) marital cognition, 

(b) affect, (c) physiology, (d) patterns, (e) social support, and (f) violence. With each of these 

subcategories, the focus is on relationship processes and behaviors within the dyad. For example, 

marital cognitions often impact behaviors within the relationship because thoughts help motivate 

behaviors (Levenson & Gottman, 1985). Mood and affect also help motivate our behaviors and 

therefore are strong predictors of behaviors within a marital relationship (Thomas, Fletcher, & 

Lange, 1997). However, more recent research has tended to focus less on the outright behavior of 
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marital conflict and instead focus on interpersonal context. For example, Johnson et al. (2005) 

demonstrated that not only negative behaviors, but also positive affect were essential for 

understanding changes in marital satisfaction over time. Additionally, providing social support to 

one’s spouse buffers the effects of changes in chronic stress on marital satisfaction (Brock & 

Lawrence, 2008). It is important to note that interpersonal processes affect marital satisfaction in 

a longitudinal way, demonstrating that patterns and persistent beliefs within the system affect 

marital satisfaction more than just the momentary or situational behavior that occurs in marital 

conflict or problem-solving behavior.  

 By looking at the research surrounding marital satisfaction in the last twenty years, it can 

be understood that both interpersonal processes and individual factors influence the dyadic 

relationship. Attachment is one significant area of research that predicts marital satisfaction 

through both interpersonal processes and individual factors.  

Attachment 

Attachment theory. The theory of attachment offers some understanding for the 

mechanisms contributing to marital satisfaction. Attachment theory began with the pioneering 

work of Bowlby, followed by Ainsworth (Ainsworth, 1989). Bowlby argued that attachment was 

driven by human beings’ inherent need for relationships. Specifically, Bowlby recognized that 

humans sought out proximity to affectionate, trusted, and supportive attachment figures as part 

of their survival and therefore viewed the loss of such proximity and contact as distressing and 

dysfunctional (Bowlby, 1988). Ainsworth engaged in clinical observations of Bowlby’s 

theoretical understanding of attachment. Through her creation of the Strange Situation, 

Ainsworth was able to observe the different patterns of attachment behavior exhibited by infants. 

She found three main patterns of behavior categorized as secure, anxious/ambivalent, and 
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anxious/avoidant (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978). Caregivers of securely attached 

infants were seen as available and consistent sources of comfort for the infant. Caregivers of 

anxious/ambivalent infants were seen as inconsistent in their responses to their infants' distress 

and as a result, hyperactivation of attachment behaviors was observed. Caregivers of 

anxious/avoidant infants were seen as non-responsive to the infant's distress on a recurrent basis, 

fomenting a deactivation of attachment behaviors. In this way, Ainsworth was able to 

demonstrate that infant behavior is affected by a caregiver's responses to signals of distress 

communication (Ainsworth, 1993). Both Bowlby and Ainsworth argued that attachment 

continued throughout the lifespan, an assertion that has since been supported by empirical 

research. 

Attachment in adulthood. Main's research continued the development of attachment 

theory by demonstrating the existence of similar attachment patterns in adults (Main, Kaplan, & 

Cassidy, 1985). Main believed that individual differences in attachment behavior could be 

further described by individual internal working models of relationships derived from early 

attachment relationships. In this way, both secure and insecure attachment styles were not only 

present in infancy, but would also continue from childhood into adulthood (Main et al., 1985). 

Main explored the stability of attachment security and insecurity later in life both by longitudinal 

research (Main, Hesse, & Kaplan, 2005) and by interviewing adults about childhood 

relationships with parents and patterns of attachment over the individual's history. Main 

proposed four categories of attachment for adults as (a) secure, (b) dismissive, (c) preoccupied, 

and (d) disorganized (Main et al., 2005) 

Continuing work with internal working models of relationships, Hazan and Shaver (1987) 

conceptualized romantic love as an attachment process. Because of the internal working models 
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created through attachment behavior, individuals understand adult love relationships differently 

based on their attachment style during infancy (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Hazan and Shaver 

(1987) found that adults could classify themselves into the three attachment categories already 

identified by Ainsworth: secure, avoidant, and anxious/ambivalent. The adults also demonstrated 

differences in how they approached and thought of romantic love which correlated to differing 

attachment styles. Specifically, those who were classified as securely attached based on 

childhood experiences with parents demonstrated more open ideas about romantic love, those 

who were classified as avoidantly attached demonstrated disbelief in the possibility of romantic 

love, and those who were classified as anxiously/ambivalently attached demonstrated that falling 

in love was easy, but that true romantic love might be impossible (Hazan & Shaver, 1987).  

Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) tested a four-category model that took into 

consideration two dimensions: model of self, which they labeled dependence, and model of 

others, which they labeled avoidance of intimacy. Both dimensions allow for levels ranging from 

low to high. Based on these two dimensions, the four-category model Bartholomew and 

Horowitz (1991) proposed classified the following continuous areas of attachment: (a) secure, 

(b) preoccupied, (c) dismissing, and (d) fearful. Through a combination of interview ratings, self-

report ratings, and friend-report ratings, Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) demonstrated the 

attachment categories were significantly associated with attributions of self and others. 

Specifically, secure individuals have positive view of self and others, preoccupied individuals 

have positive view of others while holding negative view of self, dismissing individuals have 

positive view of self while holding negative view of others, and fearful individuals have negative 

view of both self and others. These findings demonstrate a fine-tuned approach to how internal 

working models may be associated with attachment dimensions.  



ATTACHMENT, SATISFACTION, AND ITR 17 

Fraley and Shaver (2000) argued that a continuous rather than categorical approach 

toward attachment would better capture the dimensions of anxiety and avoidance. The anxiety 

dimension is in reference to fears of rejection and abandonment. The avoidance dimension is in 

reference to discomfort with closeness or intimacy with others. Fraley and Shaver (2000) argued 

that since most measurements of adult attachment are self-report measures, the two dimensions 

that reflect the actual reports of attachment behavior lie in the actual assessment of behavior. For 

this reason, a more accurate representation of the dimensions would be hyperactivation and 

deactivation of attachment behaviors. They found that individuals high on the anxiety dimension 

tend to increase vulnerability, expressed need, or anger at unresponsive partners. Individuals 

high on the avoidance dimension, display a decreasing pattern in these behaviors. Through 

taxometrics, research has supported the strength of the orthogonal, continuous variable model of 

attachment over the categorical model, both for global attachment orientations and relationship-

specific attachment orientations (Fraley, Hudson, Heffernan, & Segal, 2015; Fraley & Waller, 

1998).  

