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ABSTRACT 

JENNIFER RYAN 

EXPLORING FAMILY STRENGTHS AND FAMILY SOCIAL CAPITAL  

THROUGH PARENTS WHO COMPLETED AN ATTACHMENT-BASED  

COUPLES TRAINING 

 

MAY 2020 

 

Using a curriculum based on Bowlby’s theory of attachment and the modality of 

Bowen’s family systems this study explored family social capital as couples were 

equipped with skills to help them feel more empowered in their interpersonal 

relationships including their intimate partnership, parenting and other relationships.  This 

study employed a phenomenological, qualitative approach as a way of gaining a deeper 

understanding of the lived experience of committed partners as they attended a training 

based on the skills used to develop deeper relationships and family emotional 

connections. 

This researcher sought to understand the impact an attachment-based emotion 

skills couples training curriculum had on family strengths and family social capital. The 

following questions guided this research.  

1. What meanings do individuals give to their committed partnership, parenting, and 

other relationships while attending an attachment-based emotion skills training class? 
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2. What meanings do individuals give to their internal working model while attending 

an attachment-based emotion skills training class? 

An attachment-based training curriculum was taught to 10 couples over a span of 

5 weeks (1.5 hours each week). Two main modes of data gathering were used. First, each 

of the five training sessions was recorded using a digital recorder and then transcribed by 

the researcher into a word processing program. The instructor used probing questions 

throughout the curriculum, which furthered the exploration of the research questions and 

theory used as a frame in this study. Second, participants were asked to answer journal 

questions between classes using an online journal. Journal prompts were used to help 

guide the exploration through the lens of attachment theory and to answer the researcher 

questions laid forth in this study. Data were analyzed using holistic and emotion coding 

in first cycle coding and then focused coding in second cycle coding. Peer debriefing, 

member checks, and researcher reflection were used, ensuring the trustworthiness of this 

study. Findings revealed four themes, including a storyline that emerged from the 

curriculum: (1) This is Your Problem, (2) The Real Issue, (3) Kids See Everything, and 

(4) This is Our Issue. Finally, this study highlighted the importance of Belonging as an 

overarching theme of family strengths and family social capital.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Individuals thrive within the context of multiple levels of life, including national 

and state rules, societal norms, community constructs, and neighborhood and family 

connections (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Parcel, Dufur, & Cornell Zito, 2010). Regardless of 

modality, humans are driven by an innate need to connect emotionally and physically 

within social contexts (Bowlby, 1969; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Leary & Baumeister, 2017). 

One rational conclusion is that the need for positive, secure, and supportive relationships 

begins at home and expands into the community and society at large, and is universal 

regardless of gender, age, religion, or socioeconomic status. 

 Social capital in families should be of concern to all social scientists, 

policymakers, and community leaders. Furstenberg and Kaplan (2004) issued strong 

encouragement that we must take a focused look at communities and families to 

understand the strengths and deficits, then address them accordingly. Family is probably 

the most crucial medium by which social capital and civic involvement are learned and 

managed by individuals simply because family is the heartbeat of the emotional system 

(Byng-Hall, 1995).  Family is the most basic form of social capital (Putnam, 2000). Still, 

some families continually struggle with cohesiveness and stability (Bowen, 1966; 
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Furstenberg & Kaplan, 2004). Social capital is not a new concept, but family social 

capital – the connections between parents and children, which contribute to socialization 

and promotes well-being (Parcel et al., 2010) – is a term that needs further explanation.  

Parents are the driving force of the family; therefore, the positive effects of 

marital satisfaction on child outcomes are widely documented in research (Furstenberg, 

2005; Peterson & Hann, 1999; Ricks, 1985). Marital satisfaction depends on several key 

factors, including healthy intimacy, good emotional skills, healthy communication, and 

effective conflict resolution skills (Bradbury, Fincham, & Beach, 2000; Gottman, 1994; 

Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Attachment theory purports that the health of a marriage is due in 

large part to each individual’s attachment style (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Partners bring to 

the union their style of interaction based upon modeling from their parents while growing 

up (Bandura, 1977) as well as parent interpersonal relationships, which create unique 

attachment styles (Bowlby, 1958, 1969, 1980; Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). 

How a child emerges as an adult largely depends upon the emotional and physical 

family structure, which is modeled (Bowen, 1966; Bowlby, 1969; Stevenson-Hinde, 

1990). The child becomes an adult who is part of a larger social structure, and how he or 

she succeeds as an adult at work, at school, at marriage, and as a parent often depends a 

great deal on the health of his or her own family of origin. The family environment with 

which a child lives is fertile soil for future outcomes; how parents choose to manage their 
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quality of committed partnerships is essential to affect the health of the family and, thus, 

family social capital.  

