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Preface 

 

We are proud to present our master thesis which concerns attachment, hurtful relationship 

events and the association with the difficulty single adults may encounter in finding a 

suitable partner. This thesis is part of the Master Clinical and Health Psychology of Utrecht 

University. Our interest in the topic was awakened during classes about intimate 

relationships, sexuality and attachment theory. Furthermore, singlehood seems to be a hot-

item in the media as well as in society at large, which made this an interesting phenomenon 

to explore.   

In the course of conducting this research, many obstacles and difficulties were overcome. 

We have learned a lot about finding literature, implementing a survey, writing for scientific 

purposes and interpreting results. Moreover, the process of discussing and reflecting on the 

results of this study was extraordinary instructive.  

 

We would like to thank our supervisor Lisalotte Verspui for being our guide, for providing us 

with help and for the inspiration which led to new insides about this interesting topic. 

Thanks for your time and enthusiasm; we have learned a lot from your advice and 

suggestions. Also words of thanks to Linda Breeman, for her help with the statistical analyses 

of our study. 

Conclusively, it was a valuable experience which broadened our knowledge about 

conducting a research study, which will be profitable in the future. 

 

Jessica Becholtz & Stephanie van Hövell  
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Abstract 

 

Since the number of singles is increasing, it seems an important endeavour to understand 

the psychological factors involved in encountered difficulty in finding a suitable partner. For 

this reason, the primary goal of the present study was to examine whether early attachment 

style and experienced hurtful relationship events are associated with encountered difficulty 

in obtaining a romantic relationship. The second goal was to investigate whether adult 

attachment plays a mediating role in this. For the purpose of this study, a Dutch community 

sample (N=100) completed questionnaires of early attachment, adult attachment and 

experienced hurtful relationship events. In addition, they reported to what extent they 

experienced problems in finding a partner. Strikingly, in this study an overrepresentation of 

unsecure attachment was found, for early attachment as well as adult attachment. 

Moreover, most of the singles (69%) encountered difficulty in finding a partner. As expected 

based on previous literature on relationship satisfaction, adult attachment was found to be 

associated with this. Encountered difficulty was also associated with two types of hurtful 

relationship events mediated by adult attachment: active dissociation (e.g. rejection by a 

partner) and passive dissociation (e.g. being ignored by a partner). Other hurtful events were 

by no means associated with difficulty in obtaining a relationship. Despite of expectations 

based on attachment theory, early attachment was not associated with problems 

encountered by singles. Looking at the background of adult attachment, early attachment 

was also expected to be connected with adult attachment. However, surprisingly no 

significant association was found. Furthermore, indications for gender differences in 

attachment styles were found among singles.  
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Dutch summary (Nederlanse samenvatting) 

 

Aangezien het aantal vrijgezellen toeneemt lijkt het een belangrijk streven om de 

psychologische factoren te begrijpen die betrokken zijn bij de moeilijkheid die vrijgezellen 

ervaren om een partner te vinden. Daarom is het hoofddoel van deze studie te onderzoeken 

of vroege hechtingsstijl en het ervaren van pijnlijke relatiegebeurtenissen geassocieerd zijn 

met de moeite die ondervonden wordt bij het vinden van een partner. Het tweede doel was 

te onderzoeken of hechting in de volwassenheid een mediërende rol speelt hierin. Ten 

behoeve van dit doel hebben participanten (N=100) in een Nederlandse steekproef 

vragenlijsten ingevuld over hechting in de kindertijd, hechting in de volwassenheid en 

ervaren pijnlijke gebeurtenissen met betrekking tot romantische relaties. Verder hebben zij 

aangegeven in hoeverre zij moeite hebben met het vinden van een partner. Het is opvallend 

dat in deze studie een overrepresentatie van onveilige hechting gevonden is, voor zowel 

vroege als volwassen hechting. Bovendien hebben de meeste vrijgezellen (69%) aangegeven 

dat zij moeite ondervinden bij het zoeken naar een partner. Zoals verwacht, gebaseerd op 

literatuur over relatiesatisfactie, is hechting geassocieerd met deze moeite. De ondervonden 

problemen waren ook geassocieerd met twee typen pijnlijke relatiegebeurtenissen, namelijk 

actieve dissociatie (bijv. afwijzing door een partner) en passieve dissociatie (bijv. genegeerd 

worden door een partner). Deze effecten werden gemedieerd door volwassen hechting. De 

andere onderzochte pijnlijke gebeurtenissen waren geenszins geassocieerd met de moeite 

die vrijgezellen ervaren bij het vinden van een nieuwe partner. Ondanks de verwachtingen 

die gebaseerd zijn op de hechtingstheorie, was vroege hechting niet geassocieerd met de 

moeite die vrijgezellen ervaren. Verrassend genoeg lijkt er geen associatie te zijn tussen 

vroege en volwassen hechting in deze studie. Verder zijn er aanwijzingen voor 

sekseverschillen in hechtingsstijlen onder vrijgezellen.  
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Introduction 

 

Within living memory, from a young age onwards people try to find others in their need of 

love. Many think of the search for love as a basic need and a lifelong goal (Erikson, 1963). 

Therefore, intimate relationships are seen as an important source of happiness and 

wellbeing. Entering and maintaining such a close social bond demands a basic trust in 

oneself and others (Berk, 2003). 