Attachment and marital satisfaction. Attachment's continued influence in adult 

relationships and with romantic partners helps explain variances in marital satisfaction for 

couples. Research has shown that individuals who demonstrate attachment security as opposed to 

high levels of attachment-anxiety or avoidance will react and behave differently in long-term 

romantic relationships (Dillow, Goodboy, & Bolkan, 2014). Secure attachment styles predict 

availability, reliability, and a corresponding increase in marital satisfaction (Mikulincer, Florian, 

Cowan, & Cowan, 2002), while attachment-related insecurity leads to greater relationship 

dissatisfaction (Kobak, Ruckdeschel, & Hazan, 1994). During a relationship, attachment injuries 

or instances that demonstrate a partner's unavailability, infidelity, abuse, or rejection can create 
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times of either deactivation or hyperactivation of attachment behaviors. These attachment 

injuries are incorporated into the individual's working model of the relationship and continue the 

negative feedback between the couple (Vorauer, Cameron, Holmes, & Pearce, 2003). Overall, 

individuals with insecure attachment consistently demonstrate lower rates of relationship 

satisfaction (Chung, 2014; Karantzas et al., 2014; Towler & Stuhlmacher, 2013). Attachment has 

been supported in the literature as a unique variable affecting relationship satisfaction after 

controlling for possible confounding variables such as "Big Five" traits, depression, self-esteem, 

or sex-role orientation (Carnelley, Pietromonaco, & Jaffe, 1994; Jones & Cunningham, 1996; 

Noftle & Shaver, 2006; Shaver & Brennan, 1992; Whisman & Allan, 1996).  

The distinction between the two dimensions of attachment in predicting marital 

satisfaction ratings has not significantly demonstrated major differences in marital satisfaction at 

a general level, but has been shown to demonstrate differing patterns of behaviors in the 

relationship. Individuals who have high avoidance attachment tend to demonstrate more 

skepticism at the beginning of the relationship as well as disengagement from the relationship 

when distress occurs (Brock & Lawrence, 2014; Karantzas et al., 2014). This deactivation lends 

itself to poor communication skills and conflict resolution skills (Morey, Gentzler, Creasy, 

Oberhauser, & Westerman, 2013; Saavedra, Chapman, & Rogge, 2010). Individuals who have 

high anxiety attachment tend to demonstrate more commitment and intimacy early in the 

relationship and become reactive if commitment and intimacy are not reciprocated by the partner 

(Madey & Rodgers, 2009; Chopik, Moors, & Edelstein, 2014). In this way, hyperactivation leads 

to blaming, negative beliefs about the relationship, and overall negative affectivity (Overall, 

Girme, Lemay, & Hammond, 2014).  
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The behaviors that are linked with secure or insecure attachment are often seen as 

mediators between the attachment-satisfaction relationship and not necessarily as always specific 

to either dimension of attachment. These behaviors tend to negatively reinforce attachment 

insecurities, resulting in a negative feedback loop that occurs between attachment-insecurities 

and ineffective coping behaviors undertaken in relationships (Karantzas et al., 2014; Rholes, 

Kohn, & Simpson, 2014). In this way, attachment is associated with behaviors that can be further 

detrimental for marital satisfaction as well as buffering factors that could help repair marital 

satisfaction, even with attachment insecurities. Hadden, Smith, and Webster (2014) found that 

relationship duration moderated the association between attachment insecurities and marital 

satisfaction. In addition, characteristics such as forgiveness, commitment and intimacy, and 

relationship-enhancing behaviors appear to buffer the relationship between insecure attachment 

and relationship satisfaction ratings (Chung, 2014; Madey & Rodgers, 2009; Pepping & Halford, 

2012).  

In conclusion, attachment theory is a building block that individuals use to understand 

their world and create internal working models. Attachment behaviors manifest themselves when 

there is an attachment injury. A fundamental assumption of attachment theory is that attachment 

figures serve the function of helping individuals regulate feelings of distress in the face of a 

threat (Bowlby, 1980; Sroufe & Waters, 1977); research has yet to look at how attachment 

translates to an internal working model about the dyad rather than the individual. Implicit 

theories of relationships provides a bridge between the individual and the dyad.  

Implicit Theories in Romantic Relationships   

History of implicit theory. Implicit theories branched from the work of Heider’s (1944) 

field theory of social perception and Kelly’s (1955) theory of personality and personal 
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constructs. In Heider’s theory of social perception, biases that lead to errors in perception may be 

perceived in social situations as they are with objects. An individual’s social perception is highly 

influenced by the need to understand other people in simple and unambivalent ways. Therefore, 

individuals perceive others with the intention of establishing balance and simplicity in their own 

world (Heider, 1944). In conjunction with this theory, Kelly’s (1955) theory states that people 

anticipate events by the meanings or interpretations (personal constructs) they have of those 

events. Combining Heider and Kelly’s theories, implicit theories are then based on both 

perceptions individuals have of the world and the expectations individuals have due to those 

perceptions. Implicit theories are therefore seen as a socially learned phenomenon that influences 

an individual’s cognitions and future behaviors.  

Implicit theories guide individuals on how to respond and behave in situations based on 

expectations and automatic assumptions about the self and the social world. Specifically, Ross 

(1989) defined implicit theories as “schematic knowledge structures that involve specific beliefs 

about the stability of an attribute and the conditions that are likely to promote change” (as quoted 

in Knee & Canevello, 2006, p. 161). Generally, there are two main implicit theories: fixed or 

entity theory and malleable or incremental theory. Entity theory suggests that personal attributes 

are stable, immutable, and set over time, while incremental theory suggests that personal 

attributes are capable of change, adaption, and growth. Research has demonstrated that an 

individual’s implicit theories of personal attributes, such as intelligence or personality traits, 

influence his or her decisions, stress, belief of failure, and social judgments in response to simple 

behaviors (Dweck, 1996; Erdley & Dweck, 1993). Researchers continued examining other social 

situations that might warrant a fixed or malleable theory of understanding. Interpersonal 
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relationships, especially romantic relationships, became a main focus of interest for researchers 

in the field of social psychology and implicit theory. 