Statement of the Problem 

 The importance of the parent-child relationship has been widely examined 

(Brown, 2010; Cowan, Cohn, Cowan, & Pearson, 1996; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; 

McFarlane, Bellisimo, & Norman, 1995; Peterson & Hann, 1999; Ricks, 1985). The early 

years of a child’s life are the incubator for positive social, emotional, cognitive, and 

behavioral health outcomes (Coleman, 1988). Three main areas were addressed in this 

study: 1) parent-child outcomes as a result of emotional connectedness and parent 

cohesiveness, 2) the marriage as a pathway to family social capital, and 3) community 

and social capital as an impact on isolation, health, and family.  

 Parcel et al. (2010) defined social capital as “…resources that inhere in the 

relationships between and among factors that facilitate a range of social outcomes” (p. 

830). Parcel et al. (2010) go on to define family social capital as “…the bonds between 

parents and children useful in promoting child socialization, and as such include the time 

and attention parents spend in interaction with children and in monitoring their activities 

and promoting child well-being” (p. 830). The goal within a family is to strengthen the 

family social capital – to promote socialization, interpersonal relationships, and overall 

emotional health through the mechanism of interrelated family ties.  
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Furstenberg and Kaplan (2004) traced the history of the term social capital and 

stated that both Durkheim's writings on social norms as well as Tocqueville’s work on 

social trust were the first to use social capital terminology. Furstenberg (2005) 

summarized Durkheim by saying that an individual’s life is made up of the sum of all its 

parts – community, family, neighborhood, social normal, schools, and public policy, to 

name a few. Individuals are embedded in social systems, which are comprised of 

expectations and norms. Furstenberg and Kaplan (2004) further explained social capital 

as the entirety of the goodwill, shared standards, and collective memberships with which 

individuals meet their personal objectives and thrive.  

Perhaps the opposite of healthy family social capital lies in social isolation and 

loneliness, both of which contribute to mental illness and physical decline (Masi, Chen, 

Hawkley, & Cacioppo, 2011). Positive emotional and physical well-being depends on 

healthy social connections. Furthermore, the quality of social relationships is a learned 

process beginning in the home environment (Beijersbergen, Juffer, Bakersman-

Kranenburg, & van Ijzendoorn, 2012; Cowan et al., 1996). How children learn to be 

healthy, productive, and secure members of their own family, community, and society is 

mainly based on what they learns within their family of origin as a child (Bowlby, 1969). 

Generally speaking, the social capital a child develops both in the home and out of the 

home comes from caregivers. Those caregivers who exhibit and thus model healthy 

socio-emotionality through meaningful interactions with their children create far-reaching 
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emotional, physical, and cognitive effects. The partnered relationships modeled to 

children both directly and indirectly impacts children’s development in multiple ways 

including future adult love relationships, future parenting style, current socialization with 

friends, and externalizing and internalizing behaviors (Beijersbergen et al., 2012; Cowan 

et al., 1996; Peterson & Hann, 1999).     

Spouses are what Dunbar (2014) calls the “inner core” (p. 111) of support. 

Intimate partners are chief among the closest, most trustworthy individuals who provide 

security during difficult and stressful situations. When couples are in conflict, lack 

intimacy, or do not engage in active, emotionally connected communication, family 

social capital likely becomes fractured. When the marriage is fractured, children suffer 

because they depend on their parents, not only to model healthy intimacy but also to 

engage with them in a meaningful, healthy way (Bandura, 1977; Bradbury et al., 2000). 

Couples often attend therapy and training classes or workshops because they 

claim they do not know how to communicate, or they lack intimacy. However, common 

sense tells us they regularly have jobs that require active listening and speaking skills to 

manage their workload and daily tasks, so it would appear as if simply communication 

issues are not the sum of the problem. What couples lack are intimate closeness and the 

expression of emotion skills to communicate their emotional needs (Cordova, Gee, & 

Warren, 2005). Furthermore, those communication skills are important in other 

relationships with which they are a part and which comprise their social capital (parent-
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child, friend-friend, coworkers, neighbors, social clubs, etc.). Because couples lack 

closeness, which includes intimacy, they often engage in more conflict and feel as if there 

is simply no communication (Gottman, 1994). Emotion skills are defined by the 

assumption that (a) how we react and thus respond emotionally to another person is a 

learned skill, and (b) those emotional enactments vary in skillfulness based on the long-

term health of the current intimate relationship (Mirgain & Cordova, 2007). 