For a lot of people, finding a suitable partner is quite easy, whereas for others it seems more 

difficult to find that significant other. To start with some statistics, today approximately 15 

percent of the people in the age of 30-64 years are single in The Netherlands (www.cbs.nl). 

The expectancy is that this number will increase in the next decade. According to the Central 

Bureau of Statistics, by 2015 there will be over 3 million singles which is a growth of 20 

percent. It is expected that this trend will persevere. This growing number of single people is 

not a phenomenon that is only visible in The Netherlands. In the United States of America 

for example, a similar trend clearly shows (Stein, 1975). Besides socio-economical factors 

that might explain the growing number of single adults, such as the increasing number of 

widows and widowers due to the aging of the population (De Jong, 2003) and more financial 

independence for women (Bryant, Bolland, Burton, Hurt & Bryant, 2006) other suggestions 

have been made, such as attachment style and hurtful events in romantic relationships. 

These suggestions are the topic of this research and will be discussed below. 

 

There are several ways to think about the reasons why single adults do not always succeed 

in finding a partner. Attachment theory might provide such an explanation, because it 

suggests that being able to attach securely to someone is fundamental for a satisfying 

intimate relationship. According to this theory, people tend to transfer their primary sense 

of attachment from parents to romantic lovers (Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Hazan & Zeifman, 

1999; Simpson, Collins, Tran & Haydon, 2007). More specifically, when children hit puberty 

their main focus of attention for love and support shifts from their parents or caregivers to 

friends and peers. Eventually romantic partners will be the most important attachment 
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figures. According to this view, attachment styles developed in early childhood will continue 

for a long time into adulthood (Bowlby, 1969 In: Berk, 2003; Stackert & Bursik, 2003). On the 

other hand, some researchers believe that attachment styles can change during puberty and 

that early attachment depends on the experiences people had in social relationships 

(Schachner, Shaver, & Gillath, 2008). Although these two different views exist, it can be 

suggested that people in some way transfer their primary sense of attachment from parents 

to romantic partners.   

 

Since attachment theory suggests that individuals who are unsecure attached to their 

parents will also adopt an unsecure attachment style towards a romantic partner, it seems 

reasonable to expect that single people are more frequently unsecure attached than coupled 

adults. Remarkably, in a recently done study by Schachner et al. (2008) no significant 

difference was found in the prevalence of unsecure attachment between singles and 

coupled adults. Therefore, there might be at least an additional explanation. Previous 

research found that hurtful relationship events have a negative effect on a person’s self-

esteem and on relationship satisfaction (Feeney, 2004; Leary, Springer, Negel, Ansell, Evans, 

1998). Following from this, negative experiences in past romantic relationships may also 

hinder single people in obtaining a new relationship.  

 

Since there is no clarity about what is of more importance, attachment or hurtful events, the 

primary goal of this study is to examine the association of early attachment style and hurtful 

relationship events with the difficulty single adults encounter in finding a romantic partner. 

More specifically, the following research question was investigated: To what extent do early 

attachment and specific types of hurtful relationship events explain difficulty with obtaining 

a relationship?  

 

In addition, since people tend to transfer their primary sense of attachment from parents to 

romantic lovers, adult attachment might play a mediating role. Therefore a second research 

question was investigated: Does adult attachment mediate the effects of early attachment 

and hurtful events on difficulty with obtaining a relationship? 
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In the following part, explanations are given of the most important constructs of the study. 

Subsequently a theoretical framework is provided to specify the model which is investigated. 

 

The association between early attachment and difficulty obtaining a romantic relationship  

 

Attachment is defined as the affectionate tie people have with others around them. This 

process of attachment starts in early life, preferably when babies cling to their loving 

caregivers who provide them with warmth, attention and safety (Berk, 2003). The 

foundation of this tie with the major bonding figures are the so called cognitive affective 

schemata, which people have of the other person. It also influences personal development 

because it provides the capacity to percept and interpret new events (Schachner et al., 

2008). Berk (2003) mentions that these inner representations become a vital part of 

personality. It serves as an inner working model, or set of expectations about the availability 

of attachment figures, their likelihood of providing support during times of stress, and the 

interaction of the self with those figures. 

To shed some light on the connection between early attachment and the difficulty many 

single people experience with obtaining a romantic relationship, evidence can be found in 

research findings of Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991). They suggest that adults that are 

securely attached in childhood have a sense of worthiness (lovability) plus an expectation 

that others are generally accepting and responsive. So, when a person is securely attached, 

he or she will have a good chance of having a long, fulfilling and stable relationship with a 

romantic partner. Relationships of securely attached people are defined by a high degree of 

investment, trust and friendship (Schachner et al., 2008). This view was supported by 

research on relationship satisfaction of Stackert and Bursik (2003). Their findings show that 

secure attached adults report the highest relationship satisfaction.  

In contrast, dismissive–avoidant attached adults are self-reliant and uninterested in 

intimacy. Hence, they feel indifferent and independent (Miller, Perlman & Brehm, 2007). 

These adults view others as unsupportive, what can result in the mistrust of others and a 

feeling of discomfort when they become emotionally close to their partner (Bartholomew & 

Horowitz, 1991). The study from Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) on early attachment 

style and one’s orientation to close relationships shows some interesting evidence. The 
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findings of this research are clear: dismissive-avoidant attached adults reported relatively 

low self-disclosure, intimacy, level of romantic involvements, capacity to rely on others, and 

the ability to use others as a secure base. Hence, it can be suggested that dismissive–

avoidant attached people have more problems in relationships. This also applies for anxious-

preoccupied attached individuals. However, in this case, another pattern becomes visible. 