Implicit theories of relationships. Knee (1998) first used implicit theory to examine 

different expectations of romantic relationships, coining the term implicit theories of 

relationships (ITR). He described ITR as a belief about the nature of relationships, specifically 

about how to maintain a good relationship. Knee observed that implicit theory research was able 

to predict an individual’s behavior in a particular domain based on his or her beliefs about that 

domain (Knee, et al., 2003). Similar to the original understanding of fixed and malleable 

theories, Knee originally focused on two types of theories for romantic relationships: destiny and 

growth models. In the destiny model, individuals believe that potential relationship partners are 

either meant for each other or not, demonstrating an entity theory around relationships. In the 

growth model, individuals believe that successful relationships are cultivated and developed, 

demonstrating an incremental theory around relationships. In his first study exploring these 

constructs, Knee (1998) not only confirmed the constructs to be significantly different from each 

other, but also found multiple implications for relationships using the two constructs. 

Specifically, the results demonstrated that destiny belief systems predicted shorter relationships, 

endorsement of disengagement strategies, and importance of first impressions while growth 

belief systems predicted longer and more committed relationships and endorsement of 

relationship-maintenance strategies (Knee, 1998). Knee’s research led to further 

conceptualization of destiny and growth models, expanding into the belief that relationships 

should be diagnosed (evaluation) and the belief that problems in relationships can be overcome 

(cultivation; Knee et al., 2003). Furthermore, individuals would not necessarily be categorized as 

either destiny or growth, but rather should be rated along both destiny and growth dimensions 
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resulting in four variables: (a) optimization, (b) cultivation, (c) evaluation, and (d) helplessness. 

Two of the possibilities, cultivation and evaluation, demonstrated the extremes of fixed and 

malleable theories. These modes of thought are understood to be orthogonal rather than 

dichotomous variables for the individual. Subsequent research for ITR was completed in order to 

further substantiate these variables (Knee et al., 2003; Knee, Patrick, Vietor, & Neighbors, 

2004). 

Implicit theories influence on marital satisfaction. ITR research has found mixed 

relationship outcomes with regard to growth and destiny theories. When examining simple 

marital satisfaction scales, researchers have found that destiny theorists report higher levels of 

happiness and comfort in relationships (Knee, 1988; Knee & Canevello, 2006). Specifically, 

having a destiny theory coupled with initial relationship satisfaction would translate to general 

satisfaction with the relationship. If there is low initial satisfaction, individuals with a destiny 

belief system are more likely to end that relationship and not pine over the loss, understanding it 

as “not meant to be” (Knee, 1998). Further, individuals with a destiny belief system are more 

likely to have a larger discrepancy between the idealization of their partner and the actual 

characteristics of the partner, giving more credit to the partner than is actually due. This 

increased perception of ideal characteristics predicted higher relationship satisfaction (Knee, 

Nanayakkara, Vietor, Neighbors, & Patrick, 2001). However, having a growth belief system has 

been demonstrated to predict healthier, more practical, and more lasting relationships (Knee & 

Canevello, 2006).  

Kammrath and Dweck (2006) found that relationships characterized by growth theory 

were more likely to voice their displeasure with partners openly and constructively during a fight 

or disagreement when compared to relationships characterized by destiny theory. Further, 
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Kammrath and Peetz (2012) found that not only did implicit theories predict the different ways 

that people deal with conflict, but also the genesis of conflict. In their study, results demonstrated 

that growth theorists expected positive change by their partner to occur. When change did not 

occur or did not occur fast enough, partners became more distrustful of one another. The 

researchers attributed this distrust to the assumption that, since attributes and behaviors are 

malleable, growth theorists are left to believe that positive change does not occur because their 

partner was not putting in enough effort, rather than because of the difficulty of the change.  

Burnette and Franiuk (2010) focused on developing relationships and delineated 

participants as having either high destiny ratings or high growth ratings. They found that 

individuals with high destiny theory scores were more likely to rely on information about partner 

as “ideal” when deciding whether or not to forgive, while individuals with high growth theory 

scores made decisions on forgiveness without any significant difference on whether or not they 

felt their partner was a good fit. Due to the overall influences of implicit theories of relationships 

on conflict coping, the incremental and growth models predict a longer relationship that 

encompasses conflict and resolution (Burnette & Franiuk, 2010).  

The effect of attachment on implicit theories of relationships. Research demonstrates 

that romantic relationships are often established to meet emotional and security needs as well as 

to become a collaborative dyad that often takes on responsibilities in life in an interdependent 

way (Finkel & Eastwick, 2015). For this reason, attachment theory can shed light on the 

formation of implicit theories of relationships because of the understanding that (a) attachment 

behaviors are an individual's natural way to first relate to others, (b) romantic love is an 

attachment process and (c) attachment influences internal working models (Ainsworth, 1989; 

Bowlby, 1980; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). The goal of attachment behavior is to fulfill the need to 
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be safe and secure in a time of distress through the comfort, availability, and reliability of an 

attachment figure. The goal of implicit theories of relationships is to evaluate and/or cultivate the 

relationship in order to achieve relationship satisfaction. Research has not yet looked at these two 

constructs together, especially in light of each theory’s idiosyncratic impact on relationship 

satisfaction and potential aspects of intersecting influence.  

The Present Study and Hypotheses 

There has not been much informative research on the association between attachment theory and 

implicit theories of relationships to this point. This is most likely due to the different areas of 

psychology from which the constructs evolved– attachment from psychoanalytic theory and 

implicit theories of relationships from social cognition theory. The investigation of this 

association can lead to a better understanding of how the individual goal of attachment predicts 

the dyadic goal of marital satisfaction through the use of motivating perceptions around 

relationships.  

The first and second hypotheses of this study sought to replicate previous research findings 

where both attachment dimensions (anxiety and avoidance) will predict marital satisfaction 

(Chung, 2014; Karantzas et al., 2014; Towler & Stuhlmacher, 2013). The third hypothesis was 

that implicit theories of relationships would indirectly affect the relationship between attachment 

insecurity and marital satisfaction. That is, it was expected that attachment-anxiety would be 

positively associated with destiny belief, and destiny belief would be negatively associated with 

marital satisfaction. In addition, it was expected that attachment-anxiety would be negatively 

associated with growth belief, and growth belief would be positively associated with marital 

satisfaction. When examining attachment-avoidance, it was expected that attachment-avoidance 

would be negatively associated with both destiny and growth belief, and destiny belief would be 
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negatively associated with marital satisfaction while growth belief would be positively 

associated with marital satisfaction. In addition, it was expected that attachment-anxiety would 

be negatively associated with growth belief, and growth belief would be positively associated 

with marital satisfaction. The hypothesized relationships are summarized below and 

demonstrated with Figure 1.  

• Hypothesis 1: Attachment anxiety would negatively predict marital satisfaction.  

 

• Hypothesis 2: Attachment avoidance would negatively predict marital satisfaction. 