Emotional skillfulness includes vulnerable interpersonal interactions in the 

context of emotion (Mirgain & Cordova, 2007). Couples change their communication 

style and intimacy within their relationships, which affect the family as whole, when they 

have a foundational understanding of the interplay between their underlying emotional 

needs and their communication style (Reis & Shaver, 1988; Yelsma & Marrow, 2003). 

Intimacy and communication, according to Cordova et al. (2005), are a process. One can 

change a skill, but the skill will not be sustained without a deeper understanding of the 

inner workings of the emotions at the core of the relationship dynamic (Cordova et al., 

2005). In other words, teaching the skill and the reason for using this skill. As Stevenson-

Hinde (1990) purported, attachment provides an approach to interaction based on the 

focus of the expression and response to behavior within interpersonal communication.  In 

other words, the attachment style and actions within a relationship are what establishes 

the emotional foundation. 
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Healthy families, and often healthy couples, can often be defined by examining a 

couple’s communication patterns, quality of intimacy, conflict, and conflict resolution 

(Bradbury et al., 2000). With a current divorce and separation rate of 50% in the United 

States, it is behooving to explore the couple’s emotion skills with each other as a 

precursor to healthy child outcomes (Bradbury et al., 2000). 

The parent-child relationship is undeniably important, but how a parent involves 

him- or herself with his or her child can be the difference between the development of a 

securely or insecurely attached child (Cowan et al., 1996). It is beneficial for caregivers 

to understand the inner-workings of attachment dynamics and interpersonal expressions 

within the parent-child relationship. This is precisely what Bowen (1966) purported when 

he first studied families – that by helping families understand the mechanics of what was 

happening in their families, they could develop better interrelationship communication 

skills. 

Behavioral outcomes that affect the regulation and adaptability of children are 

largely based upon the attachment skills of their parents (Sroufe, 2005). Not only do 

parents create a sense of security with their child through their interpersonal relationship, 

but the couple models emotional connection and skill behavior, which the child will then 

use in their relationships throughout their lifespans. Thus, the impact of the satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction of a couple on their children cannot be overstated.  
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Background of the Study 

The early years of a child’s life spawn skills that affect a child’s social, emotional, 

cognitive, and behavioral health throughout his or her lifespan (Bowlby, 1966; 

McFarlane et al., 1995). According to attachment theory, it is with the safety of the 

caregiver that a child develops a secure developmental base, and all else stems from this 

foundation throughout the child’s lifespan (Bowlby, 1969). The mechanism through 

which the secure base forms is a loving, nurturing, and attuned relationship with the 

caregivers with whom a child first attaches. The mother, according to Bowlby’s (1969) 

earliest writings, provides this secure base that a child can depend upon for comfort and 

security. However, when a child is not offered this security to explore his or her 

emotional world and practice new behaviors, the child can struggle both internally and 

externally (Cowan et al., 1996).  

 Also, the quality of the parents’ relationship can often be the source of a child’s 

problematic behavior (Cowan et al., 1996; Zimet & Jacob, 2001). Marital dissatisfaction 

can often compromise the otherwise healthy bond between parent and child because of 

dissatisfaction spill-over (Cowan et al., 1996). A couple’s attachment to each other and 

individually can have an impactful effect on how a child comes to view himself or 

herself, both internally and externally (Bretherton, 1992). The process of a child learning 

to manage their emotional state, a precursor to behavioral outcomes, is co-created with 

their caregiver and as a direct response from the caregiver’s collaborative 
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communication. The interdependence of child and caregiver, a vital component for secure 

attachment, is essentially the creation of the self (Wallin, 2007). 

 Furthermore, attachment patterns exist in the social settings where one engages 

interpersonally with friends, coworkers, and society at large. Social skills learned at the 

helm of a parenting figure are crucial for the development of long-lasting relationships 

both in and out of family (Cacioppo, Grippo, London, Goossens, & Cacioppo, 2015). The 

attachment laid forth by couples within a family system has an undeniable effect on a 

child’s development throughout his or her lifespan.  