These people view themselves as negative but have a positive view of the other person. 

Anxious-preoccupied adults often feel fear of rejection and abandonment. Gillath, Shaver, 

Beak and Chun (2008) found in their study that they often have doubts about one’s 

desirability of a relationship which might explain their difficulty in obtaining a relationship. 

When people are fearfully-avoidant attached, they have a negative view of the self as well of 

others. They view themselves as incapable, are shy, mistrusting and fearful of rejection. 

Obviously, this can be an explanation for the trouble fearful attached adults can have to 

obtain a romantic relationship (Miller et al., 2007). In addition, the findings of Stackert and 

Bursik (2003) suggest that unsecure attached adults report less relationship satisfaction and 

are more likely to have negative beliefs about romantic relationships in general. Taken 

together, these various research findings suggest the association between unsecure early 

attachment and difficulty with obtain a romantic relationship. 

 

Hurtful relationship events and their association with encountered difficulty obtaining a 

romantic relationship 

 

Hurtful events in romantic relationships can be defined as words or actions that constitute a 

relational transgression by communicating a devaluation of the partner or the relationship 

(Bachman & Guerrero, 2006). For example, when a partner keeps secrets for the other the 

rules of an intimate relationship are violated. This signals that the partner does not consider 

the relationship as close, important and valuable as one would like. Another way to see this 

is that violence is done to expectations of support, now and in the future. Hence, loosing 

someone to death does hurt, but does not create hurt feelings (Leary & Springer, 2001).  

Hurtful events were categorized by Leary et al. (1998) and applied to romantic relationships 

by Feeney (2004). She found support for 5 categories: active disassociation, passive 

disassociation, criticism, sexual infidelity, and deception. First, active disassociation was 
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defined as behaviors that explicitly signal disinterest in the partner, including relationship 

termination and the denial of feelings of love and commitment. Second, passive dissociation 

was defined as being ignored, or excluded from the other’s plans, activities, conversations or 

important disclosures. Third, criticism was defined as negative verbal comments about one’s 

behavior, appearance, or personal characteristics. Fourth, infidelity was defined as extra-

relationship sexual involvement. Fifth, deception was defined as misleading acts, such as 

lying and the breaking of promises and confidences. All of the hurtful events in these 

categories occurred with substantial frequency and generated substantial distress, although 

the perception of seriousness differed. For example, infidelity was found to have severe 

effects on the relationship, probably because it violates the exclusive nature of the sexual 

bond which is a core feature of romantic attachment. Important relationship assumptions, 

such as trust and predictability might be violated by an affair (Gordon, Baucom & Snyder, 

2005). In contrast, criticism seems to have less severe effects on the relationship, because of 

the potential for correcting negative evaluation (Vangelisti, 1994).  

In sum, hurt feelings caused by interpersonal events can be as excruciating as physical pain, 

in particular when the offender is a romantic partner (Leary et al., 1998). Therefore, it is 

remarkable that despite the pervasiveness and potency of hurtful events not much literature 

on the topic is available. Research on the effects of hurtful events among singles is virtually 

non-existent. Previous research focused mainly on the typology and on transgressions in 

couple relationships. While Vangelisti (1994) examined verbal messages that engender hurt 

feelings, Leary et al. (1998) explored the phenomenology and effects of nonverbal hurtful 

messages, such as betrayal and ignorance by an attachment figure. Feeney (2004) more 

specifically examined the effects of hurtful events on partners and romantic relationships. 

Moreover, some research on infidelity indicates psychological effects of this specific hurtful 

event on romantic partners. The cited studies will be further discussed below. After that, the 

findings of these studies will be linked to the association between hurtful events and 

difficulty with obtaining a relationship. 

Leary et al.’s (1998) research was based on findings that most common types of hurtful 

messages involved negative evaluations, accusations and disclosures of information 

(Vangelisti, 1994). The study was designed to examine the antecedents of hurt feelings, the 

psychological experience of being hurt and the intra- and interpersonal consequences of 
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hurtful episodes. The results revealed that hurtful episodes typically had serious negative 

consequences for the relationships between perpetrators and victims. Most victims (76%) 

indicated that the event weakened their relationship with the perpetrator for a while and 

42% indicated that it weakened their relationship permanently. Only 5% of the victims 

indicated that the relationship was wholly unaffected. Damage to the relationship was 

predicted by the extent to which the victim felt rejected by the perpetrator. Of more 

importance to the present study is the finding that hurt feelings correlated significantly with 

increased worry about being hurt again, lowered self-esteem and lower self-confidence, 

because this indicates that people might have difficulty finding a romantic partner after 

being hurt in a relationship before.  

Based on these findings, Feeney (2004) analyzed victim’s retrospective accounts of hurtful 

relationship events and examined their effects on the victims and on relationships. 