• Hypothesis 3: Attachment would have an indirect effect on marital satisfaction through 

implicit theories of relationships such that: 

o Hypothesis 3a: Attachment-anxiety would predict increased destiny belief, which 

in turn would lead to reduced marital satisfaction. 

o Hypothesis 3b: Attachment-anxiety would predict decreased growth belief, which 

in turn would lead to heightened marital satisfaction. 

o Hypothesis 3c: Attachment-avoidance would predict decreased destiny belief, 

which in turn would lead to reduced marital satisfaction. 

o Hypothesis 3d: Attachment-avoidance would predict decreased growth belief, 

which in turn would lead to heightened marital satisfaction. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual, diagrammatic model of hypothesized relationships.  
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CHAPTER III 

Method 

Participants 

Determining sample size. Participants were recruited from both faculty and staff of a 

small private university as well as through an online recruitment process on various community 

sites. Based on the anticipated magnitudes of this study’s model paths, to obtain a power of .80 

with a moderate effect size of f 2 = .15, the required N was 76 (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & 

Bauchner, 2007). Prior studies exploring the association between attachment and marital 

satisfaction either neglect the use of effect size to report results or report a small to moderate 

effect size (Banse, 2004; Butzer & Campbell, 2008; Meyers & Landsberger, 2002). The few 

studies that have been completed associating implicit theories of relationships with marital 

satisfaction have demonstrated small effect sizes (Weigel, Davis, & Woodward, 2015). 

Equivalent studies exploring these variables reflect a range in sample size from 73 to 333 

individuals (Banse, 2004; Butzer & Campbell, 2008; Meyers & Landsberger, 2002; Weigel et al., 

2015). 

Recruitment, eligibility, and sample characteristics. Participants were recruited by 

means of e-mail and postings on online community boards. Through email, the entire faculty and 

staff of a small, private university were invited to participate in the study. Through online 

community boards, individuals were informed of the study and the option to participate. For both 

e-mail and the online posting, participants were offered to enter a drawing for an Amazon gift 

card.  

There were two eligibility requirements for participants in this study. First, the participant 

must be at least 18 years old. The second eligibility criterion was that the participant currently be 
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in a serious romantic relationship. This was defined as being in an exclusive relationship for at 

least one year. Allowing for both married and unmarried participants in the research offered 

more information across different models of romantic relationships. Being in the relationship for 

at least one year gave a higher chance for the significant other to be understood as an attachment 

figure in the participant’s life.  

The final study sample included 82 participants (87% female) with a mean age of 33.95 

(SD = 8.81). The average length of current relationship was 10.70 years (SD = 8.98) with 68.3% 

of participants married, 22% dating, and 9.8% cohabitating. Further, 90.2% identified as 

heterosexual with 8.5% identifying as bisexual and 1.2% identifying as other. Within the 82 

participants, 86.6% identified as Caucasian, 7.3% Hispanic/Hispanic American, 3.7% other, and 

2.4 % Asian/Asian American. Lastly, 32.9% of participants identified as Protestant Christian, 

9.8% as Catholic, 4.9% as Jewish, 1.2% as LDS/Mormon, 14.6% Atheist, and 36.6% as no 

preference or other.  

Consent and confidentiality. Participants first agreed to the informed consent before 

being directed to the measures for the study. They then were directed to four measures: the 

demographic questionnaire, the DAS, ECR-R, and ITRs. Once beginning participation, 

confidentiality was protected by giving each participant a randomly generated ID number 

assigned by Qualtrics.com (a website designed for survey materials). The only identifying 

information that was associated with the participants was an e-mail address that was used to 

notify the results of the gift card drawing at the end of the data collection process. This contact 

information was kept separate from the results and was stored in a password-protected excel file 

on the investigator’s personal computer. The local Institutional Review Board approved the 

study before initiation of recruitment or data collection. 
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Participant Interaction Procedure. After recruitment and determination of eligibility 

through use of the informed consent and the demographics questionnaire, participants were 

invited to continue the study by completing the measures for attachment, implicit theories of 

relationships, and marital satisfaction. They completed all three of these measures using the 

Qualtrics website from the convenience of their own computer devices. After completing the 

questionnaires, they were debriefed about the study and given contact information if they had 

any further questions. The participants were then notified at the end of data collection through e-

mail regarding the results of the gift card drawing.  

Measures 

Participant demographic characteristics. The demographic questionnaire was used to 

identify variables necessary for scoring, eligibility criterion, and possible confounding variables. 

The demographic survey consists of 8 items. Specifically, three questions served to ascertain 

eligibility (i.e., age, relationship status, and length of current relationship). Four questions 

assessed general demographic information such as gender, sexual orientation, religious 

affiliation, and culture/ethnic background. Lastly, the questionnaire included an item asking for 

participants’ email addresses to contact the participant about the results of the drawing for the 

gift card at the end of the data collection process. This question was voluntary and did not impact 

the individual’s participation in the study.  

Marital Satisfaction. The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976) was used to 

assess marital satisfaction. It is a 32-item measure assessing the quality of marriage and other 

similar dyads. The DAS is a self-report measure for an individual within a dyad. The 32-items 

are divided into four subscales: (a) Dyadic Consensus; (b) Dyadic Satisfaction; (c) Dyadic 

Cohesion; and (d) Affectional Expression. The four subscales were determined through a factor 
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analysis program in SPSS (Nie, Bent, & Hull, 1970). Through this program, the researchers used 

an oblique rotation and determined the factor loadings for the subscales. Any factors that did not 

load properly on a factor were eliminated. Eight items were eliminated from the original 40-item 

measure due to unsuitable factor loading. There are eight different 6-point Lickert scales within 

the 32 items for how the participant is asked to answer each question. Some example questions 

from the measure are as follows: “How often do you discuss or have you considered divorce, 

separation, or terminating your relationship?”, “Do you confide in your mate?”, and “How often 

do you or your mate leave the house after a fight?”. The DAS creates composite scores detailed 

in the manual that for each of the four subscales. 