Social capital, specifically family social capital, is altered by the relationships one 

has within his or her family structure. For example, children influence their parents, and 

parents influence marital dynamics. Understanding the systemic effect of family 

functioning is vital (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). One key ingredient to change family 

dynamics, thus strengthening the family, is by altering key cognitive distortions of the 

thinking adults within the family (i.e., the couple; Cacioppo et al., 2015). Educating 

couples to identify automatic negative thoughts about themselves, others in the family 

and their social interactions can help create a pathway for healthy, cohesive, warmth in 

parenting, thus paving the way for crucial skills necessary for positive family social 

capital. Additionally, educating couples on the exact process or mechanism of attachment 

skill transmission provides more significant opportunities for positive outcomes (Kerr & 

Bowen, 1988). 
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Healthy family social capital requires healthy family relations as a crucial 

element. Partners reach common understandings not because of ritual and heritage, but 

through their interpersonal interactions (Furstenberg, 2005). Partners require not merely 

the physical company of each other, but the emotional presence of a spouse who values 

them, and with whom they trust. The couple should be each other’s “go-to” person, with 

an environment in which they each feel heard, seen, felt, and where they can play, work, 

and thrive together through life (Masi et al., 2011). Dunbar (2014) argued that the spouse 

should be part of the inner core. 

Feelings of intimacy within marriage are an attuned process of interpersonal 

communication (Reis & Shaver, 1988). Intimacy is felt between any dyad (Reis & 

Shaver, 1988), but within marriage, affection is important because marital partners are 

attachment figures – critical connections needed throughout a lifetime, not just by 

children in the first years of development (Cordova et al., 2005; Fraley & Shaver, 2000; 

Main et al., 1985; Sroufe, 2005). A person’s ability to connect in a vulnerable way with 

trust and a sense of belonging is the difference between loneliness and disconnection and 

the feeling of being wholly loved and connected. 

Communication style and level of intimacy within relationships are both a direct 

result and cause of attachment style in the family system (Cordova et al., 2005; Cowen et 

al., 1996). Attachment is an interpersonal part of the family system and by its very nature 

requires a certain level of vulnerability and trust to be effective. Emotional 
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expressiveness within marriage is an art form – the ability to identify, express and 

manage one’s own emotions as well as empathizing with a partner’s feelings is a 

foundation of a healthy relationship (Cordova et al., 2005). There is an inherent risk of 

rejection in the vulnerability that comes with intimacy; yet, the inability to engage in this 

mutual vulnerability can be detrimental to the health of the marriage and potentially the 

strength of family. The lack of intimacy can create disconnection, which spills over into 

the parental relationship and can affect children negatively, having a negative effect on 

family social capital (Cowan et al., 1996). 

Without a clear understanding of why behaviors exist on a deeper level, any 

superficial behavior change will not be long-lasting (Gottman, 1994; Halchuk, Makinen, 

& Johnson, 2010). Just as children exhibit internal and external behaviors as a means of 

communicating unmet needs, so do couples. Marriages fail because of pervasive, long-

term conflict, which is indicative of unmet emotional needs. Within marital conflict, this 

is called protest because spouses are protesting unmet emotional needs. The protest was a 

term Bowlby (as cited in Bretherton, 1992) used when describing what children feel 

when being separated from their mothers. In adult partners, conflict ensues because there 

is not a deeper understanding of why conflict exists, and without understanding how to 

access and tend to unmet needs with basic emotion skills, the entire family remains 

unhealthy (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Families can be strengthened when couples learn 

emotion skills like vulnerability, trust, and belongingness, which are crucial in romantic 
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partnerships, and there will be marked stability and secure attachment both in the couple, 

children, and family as a whole (Fincham, 1994; Guerrero, Farinelli, & McEwan, 2009).  

Sigal, Wolchik, Tein, and Sandler (2012) categorized parents into one of four 

categories of co-parenting based on levels of cooperation and conflict, with each attribute 

rated as “high” or “low.” Those who fell in the low end of cooperation combined with 

high levels of conflict were referred to as disengaged. Parenting disengagement leads to 

an insecure attachment with children, which creates more overall problems for children 

(Sigal et al., 2012). Parents tend to be less responsive, warm, accepting, or encouraging 

when they are emotionally detached and have feelings of loneliness (Beijersbergen et al., 

2012). There is also less effective communication and the use of harsh or coercive 

punishment as well as less supervision, more mental health issues, substance abuse, and 

social problems (Faber &Wittenborn, 2010; Sigal et al., 2012). Children of divorce tend 

to display behaviors significant in maladaptive adjustment including anxiety and poor 

emotional regulation, and toddlers are more likely to be insecure and disorganized as 

well, but this is because of the conflict with the parents, not just divorce (Sutherland, 

Altenhofen, & Biringen, 2012). 