Continuing worry and reduced self-confidence were measured by items such as ‘made me 

worried about being hurt again’ and ‘made me less confident in similar situations’. Long-

term consequences on the relationship were measured by items such as ‘weakened the 

relationship permanently’ and ‘made me trust my partner less’. Consistent with previous 

research (Fitness, 2001; Leary et al., 1998) it was found that negative effects of hurtful 

events depend on the appraisal of the hurtful event by the victim and reactions differed in 

terms of fear and anger. Nevertheless, all categories 1) involved high levels of general 

distress, 2) did not differ in terms of rejection or negative self-perception, and 3) indicated 

that victims felt lacking in power and control, relative to their partners. Furthermore, 

support for the effect of infidelity on victims is given by Charney and Parnass (1995, In: 

Fitness, 2001). They found that 67% of betrayed husbands and 53% of betrayed wives 

suffered significant damage to their self-image and confidence, and 18% and 21% 

respectively suffered feelings of abandonment and attacks on their sense of belonging. 

 

Following from the above cited research it can be concluded that events in which feelings 

are hurt can irreparably damage interpersonal relationships. For example, once being 

betrayed by a partner may keep someone suspicious, even in a future relationship. The 

present study investigates the possibility of an association between hurtful events in 
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previous romantic relationships and difficulty with obtaining a relationship among single 

adults.                                         

 

Adult attachment as a mediator in the effect of hurtful events and early attachment on 

difficulty obtaining a relationship 

 

Adult attachment style can be defined as the way an individual relates to others in 

adulthood and experiences romantic and sexual relationships. Research on adult attachment 

(Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Brennan, Clark & Shaver, 1998) indicates that there are 

two fundamental dimensions with respect to adult attachment patterns: attachment 

avoidance and attachment anxiety. Attachment anxiety is associated with worrying about 

one’s own attractiveness and lovability, an extension of an individual’s general concern with 

rejection and abandonment. Individuals who score high on the attachment avoidance 

dimension feel great discomfort for psychical and psychological closeness (Schachner, Shaver 

& Gillath, 2008). For example, they express dislike to get involved in a long-lasting 

relationship because that, in their view, will violate their independence.   

Following from the assumptions stated in the above, it can be expected that the shared 

influence from early attachment and hurtful events has a negative outcome on the chance of 

finding a future romantic partner. In addition, it might be the case that adult attachment can 

play a mediating role when it concerns the connection between early attachment, hurtful 

events and difficulty obtaining a relationship. The following research findings and refined 

theory sheds more light on this mediating role that adult attachment might fulfill. 

First, previous research findings suggest that people who are unsecurely attached in early 

childhood will have reasonably higher levels of attachment avoidance and attachment 

anxiety in their adulthood (Miller et al., 2007). When a person’s early attachment style is 

secure, he or she will experience low levels of attachment avoidance as well as attachment 

anxiety. These people will take great comfort in closeness with others and don’t worry that 

others will mistreat them. As a result, they gladly seek intimate, interdependent 

relationships (Miller et al., 2007). In contrast, people who have adopted an anxious-

preoccupied early attachment style will experience low levels of attachment avoidance 

because they want closeness. On the other hand, they will experience high levels of 
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attachment anxiety because they fear rejection. This can make it more difficult to obtain a 

future romantic relationship. Early dismissive-avoidant attachment style will lead to high 

levels of attachment avoidance, but low levels of attachment anxiety. Ultimately, these 

people don’t worry about rejection but don’t like closeness. In other words, they might not 

desire a romantic relationship at all. Finally, fearfully-avoidant early attached people will 

experience high levels of attachment avoidance as well as attachment anxiety resulting in 

being uncomfortable with closeness and worrying the love won’t last. It can be suggested 

that these adults might also have difficulty to obtain a relationship (Miller et al., 2007). 

Second, the above cited research findings concerning hurtful events indicate that difficulty 

with obtaining a relationship is at least in part determined by hurtful romantic events. Based 

on attachment theory, Feeney (2004) proposed and found that longer-term effects of hurtful 

events on relationships and victims are associated with relationship anxiety and avoidance 

(measured by attachment security scales), although their effect is complex. For example, the 

links between relationship anxiety and long-term effects on victims involved both direct and 

indirect effects. The ongoing self-doubts reported by highly anxious individuals can be in part 

explained by their initial tendency to become very distressed and to see themselves as 

unattractive and incompetent. The role of negative self-perceptions fits with theoretical and 

empirical work on attachment, which links relationship anxiety with negative working 

models of self (Feeney, 1999).  

In summary, early attachment and hurtful event on its own or in combination with each 

other may influence the degree in which single adults experience attachment avoidance and 

attachment anxiety. In addition, adult attachment might have an effect on difficulty 

encountered in obtaining a romantic relationship. 

 

Conclusions and hypotheses  

 

Previous literature suggests that there are indications for effects of early attachment and 

hurtful events on the difficulty single adults encounter with obtaining a relationship 

mediated by adult attachment. Figure 1 shows a model of these effects.  
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Figure 1: Model of the effect of early attachment and hurtful events on difficulty obtaining a 

relationship mediated by adult attachment. 

 

 

 

 

 

Drawing upon established theories, to investigate the associations shown in the figure 

above, the following hypotheses were conducted. First, given the fact that attachment was 

found to be associated with relationship satisfaction and behaviors towards partners, 

attachment styles in early childhood are expected to be associated with difficulty 

experienced in obtaining a romantic relationship. Second, since hurtful events are found to 

be connected with relationship satisfaction and perceptions of self and others hurtful events 

were expected to be associated with encountered difficulty. Third, it was predicted that 

adult attachment mediates these effects of early attachment and hurtful events on difficulty 

obtaining a romantic relationship. 