 The DAS was assessed using 218 married individuals and 94 divorced individuals to 

determine criterion-related validity. The assessment demonstrated statistically significant 

differences between the married (M  = 114.8) and the divorced individuals (M = 70.7) at the p 

= .001 level. To assess for construct validity, the researches correlated the DAS to the Locke-

Wallace Marital Adjustment Scale, yielding a correlation of r = .86. Construct validity was 

further determined through factor analysis of the 32-item scale, determining the four subscales of 

the measure. A later study completed an exploratory factor analysis and confirmatory factor 

analysis of the DAS to determine the structural validity of the measure (Spanier & Thompson, 

1982). The exploratory factor analysis examined six different models, ranging from the measure 

having one factor to six factors. Once the model reached four factors, the change in chi-square 

drops, leaving the four-factor model with χ2 (374) = 571, p = .001, and a reliability of .95. The 

DAS was assessed for reliability using Cronbach’s alpha on all four of the subscales as well as 

the DAS as a whole. The total scale reliability was α = .96 while the four subscales ranged from 

α = .73 to α = .94 (Spanier & Thompson, 1982).  
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 In my current study, a series of estimates of reliability were conducted for each of the 

four subscales of the DAS as well as the total scale reliability. The coefficient alpha for the total 

scale was α = .92 while the four subscales ranged from α = .73 to α = .87. These figures indicate 

acceptable levels of internal consistency. 

Attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety. The Experiences of Close 

Relationships – Revised scale (ECR-R; Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000b) measures both 

attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety for adults through a two-dimensional model. The 

ECR-R is a self-report measure that consists of 36-items. These items are divided into two 18-

item subscales:  Attachment Avoidance and Attachment Anxiety. The measure is a revision of 

the original Experiences in Close Relationships scales (ECR; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998) 

using item response theory (Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000). Item response theory is designed 

to represent the “relation between an individual item response and an underlying latent variable” 

(Fraley et al., 2000, p. 351). By examining the pool of 323 items collected by Brennan et al. 

(1998), item response theory was used to perform a principal-axis factor analysis on 30 clusters 

of homogenous items. These items were gathered through the use of a cluster analysis. Fraley et 

al. (2000) decided to distinguish the separate markers for the two dimensions with the criterion 

of correlating higher than .40 with one factor and less than .25 with the other factor to distinguish 

independence of the items for each dimension. Through this process, the two 18-item subscales 

were created. Each item is rated on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) Likert-type 

scale. An example item from each dimension of the measure is as follows: “I often worry about 

my relation” (Anxiety) and “I prefer not to be too close to romantic partners” (Avoidance). The 

scale will give two averaged scores, one for attachment anxiety and one for attachment 

avoidance, as recommended by Fraley et al. (2000). In this way, an individual will receive a 
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score ranging from 1 to 7 for each dimension, with higher scores demonstrating higher levels of 

either anxiety or avoidance.  

 The ECR-R was assessed further in three different studies conducted by Sibley, Fischer, 

and Liu (2005). The first study aimed to determine the ECR-R’s temporal stability and factor 

structure. This was achieved by using an exploratory factor analysis and test-retest stability 

across a 3-week period assessing 300 people (67% female; mean age = 22) and comparing it with 

another common measure used for attachment, the Relationship Questionnaire (RQ; 

Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). These analyses determined that both ECR-R composite 

measures of anxiety and avoidance loaded solely on an individual factor (anxiety loadings = .92; 

avoidance loadings = .74) and that the two dimensions of the ECR-R were temporally stable 

(avoidance:  = .90, R2 = .84; anxiety:  = .92, R2 = .85). In the second study, Sibley and 

colleagues (2005) used confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test how well the data fit a 

hypothesized factor structure. The hypothesized two-factor model demonstrated goodness of fit 

for the data, 2 (53, n = 478) = 142.26, GFI = .95, NNFI = .98, CFI = .98, SRMR = .04, RMSEA 

= .06. Additionally, the single-factor model demonstrated significantly poorer fit than the two-

factor model, 2
diff(1) = 3.480.86, p < .001. Lastly, the third study assessed for convergent and 

discriminant validity of the ECR-R using diary methods of social interaction as an external 

criterion. HLM analyses demonstrated that ECR-R measures of anxiety predicted attachment-

related anxiety experienced during social interactions ( = .46) while ECR-R measures of 

avoidance predicted attachment-related avoidance experienced during social interactions at a 

similar magnitude ( = .51). Overall, the ECR-R explained a large portion of the between-person 

variation in the quality of social interactions with a romantic partner, demonstrating convergent 

and discriminate validity for the ECR-R scales (Sibley et al., 2005).  
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 In my current study, a series of estimates of reliability were conducted for each of the two 

scales of the ECR-R. The coefficient alphas for the ECR-R anxiety and avoidance scales was α 

= .89 and α = .93 respectively. These figures indicate acceptable levels of internal consistency. 

 Implicit Theories of Relationships. The Implicit Theories of Relationship scales (ITRs; 

Knee, Patrick, & Lonsbary, 2003) measure both destiny and growth beliefs pertaining to 

romantic relationships through a two-dimensional model. The measure is a self-report, 22-item 

questionnaire. The items are divided into two 11-item subscales: a) Destiny and b) Growth. The 

measure has developed from an original 8-item survey first used by Knee (1998) in his 

preliminary study of ITR. Through factor analysis, Knee determined that destiny and growth 

beliefs were independent from each other rather than on different ends of an individual spectrum. 

The two-factor model demonstrated goodness of fit, 2 (209, n = 436) = 707.29, p < .001, GFI 

= .86, RMSEA = .07. The measure utilizes a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Each item demonstrates an item-total correlation between .26 

and .61. An example item from each dimension is as follows: “A successful relationship is 

mostly a matter of finding a compatible partner right from the start” (destiny) and “The ideal 

relationship develops gradually over time” (growth). The ITRs create two composite scores by 

averaging the responses for each subscale to get a score between 1 and 7. A higher score 

demonstrates a higher amount of either destiny or growth belief.  

 Due to the limited nature of research conducted around implicit theories of relationships, 

there is little demonstration of reliability and validity of this measure outside of Knee’s work. 

However, through his work the ITRs has demonstrated some reportable reliability and validity. 

When determining construct validity, Knee et al. (2003) found that destiny belief correlates 

positively with similar aspects of other measures such as the belief that partners cannot change 
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themselves (Partners Cannot Change; Eidelson & Epstein, 1982), pragmatic shopping-list 

approach to love (Pragma; Hendrick & Hendrick, 1986), and belief that there is only one 

potential partner, idealizing romance, and belief in love at first site (Romantic Beliefs subscale; 

Sprecher & Metts, 1989). Additionally, growth belief correlates positively with a gradual, 

friendship-based approach to love (Storge; Hendrick & Hendrick, 1986) and belief that love will 

find a way (Romance Beliefs subscale; Sprecher & Metts, 1989). Internal reliabilities for destiny 

and growth scales demonstrated adequate Cronbach’s alpha levels, .82 and .74 respectively. 