15 

 

Methods 

 

Participants and procedures 

 

The sample consisted of 100 Dutch single participants, 33 men and 67 woman, aged 18-65 

years. Eighty-four percent of the participants were between 18 and 30 years of age. Most of 

the participants finished an academic education (46%) or a HBO education (21%). 

Furthermore, the duration of the longest relationship participants were involved in ranged 

from 0 to 35 years (M= 3,4). Participants who experienced the death of a partner (N=2) were 

excluded, because of the expected relatively large impact of such a loss on obtaining a new 

relationship compared to the investigated hurtful events.  

Participants were first recruited trough invitations by e-mail (see appendix 2), containing a 

link to an internet survey. In order to obtain as many participants as possible and to 

compose a more diverse sample, advertisement was placed on commercial websites like 

Hyves and online dating sites. In addition, flyers were displayed around campus and public 

spaces, such as trains, cafés and supermarkets. The advertisement entailed a global 

description of the research indicating that we were seeking participants who were not 

involved in a romantic relationship and willing to fill out a questionnaire that involved the 

subject of romantic relationships. Furthermore, participants were asked to recruit other 

singles in their social networks.    

Participants who were single, completed a questionnaire containing the Parental Bonding 

Instrument (PBI; Parker, Tupling, & Brown, 1979), a short version of the Experiences in Close 

Relationship Scale (ECR-r; Fraley, Waller & Brennan, 2000), self-conducted items to measure 

hurtful events and an item to measure difficulty obtaining a relationship. For this purpose, 

an online survey-system (NetQuestionnaires) was used. Participants were first informed 

about the necessity and the procedure of the study and about the warranting of their anonymity. All 

participants filled in the same questionnaire and routing was used to skip sections when they 

were not of relevance. For example, participants who never had a romantic relationship 

skipped the items about hurtful events in past relationships.   
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Measures 

 

Measures were translated from English to Dutch and combined in the Internet survey. 

Therefore a 5-point scale was used consistently.  

 

Early attachment 

To measure early attachment style, the Parental Bonding Instrument was used (PBI; Parker, 

Tupling, & Brown, 1979). This instrument consists of two scales termed ‘care’ and 

‘overprotection’ and is to be completed for mothers and fathers separately. It measures 

fundamental parental styles as perceived by the child until age 16. There are 25 item 

questions including 12 for ‘care’ and 13 for ‘overprotection’. A sample item from the ‘care’ 

subscale is “Spoke to me in a warm and friendly voice” and a sample item from the 

‘overprotection’ subscale is “Did not want me to grow up”. The original PBI uses a 4-point 

scale. It has been found to have good reliability and validity (Parker, 1983). In the present 

study an alpha reliability coefficients was found of .95 for ‘care’ and .94 for ‘overprotection’.  

 

Adult attachment  

The short version of the Experiences in Close Relationship Scale (ECR-r; Fraley, Waller & 

Brennan, 2000) consists of 11 items, assessing the major dimensions of adult attachment: 

anxiety (5 items) and avoidance (6 items). A sample item from the anxiety subscale is “I 

worry about being abandoned” and a sample item from the avoidance subscale is “I tell my 

partner almost everything”. Participants indicated their agreement or disagreement with 

each statement based on their general relationship experiences on a 5-point scale, instead of 

the original 7-point scale. It has been found to have good reliability and validity (Fraley, 

Waller & Brennan, 2000). In the present study, we found alpha reliability coefficients of .81 

for anxiety and of .84 for avoidance.  

 

Hurtful events 

Based on the research findings of Feeney (2004), a questionnaire was constructed to 

measure the experiences of hurtful events. The questionnaire contained 23 statements and 

consisted of five subscales that measured the five categories of hurtful events. Participants 
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indicated their agreement or disagreement with each statement (e.g., a sample item from 

the active dissociation subscale is “I have been rejected by a romantic partner”; a sample 

item from the passive dissociation subscale is “My partner does not include me in his 

conversations”; a sample item from the criticism subscale is “my partner criticized my 

behavior”; a sample item from the deception subscale is “My partner lies to me”). In the 

present study, an alpha reliability coefficient of .70 was found for active dissociation, .81 for 

passive dissociation, .73 for criticism and .68 for deception. In addition, the measure for 

infidelity involved one question: “Has a partner ever been unfaithful to you?”. This 

dichotomous item was answered by “yes” or “no”. 

 

Difficulty obtaining a relationship 

Difficulty obtaining a relationship was measured by the following statement: “I find it 

difficult to find a romantic partner”.  

 

Statistical analyses 

 

Preliminary analyses 

Before testing the hypotheses, some items were recoded. Furthermore, scores on the scales 

of the PBI were transferred into four categories of early attachment styles conform the 

instructions of the PBI. Scores on the scales of the ECR-r had to be transferred to determine 

adult attachment style. For example, a low score on anxiety in combination with a low score 

on avoidance was transferred to ‘secure attachment’. Hence, also in the case of adult 

attachment, four different attachment styles were assigned, which correspond with the four 

early attachment styles. Reliability analyses (Cronbach’s alpha’s) were conducted and factor 

analyses were performed in order to conduct a measurement for hurtful events. 

Substantive analyses 

In order to answer the research questions, different analyses were performed. To examine 

the association between early attachment and the difficulty single people encounter, 

multiple regression was used (general linear model). To examine the association between 

hurtful events and difficulty with obtaining a relationship, data was used of 74 participants 
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who filled in the Hurtful Events Questionnaire and the measure for difficulty with obtaining a 

relationship. The other 26 participants reported that they never had been involved in a 

meaningful romantic relationship, so they never experienced the examined hurtful events. A 

one-way analyses of variance was executed for each type of hurtful event. To investigate the 

association between hurtful events and adult attachment again several ANOVA’s were 

conducted. In these cases, ANOVA, instead of multiple regression, was performed because 

one of the specific hurtful events, infidelity, is a dichotomous item. Furthermore, the 

association between early attachment and adult attachment was examined using crosstabs 

and Chi-square analyses, making use of dummy variables. Additionally, a Cramer’s V analysis 

was executed to obtain the degree of coherence in early and adult attachment styles.  The 

Cramer’s V gives an indication of the strength of the association expressed in a number 

between 0 en 1. Finally, the association between adult attachment and difficulty obtaining a 

relationship was examined by linear regression. This was done by analyzing data of the ECR-r 

and the measure for difficulty obtaining a relationship. In other words, the four adult 

attachment styles were compared to differences in experienced difficulty.   
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Results 

 

Preliminary analyses  

An analysis of the frequencies concerning the occurrence of attachment styles was executed 

using the data of the PBI and the ECR-r. Table 1 shows the occurrence of the different 

attachment styles in childhood as well as in adulthood. Additionally, gender differences are 

displayed.  

 

 

Table 1. Gender differences  in early and adult attachment style  

Attachment Style Early Attachment Adult Attachment 

 Males  Females  Total  Males  

 

Females  Total  

Secure  42.4 41.8 42 39.4 44.8 43 

Anxious-preoccupied 21.2  35.8 31 27.3 28.4 28 

Fearful-avoidant 30.3 20.9 24 24.2 17.9 20 

Dismissive-avoidant   6.1    1.5 3 9.1 8.1 9 

Note. Differences  in percentages 

N=33 males and N=67 females,  N=100 total 

 

 

 

Strikingly, more than half of the participants (58%) were unsecure attached in childhood 

either and/or in adulthood. Moreover, it is remarkable that unsecure attached men in this 

sample tend to be more vulnerable to adopt a fearful-avoidant attachment style, whereas 

women tend to be more vulnerable to adopt an anxious-preoccupied attachment style. 

These gender differences concern both early attachment and adult attachment. It has to be 

noted that one has to be careful with drawing conclusions from these results, since ANOVA’s 

showed that differences were not significant with the alpha level set at p≤ .05. In addition, 

the prevalence of dismissive-avoidant attachment style was low for men and women in this 

sample. Interestingly, Table 1 also shows a similarity in the prevalence of attachment styles 
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in both childhood and adulthood, irrespective of gender. This might be an indication for the 

transference of attachment styles from childhood to adulthood in this sample. On the 

contrary, it might mean that attachment depends on the attachment figure (e.g. parent or 

romantic partner). The latter seems to be supported by findings concerning the association 

between early attachment and adult attachment, as described below.  

 

The connection between early attachment and adult attachment 

Surprisingly, as can be seen in Figure 2, results of the Chi-square analysis showed no 

significant differences between attachment styles in childhood and attachment in adulthood 

(χ²=7.86; df=9; p≥.05) . Furthermore, a Cramer’s V-analysis was executed to analyze the 

coherence between early and adult attachment style. Only a small coherence was found 

(Cramer’s V = .135). This finding does not point in the direction of transference of 

attachment styles. In other words, early attachment and adult attachment do not seem to 

be associated.  
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Figure 2. Final model of factors predicting encountered difficulty with finding a romantic 

partner. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: *P≤.05 

 

 

 

Attachment, gender and the encountered difficulty with obtaining a relationship. 

Most of the participants (69 %) reported that they encounter difficulty in finding a partner. 

The primary goal of the study was to examine which factors are involved in this. First of all, a 

one way analysis of variance was conducted to examine gender differences on difficulty with 

Regression:  

F(1,98)=11.909* 

 

     ANOVA: 

Active dissociations:  F(9,64)=.707 

Passive dissociations: F(9,64)=.985 

Criticism: F(9,64)=1.997 

Deception: F(9,64)=.1350 

Infidelity:  F(1,98)=.000 

 

Multiple Regression (GLM):  

F(3,96)=.693 

χ²=7.863;df=9 

Cramers V :  .135 

ANOVA: 

Active dissociations:  F(9,64)=3.031* 

Passive dissociations:  F(9,64)=2.514* 

Criticism: F(9,64)=.501 

Deception: F(9.64)=.825 

Infidelity: F(1,98)=.158 
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obtaining a romantic relationship. Results showed no significant gender differences in 

explaining the difficulty singles man and women encounter (F (1,98)=1.189; p≥.05). 

Next, the association between early attachment and the difficulty that single adults 

encounter was examined with the aid of multiple regression analysis (General Linear Model). 

Results showed that there was no significant effect (F (3,96)=.693 p ≥ .05) of early 

attachment on the difficulty single people experience in obtaining a relationship. In other 

words, specific early attachment styles in the present study did not explain differences in the 

difficulty that single adults encounter. Alternatively, it was suggested in this study that an 

association between early attachment and encountered difficulty was mediated by adult 

attachment. This was not supported by above cited results concerning the association 

between early attachment and adult attachment. 