Initial test-retest reliability was .52 and .40 for destiny and growth, respectively. 

 In my current study, a series of estimates of reliability were conducted for each of the two 

scales of the ITRs. The coefficient alpha for the destiny scale was α = .89 and growth scale was α 

= .82. These figures indicate acceptable levels of internal consistency.  
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

Data Preparation  

 Before each hypothesis was tested, the data was prepared for analysis by (a) identifying 

and managing missing variables, and (b) evaluating continuous variables as a function of 

normality. Although normality is not always required for analyses, screening continuous 

variables for this assumption can be informative for understanding results (Tabachnick & Fidell, 

2007). In the analyses, I used bias-corrected bootstrapping to measure direct and indirect effects 

and this procedure is robust to violations of normality (Hayes, 2013).  

Data were analyzed and managed for missingness with the multiple imputation tools in 

SPSS version 25. A total of 119 participants completed part or all of the study materials. Eighty-

four percent of the variables within the demographics survey, ECR-R, ITR, and DAS and 

74.44% of the cases had some missing data. Remarkably, 94.28% of the values in the entire 

model had complete data revealing a haphazard pattern. Thirty-seven cases were removed from 

the dataset before analysis due to at least 24% missingness, allowing for a final sample size of 

82. Of these 37 cases, 35 did not complete the final measure due to closing out of the survey 

early. The remaining two cases did not agree to the informed consent and were then redirected 

away from the rest of the survey. Multiple imputations yielded five new data sets to account for 

any other missing values. The data set that most aligned with the original data set based on 

descriptive statistics was used for correlation analysis (See Table 1 for descriptive statistics and 

bivariate correlations). 
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Table 1 

Bivariate Correlations and Descriptive Statistics among Study Variables 

Variable M SD Range 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 

1. Attachment - Anxiety 2.41 .89 1 – 5.06 --- .63* .01 .05 -.49* 

2. Attachment - Avoidance 2.39 .98 1 – 4.83  --- -.10 .01 -.71* 

3. Destiny Belief 3.40 .90 1.64 – 6.73   --- -.38* .12 

4. Growth Belief 5.22 .73 2.55 – 6.58    --- .06 

5. Marital Satisfaction 110.41 13.76 53.00 – 139.00     --- 

Note. Final N = 82. * denotes significance at the .01 level (2-tailed). 

 

The Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic (K-S test; Field, 2005) was used to test each measure 

for univariate normality. As shown in Table 2, the distribution of scores for the all of the 

variables were significantly different than normal. Values of skewness (S) and kurtosis (K) 

provided further information about the shape of the variables distribution (see Table 1). Positive 

skewness values indicate a pile-up of scores on the left of the distribution; negative values 

indicate the pile-up is on the right. Regarding kurtosis values, positive values indicate higher 

degrees of peakedness; negative values indicate flatness. The results of these scores suggested 

that the Attachment Anxiety, Attachment Avoidance, and Destiny Belief have positive skewness 

(i.e., scores were piled up on the left) while Growth Belief and Marital Satisfaction have negative 

skewness (i.e., scores were piled up on the right). All of the variables demonstrated positive 

kurtosis (i.e., scores indicated higher degrees of peakedness).  

Table 2 

Assessing Univariate Normality of Continuous Variables 

 K-S Test Kurtosis Skewness 

Variable D          df          p kurtosis    z kurt  skewness    z skew 

Attachment Anxiety .12        82       .009 .004          .007 .688             2.59** 

Attachment Avoidance .14        82       .000 -.040         .076 .776             2.92** 

Destiny Belief .07        82       .000 1.61          3.06** .566             2.13* 

Growth Belief .08        82       .000 1.11          2.11* -.605           -2.27* 

Marital Satisfaction .10        82       .030 4.24          8.06*** -1.40           -5.26*** 

Note. Note. D is the K-S Test Statistic. To facilitate interpretation, z values for kurtosis and skewness 

are calculated by dividing by their respective standard error. * denotes p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Data Analyses    

Two models of parallel multiple mediation were analyzed examining the degree to which 

destiny belief and growth belief mediated the relation of attachment anxiety and attachment 

avoidance on marital satisfaction. Hayes (2013) recommended this strategy over simple 

mediation models because it allows for all mediators to be examined, simultaneously. The 

resultant direct and indirect values for each path account for other mediation paths. Using the 

PROCESS macro, coefficients for specific indirect, total indirect, direct, and total were 

computed. Path coefficients refer to regression weights, or slopes, of the expected changes in the 

dependent variable given a unit change in the independent variables. 

First, the total effects of both attachment-anxiety and attachment-avoidance were 

significant for marital satisfaction (b = -7.65, p < .001; b = -10.05, p < .001, respectively). 

Specifically, both attachment-anxiety and attachment-avoidance negatively predicted marital 

satisfaction, providing support for my first two hypotheses. Results of a post-hoc GPower 

analysis (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) indicated that when alpha is set to .05 and 

with a sample size of 82, this relationship achieved a power of 0.83. Second, results indicated 

nonsignificant indirect effects of either destiny or growth belief on the relationship between 

attachment and marital satisfaction. Additionally, there was nonsignificance on either pathway 

from attachment to implicit theories of relationships or implicit theories of relationships to 

marital satisfaction. These findings failed to provide support for Hypothesis 3 in its entirety. 

Results of the mediation analyses are provided in Table 3, Table 4, Figure 2, and Figure 3.  
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Table 3 

Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of Attachment Anxiety on Marital Satisfaction through Destiny 

Belief (M1) and Growth Belief (M2) 

Effect b SE p 95% CI 

            Lower Upper 

ANX → DB → M.SAT .013 X 2.822 = .036 .322  -.660 .699 

ANX → GB → M.SAT .039 X 2.905 = .114 .301  -.621 .673 

Total indirect effect .150 .334  -.628 .763 

Total effect of X on Y (c) -7.65 1.51 .000 -10.66 -4.65 

Direct effect of X on Y (c’) -7.80 1.50 .000 -10.78 -4.82 

Note. ANX = Attachment Anxiety; DB = Destiny Belief; M.SAT = Marital Satisfaction; GB = 

Growth Belief. The significance of the indirect effects was calculated with the bias-corrected 

confidence intervals (.95) bootstrap analysis. 

 

Figure 2. Diagrammatic model of destiny belief (M1) and growth belief’s (M2) mediation of the 

relationship between attachment anxiety and marital satisfaction with the unstandardized b weights on 

the paths. 