 

Hurtful relationship events and difficulty obtaining a relationship 

Surprisingly, besides the finding that encountered difficulty with finding a partner did not 

depend on early attachment style, hurtful relationship events were also unassociated with 

encountered difficulty (see Figure 2) according to the results of ANOVA’s. On the other hand, 

it is remarkable that some results seem to confirm an indirect effect of specific hurtful 

relationship events, mediated by adult attachment. In order to examine this mediation, first 

the association between the events and adult attachment was investigated. For this 

purpose, one way ANOVA’s were executed for each specific event, using the data of the 

Hurtful Events Questionnaire and the measure for difficulty with obtaining a relationship. 

ANOVA, instead of multiple regression, was appropriate because of the dichotomous nature 

of the infidelity item. Strikingly, significant correlations were found for active dissociation 

(F(9,64)=3.031; p<.05) and passive dissociation (F(9,64)=2.514; p<.05). Hence, for example, 

when a person experiences rejection by a partner or is excluded from activities by a partner, 

the experience can contribute to an unsecure adult attachment style. Other hurtful events 

do not seem to be associated with adult attachment style. Second, results of the linear 

regression analysis indeed showed a main effect of adult attachment on encountered 

difficulty (F(1,98.)=11.909; P<.05), as can be seen Figure 2. Interestingly, adult attachment 

explained more than 10% of the variance in difficulty with obtaining a relationship. In other 

words, since there is a positive effect, attachment style contributed to the extent in which 
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difficulty is encountered in finding a partner.  Therefore, in this study adult attachment was 

found to be a mediator in the effect on encountered difficulty of two hurtful events: active 

dissociation and passive dissociation.  
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Conclusions and discussion 

 

This study was conducted to examine whether early attachment and hurtful relationship 

events are associated with the difficulty that single adults encounter in finding a suitable 

partner. Additionally, it was investigated whether adult attachment plays a mediating role. 

In order to draw conclusions, results will be discussed below. Furthermore, limitations and 

suggestions for further research will be considered. 

 

Correlates and determinants of difficulty obtaining a relationship  

First of all, it is striking that most of the singles (69%) in this study experienced difficulty 

finding a partner. Moreover, unsecure attachment in childhood either and/or in adulthood 

was found to be overrepresented (58%), irrespective of gender. This is remarkable, given the 

fact that the prevalence of unsecure attachment in childhood in general is 35%, which 

according to attachment theory stays the same in adulthood (Berk, 2003). Although 

Schachner et al. (2008) found no overrepresentation of unsecure adult attachment among 

singles, based on the present findings it can be considered that attachment and singlehood 

might be connected. Given the fact that many singles in the present study experienced 

difficulty, attachment might also play a role in the problems singles encounter in finding a 

partner. This was supported by the finding that adult attachment explained more than 10% 

of the encountered difficulty. Surprisingly, no significant association was found between 

early attachment and encountered difficulty with obtaining a relationship. Furthermore, it is 

remarkable that no significant association between early and adult attachment was found. 

This contradicts findings in other studies (Schachner & Schaver, 2008; Stackert & Bursick, 

2003). Also, the overrepresentation of unsecure attached singles in the present study seems 

to be not in line with the finding that there is no association between early and adult 

attachment. There are two ways to think about this contradiction. On the one hand, 

attachment can be transferred from childhood to adulthood, as suggested by Bowlby (In: 

Berk, 2003). Hence, the fact that no significant association was found might be caused by 

methodological limitations concerning the measurements of attachment styles, as further 

explained below. On the other hand, the composition of the groups may differ. This means 
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that attachment to parents can be different from attachment to a romantic partner. In other 

words, attachment might be unique for each attachment figure, as suggested by DePaolo 

(2006, In: Schachner & Shaver, 2008).  

 

Second, besides the interesting finding that unsecure attachment was associated with the 

difficulty single adults experience in this study, indications for other explanations were 

found. Two types of hurtful events were associated with encountered difficulty mediated by 

adult attachment: active and passive dissociation. These findings implicate that being hurt by 

a partner in the past might influence attachment to a romantic partner in the present, which 

is found to be associated with the difficulty of finding a new partner. However, the other 

categorized hurtful events did not contribute to the explanation of the encountered 

difficulty. In an attempt to discuss this difference, it can be suggested that the other 

examined hurtful events (infidelity, deception and criticism) might have an impact on 

satisfaction in a (past) relationship, as found in previous research (Feeney, 2004) but not on 

getting involved in a new relationship. Furthermore, it can be considered that despite 

experienced hurtful events in the past, single adults may have experienced a lot of positive 

relationship events. These positive relationship experiences might decrease the impact of 

the hurtful relationship events, which in turn may have a slight influence on difficulty with 

obtaining a new future romantic relationship.  

 

Strengths and limitations  

This study provides new insides in the discussion of why so many people remain single. It 

combined information from attachment theory and hurtful events, which can be considered 

as a relatively new way to think about this topic. Furthermore, the present study focused on 

singles and their experiences, while many other research studies focus on couples or the 

differences between couples and singles. So far, not much research has exclusively been 

focused on singles. Another, more methodological strength of this study is that a reliable 

questionnaire was created to measure different types of hurtful events.  

As with any study, we also acknowledge the limitations of this research. To begin with, the 

PBI might not be the most favorable measurement for early attachment in the present 

study. Scores had to be transformed to make the measurement of early attachment style 
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(PBI) and adult attachment style (ECR-r) comparable. This might have had consequences for 

the construct validity.  Another limitation of the present study concerns the reliance on 

retrospective reports which means that accounts may have been affected by memory and 

reporting biases. For example, it was not asked when a hurtful relationship event took place. 

This may be important considering that the emotional impact caused by the hurtful event 

might depend on the period between the occurrence of the event and the present. More 

specifically, the subjective appraisal of the hurtful events was not taken into account. This 

might be an important limitation, because some circumstances can reduce hurt feelings. For 

example, the intention of the partner and showed remorse may influence the appraisal of 

the hurtful event (Feeney, 2004). Another remark which is of interest for future study is that 

some kinds of single people, particularly avoidant ones, may have failed to respond to our 

advertisements because they did not wish their social lives to be studied. Together with 

snowball sampling and recruiting mostly in typical student places, this might have caused 

that the sample was not heterogeneous.  For this reason, it must be considered that the 

sample does not fully represent the general population. Furthermore, results cannot be 

generalized to other cultural contexts before they are also examined in different 

populations. In other populations singlehood may be more socially acceptable. For example, 

societies with collectivistic cultures, which emphasize family and social relationships rather 

than finding a long-tem-partner (Schachner, et al., 2008). Finally, due to the lack of research 

on singles and hurtful relationship events, the design of the present study was mainly based 

on findings on relationship satisfaction. Therefore, it was a first attempt towards a model 

that explains why single adults experience difficulty in finding a partner. On that account, the 

model can be seen as a starting-point for future research on this topic. 

 

Future directions  

The present study focused on relatively objective incidents concerning hurtful relationship 

events in past relationships. Future research could attend more to subjective experiences of 

the specific hurtful events, such as changed emotions and cognitions. An objective event 

that is labeled as hurtful may be experienced by a person, but perhaps it does not evoke 

changed feelings towards their partners or the self. Another point of interest for future 

research might be the exploration of the interaction between hurtful relationship events and 
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early attachment. For example, individuals who are unsecure attached in childhood might 

more often interpret relationship events as hurtful, or might even be prone to choose 

partners who are more likely to inflict hurt feelings.  

Furthermore, for future research it can be interesting to take into account the desire that 

people have to get involved in a new romantic relationship. Attachment may play a key role 

in this. Correlations between attachment styles and the desire for a relationship can be 

expected, given the extensive literature on attachment theory. For instance, a dismissive-

avoidant person might not desire a romantic relationship and rather avoid intimacy.  

Finally, certain aspects of why single adults experience difficulty in getting involved in a new 

relationship remain unexplained. The absence of potential partners and changing roles of 

men and women in society may be alternative explanations. In addition, vicarious learning 

might play a role. For example, a hurtful relationship event experienced by a peer may 

negatively influence the view that a person has on relationships in general. These alternative 

explanations were beyond the scope of this study and might be examined in future research.  
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Appendix 1 

 

 

Table 1 ANOVA: Interaction Hurtful Events, dependent variable: Trouble Obtaining a Relationship 

 

Hurtful event N M SD F   

Sign. 

 

Active dissociation                                                                                                                                                                                            

I have been rejected by a partner 

My partner ignored my feelings of love and commitment 

My partner denied my feelings of lover and commitment 

74  

 

3 

2,28 

1.92 

 

 

1 

1,027 

0.947 

 

.707     

  

.700 

Passive dissociation 

My partner did not include me in his/her plans 

My partner excluded me from his/her activities 

My partner did not include me in his/her conversations 

  

2,45 

2,39 

1,89 

 

0.938 

0.904 

0,915 

.985 .461 

Criticism 

My partner criticized my behavior 

My partner criticized my appearance 

My partner criticized my personality 

  

2,68 

1,73 

2,18 

 

0,878 

0,926 

0,970 

1.997 .054 

Deception 

My partner lied to me 

My partner did not keep his/her promises 

My partner broke my confidences 

  

2,23 

2,36 

1,85 

 

1,028 

0.930 

1,016 

1.350 .230 

Infidelity 

Have you ever experienced that your partner was unfaithful? 

32*  

2 

 

2 

.000 .988 

*Note. N is the number of participants that answered with ‘yes’. 

** P≤.05 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2 General Linear Model: Early Attachment, dependent variable: Encountered difficulty with 

obtaining a relationship 

 

Early Attachment style N Mean SD B Sign.  

Secure 42 3,76 1,055 -.238  

Anxious-Preoccupied 31 4,06 1,063 .065  

Fearful-Avoidant 24 3,67 1,308 -.333  

Dismissive-Avoidant 3 4,00 1,000 0   

Model:  .559 

*P≤.05 
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Table 3 ANOVA: Hurtful Events,dependent variable: Adult Attachment 

 

 

 

 

Table 4 Linear Regression: Adult Attachment, dependent variable: Trouble Obtaining a Relationship 

 

Model R R Square Adjusted R 

Square 

F Sign.  

Adult Attachment .329 .108 .099 11.909 .001* 

*P≤.05 

 

     

 

Hurtful Events F Sign.  

Active Dissociations 3.031 .004* 

Passive Dissociations 2.514 .016* 

Criticism .501 .868 

Deception .825 .595 

Infidelity .158 .692 

*P≤.05  