 

Table 4 

Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of Attachment Avoidance on Marital Satisfaction through Destiny 

Belief (M1) and Growth Belief (M2) 

Effect b SE p 95% CI 

            Lower Upper 

AVO → DB → M.SAT -.094 X 1.324 = -.124 .274  -.755 .414 

AVO → GB → M.SAT .009 X 1.926 = .018 .274  -.526 .404 

Total indirect effect -.106 .291  -.778 .434 

Total effect of X on Y (c) -10.05 1.11 .000 -12.25 -7.84 

Direct effect of X on Y (c’) -9.94 1.11 .000 -12.16 -7.72 

Note. AVO = Attachment Avoidance; DB = Destiny Belief; M.SAT = Marital Satisfaction; GB = 

Growth Belief. The significance of the indirect effects was calculated with the bias-corrected 

confidence intervals (.95) bootstrap analysis. 
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Figure 3. Diagrammatic model of destiny belief (M1) and growth belief’s (M2) mediation of the 

relationship between attachment avoidance and marital satisfaction with the unstandardized b 

weights on the paths. 

 

 In post hoc analysis, I ran four moderation regressions examining the possible 

moderating effect of either destiny or growth belief on the relationship between attachment 

anxiety and avoidance and marital satisfaction. This was completed due to past research 

demonstrating implicit theories of relationships to be a very influential moderator in romantic 

relationship associations such as an individual “wanting more” from one’s partner and overall 

satisfaction with the relationship (Knee et al., 2001; Knee et al., 2004). Out of these four 

analyses, only one moderation demonstrated significant results. Destiny belief was found to 

significantly moderate the relationship between attachment avoidance and marital satisfaction 

(F(1, 78) = 4.56, R2 = .03, p < .05). Individuals with high levels of destiny belief 

demonstrated the highest negative correlation between attachment avoidance and marital 

satisfaction, followed by individuals with average and low levels of destiny belief (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. Moderation of Destiny Belief on the relationship between Attachment Avoidance and 

Marital Satisfaction. 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

 The aim of this study was to investigate the possible indirect effects implicit theories of 

relationships have on the association between attachment and marital satisfaction. The results of 

the current study were consistent with prior research for the relationship between adult 

attachment and marital satisfaction. Attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance were found to 

have significant negative total effects on marital satisfaction. This finding has been demonstrated 

in prior research (Kobak, Ruckdeschel, & Hazan, 1994; Mikulincer et al., 2002). However, this 

study did not demonstrate support for the indirect effect of implicit theories of relationship on the 

association between attachment and marital satisfaction nor demonstrate any significant 

pathways from attachment to implicit theories of relationships or from implicit theories of 

relationships to marital satisfaction. 

 There are several possible reasons why I was not able to find significance on the 

mediated pathway for my proposed model. First, it is possible that the construct of implicit 

theories of relationships was not adequately measured. Previous research examining associations 

with this variable have used multiple scales together to measure the construct (Franiuk, Cohen, & 

Pomerantz, 2002; Franiuk, Shain, Bieritz, & Murray, 2012). Due to the novelty of this variable, 

the construct may not have been fully captured within the one measure. Further, it is possible that 

the two variables did not demonstrate significant correlation let alone a predictive relationship 

due to the differing theoretical orientations from which attachment theory and implicit theory are 

derived. While research has demonstrated that attachment insecurity is linked with a belief in 

romantic love or soul mates (Cruces, Hawrylak, & Delegido, 2015; Hart, Hung, Glick, & Dinero, 
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2012), there has not been research to demonstrate that attachment style impacts or translates to 

an individual’s implicit theories, let alone implicit theories in a relationship. 

Secondly, I considered that I mis-specified the model, failing to rule out alternative 

hypotheses such as moderation of ITR on the relationship between attachment and marital 

satisfaction. I chose to use a mediation model, theorizing that the internal working models 

created through attachment behaviors would include implicit theories of relationships. Past 

research conducted with implicit theories of relationships has demonstrated the variable to be a 

very influential moderator in romantic relationship associations such as an individual “wanting 

more” from one’s partner and overall satisfaction with the relationship (Knee et al., 2001; Knee 

et al., 2004).  

However, if ITR is not an inherent part of partners’ internal working models, then it 

might be better suited as a moderator variable between attachment and marital satisfaction. To 

test this theory, I ran four post hoc analyses for the possible moderating effect of either destiny or 

growth belief on the relationship between attachment anxiety and avoidance and marital 

satisfaction. Out of these four analyses, destiny belief was found to significantly moderate the 

relationship between attachment avoidance and marital satisfaction. This moderation is a novel 

finding in the literature. Prior research has been able to demonstrate a modest correlation 

between growth belief and attachment security, but no other correlations between either destiny 

belief or growth belief and attachment insecurity (i.e. anxiety and avoidance; Knee, Patrick, & 

Lonsbary, 2003). Furthermore, the research that has been done between destiny belief and 

marital satisfaction has demonstrated a positive correlation between the two variables such that 

an individual with a high destiny belief often idealizes one’s partner and therefore reports higher 

marital satisfaction (Knee, 1998; Knee & Canevello, 2006).  
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The current finding coincides with Franiuk, Cohen, and Pomeranz (2002) work 

demonstrating that individuals who do not feel they are with their current soulmate and have 

higher destiny belief demonstrate lower overall marital satisfaction. Because destiny belief is an 

entity theory around relationships, individuals who do not feel securely attached to their partner 

may then believe that the relationship cannot evolve into something better. Individuals with high 

attachment avoidance tend to disengage from a relationship when distress occurs (Barry & 

Lawrence, 2013; Overall, Simpson, Struthers, 2013) while individuals with high attachment 

anxiety tend to become reactive if commitment and intimacy are not reciprocated in the 

relationship (De Smet et al., 2013; Ménard & Pincus, 2012; Strawhun, Adams, & Huss, 2013. 

These differences may help explain why thinking about a possible “soulmate” out in the world 

would influence individuals with attachment avoidance more so than individuals with attachment 

anxiety.  

 The findings suggest a possible link between the intrapersonal nature of attachment 

theory and the interpersonal nature of implicit theories of relationships. The goal of attachment 

behavior is to fulfill the need to be safe and secure in a time of distress through the comfort, 

availability, and reliability of an attachment figure (Finkel & Eastwick, 2015). The goal of 

implicit theories of relationships is to evaluate and/or cultivate the relationship in order to 

achieve relationship satisfaction (Knee et al., 2003). In the current study, destiny belief 

significantly moderates the relationship between attachment avoidance and marital satisfaction. 

In this way, having a destiny belief, which is high on evaluation and low on cultivation, impacts 

how an avoidantly-attached individual views the relationship. Therefore, not only may the 

individual not see the partner as a safe and secure base, but also may not see the relationship as 

meeting the dyadic goals of satisfaction. Additionally, when the individual does not have high 
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destiny belief, the insecure attachment does not have as strong a negative influence on marital 

satisfaction. The combination of not getting either intrapersonal or interpersonal needs met 

demonstrates the strongest negative effect on marital satisfaction, suggesting a possible systemic 

link between the theoretical concepts.  

While not the proposed model for this study, this initial finding creates an opportunity to 

further understand how implicit theories of relationships impact an individual’s attachment 

within a specific relationship with regard to relationship satisfaction.  

Clinical Implications of the Study Findings 

 The study results do demonstrate some impressions for clinical work, specifically for 

attachment and marital satisfaction work with couples. The main results replicated previous 

research completed on attachment and marital satisfaction, further supporting the possible need 

for attachment work to be a consideration when working with couples with marital discord. 

When individuals feel safe and secure in their relationship, they may be more likely to approach 

relationship distress with availability and reliability which then corresponds with an increase in 

marital satisfaction (Mikulincer et al., 2002). Therefore, attachment theory and attachment repair 

may be a helpful consideration in couple therapy. 

 It appears that a focus on implicit theories of relationship can be helpful in couple’s work 

as well. Implicit theories in general have been shown to be malleable through incremental 

cognitive restructuring (Dweck, 1996; Erdley & Dweck, 1993). Therefore, clinicians working 

with individual destiny belief may be able to explore how that impacts the relationship and work 

towards a more growth belief of relationships. While not demonstrated in this study, previous 

research has demonstrated that growth beliefs predict healthier, more practical, and more lasting 



ATTACHMENT, SATISFACTION, AND ITR 45 

relationships involving conflict resolution behaviors and forgiveness (Burnette & Franiuk, 2010; 

Knee & Canevello, 2006). 

Limitations and Future Research 

 Several limitations of the study must be addressed in order to provide a comprehensive 

review of the findings. First, the participants for this study were limited with regard to racial and 

gender diversity. This skew in gender and ethnicity makes it difficult to generalize the findings 

of the research to all people. While the range of length of relationship demonstrates an adequate 

spread between 1 year and 40 years, further examination of this data demonstrates an extreme 

positive skew (z skew = 5.03),  making a generalization of findings difficult beyond relationships 

lasting more than 10 years.  

 Second, the measure of implicit theories of relationships may have been limited in its 

ability to accurately measure and portray an individual’s belief around romantic relationships. 

The ITR has been substantiated as having construct validity, but due to the newness of the 

measure, many researchers are still using multiple scales to capture an individual’s true implicit 

theories around relationships (Franiuk, Cohen, & Pomerantz, 2002; Franiuk et al., 2012). Future 

research could examine many of these scales in association with attachment to further explore 

the possible pathway between these two variables.  

 Third, a possible explanation for the moderating effect destiny belief had on the 

relationship between attachment avoidance and marital satisfaction could be a combination of the 

differences in wording used in the scales measuring attachment, destiny belief, and marital 

satisfaction and the order in which the scales were presented to the research participants. Both 

the ECR-R and the DAS use prompts regarding the current relationship the participant is in. 

However, the ITR uses wording that asks about romantic relationships in general, not about any 
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specific romantic relationship. The order in which the participants received these scales was 

ECR-R, ITR, and DAS. It is possible that those individuals that demonstrated higher attachment 

avoidance in their current relationship felt discouraged about the relationship when being 

reminded that there could be a “soulmate” for them in the world and therefore reported lower 

marital satisfaction. Future research should randomize the order of scales for participants to 

better control for this possible confounding variable.  

Fourth, this study may not have captured other variables that influence the original 

model. For example, research has shown that relationship maintaining behaviors can often buffer 

the negative effect attachment insecurity has on marital satisfaction (Kohn et al., 2012; Pepping 

& Halford, 2012). It was hypothesized that implicit theories of relationships would be derived 

from some of these behaviors, but it is unclear when and how relationship maintaining behaviors 

are introduced into a relationship. Unfortunately, this study did not look at specific behaviors in a 

relationship or usual relationship maintenance practices.  

The limitations of this study may provide a basis for future research exploring these 

constructs. Future research should broaden the participant pool in terms of gender, ethnicity, and 

length of relationship to better generalize the information as well as determine if there is a 

significant difference in results between males and females. Secondly, a future study should 

incorporate multiple scales for implicit theories of relationship in order to capture a better 

understanding of an individual’s belief. Increasing the construct validity of this variable can 

provide more information about this construct and lead to further research into the determinants 

of this variable. Thirdly, the randomization of the order of scales participants receive should be 

considered for future studies to help control for possible ordering effects. Fourthly, future 

research should incorporate additional variables that may shape the effect of attachment on 
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marital satisfaction such as relationship maintenance behaviors and motivations behind those 

behaviors. This can greatly increase our knowledge regarding the mechanisms at play between 

the attachment-marital satisfaction relationship. Finally, future research should incorporate a 

longitudinal design to further examine the possible impact systemic patterns have on attachment 

style, implicit theories of relationships, and marital satisfaction and explore possible causal links 

between these constructs over time. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore the association between adult attachment, 

implicit theories of relationships, and marital satisfaction for adults who are currently in a 

romantic relationship. The relationship between attachment and marital satisfaction had been 

previously supported in research (Kobak, Ruckdeschel, & Hazan, 1994; Mikulincer et al., 2002). 

However, research had not yet examined how attachment translates to an internal working model 

about the dyad rather than the individual. I hypothesized that the individual goals of attachment 

predicted the dyadic goal of marital satisfaction through the use of the motivating perceptions 

found in implicit theories of relationships. The proposed mediation models failed to demonstrate 

statistically significant indirect effects. However, the results were able to replicate previous 

research’s findings on the relationship between attachment and marital satisfaction. Additionally, 

post hoc analysis demonstrated destiny belief as significantly moderating the relationship 

between attachment avoidance and marital satisfaction. This novel finding demonstrates the 

influence of implicit theories of relationships on relational perceptions. Although more research 

is needed to investigate this idea thoroughly, it offers an interesting perspective on how cognitive 

schemas impact marital satisfaction in a current relationship. Researchers and clinicians may be 
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able to use these and future findings to help couples and individuals with relational conflicts and 

dissatisfaction through both attachment theory and cognitive schemas.  
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