Research is robust in showing the long-term effects of conflict within marriage 

(Fincham, 1994; Guerrero et al., 2009; Sigal et al., 2012; Sutherland et al., 2012; Zimet & 

Jacob, 2001). Conversely, studies show how children and parents alike can benefit 

significantly from secure attachments with community, friends, and family (DiTommaso, 
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Brannen-McNulty, Ross, & Burgess, 2003; Furstenberg, 2005; Parcel et al., 2010). 

Secure attachments with parents create a bond that aids in overall emotional regulation 

(Bowlby, 1966). Parents in conflict are modeling their conflict style for their children. As 

one professor told me years ago, “Chaos is a real crazy-maker.” Parents who emotionally 

connect as a couple are more able to create affect regulation among their children (Faber 

& Wittenborn, 2010). The need for relationships to build family social capital and 

strengthen family is essential to the quality of parenting (Sigal et al., 2012). 

There are three main goals of parenting classes: quality of time with children, 

effective co-parenting, and quality of parenting (Sigal et al., 2012). Having a secure 

attachment, which includes active involvement in a child’s life, helps build closeness, 

trust, and encouragement. When a child is securely attached, he or she feels a parent’s 

warmth, guided responsiveness, nurturing, closeness, unconditional acceptance, and 

overall positive support (Beijersbergen et al., 2012). However, when parents themselves 

are emotionally disconnected, they will be less likely to engage in any of these positive 

parenting goals.  

The need for parents to learn necessary attachment emotion skills is imperative, 

not only for themselves and in their marriage, but also for the healthy development of 

their children and to strengthen the entire family. Couples and parents who are provided 

essential tools to understand the internal dynamics of their family can help build a 

stronger family unit overall. To be even clearer, parents could benefit from skills training 
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which teaches attachment emotion processes like interdependence, attunement, and 

attachment. Couples could benefit from a greater understanding of the process of their 

interpersonal relations. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore family strengths and family social 

capital through the eyes of couples who completed a couples training utilizing an 

attachment-based emotion skills curriculum. Using the theory of attachment and the 

modality of family systems, this study explored the emotional heartbeat of families as 

couples, who are also parents, gained self-awareness and other-awareness through 

emotion skills training. Creswell (2014) described qualitative research as an approach 

used in the exploration and understanding of individuals or groups. As such, this study 

employed a qualitative approach as a way of gaining a deeper understanding of the lived 

experience of committed partners as they attended a 5-week (1.5 hours each week) 

couples training based on the utilizing attachment theory as a process. The 

phenomenological method engaged couples with the intent of gathering information 

about the impact of the curriculum on a couple’s immediate family relationships as well 

as other relationships. 

Couples attended a 5-week (1.5 hours per week) relationship training based on 

attachment principles of security, attunement, trust, and vulnerability as a means of 

learning skills necessary for emotional closeness and connection. This study explored 
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how the impact of attachment theory principles contributed to the understanding of how 

emotion skills learned in one dyad (the couple) could be beneficial in other dyads, 

namely, the parent-child dyad, and the family as a whole. 

Family Life Education 

 Family life education is an organized effort to increase family resources, 

information, skills, or involvement that serve to strengthen the family experience (Hans, 

2015). Family educators develop materials and training courses that serve to educate and 

promote family strengths in their various social, cultural and individual contexts. Human 

growth and development across the lifespan, including emotional, physical, cognitive, 

moral, and social constructs, are at the forefront of family science and the practice of 

family life education (Hans, 2015). Family specialists provide a strengths-based, 

preventative approach to education with families and individuals, incorporating a lifespan 

perspective (Randall, 2012). Ranging from prenatal, child, and adolescent development to 

family resource management, interpersonal relationships, and parent education to family 

law and public policy, family educators are adept and knowledgeable while helping 

families in many facets across the entire human lifespan. 

Program Description 

 This attachment skill-based couple’s curriculum was developed in 2017 by this 

researcher as a requirement for a doctoral-level course as a result of the desire to fill a 

need to strengthen families. The training, entitled “Emotional Connection in Marriage,” 



   

 

16 

 

was expanded and has since been used both one-on-one and in the community to help 

couples with relationship building, communication skill development, and conflict 

management. The curriculum utilized a family systems model. Individuals are self-

systems, but they also heavily rely upon intimate partnerships as a psychological buffer. 

The family and the couple as a sub-system were given additional tools to help them thrive 

both at home and in their environments, starting with their own family unit – a means to 

strong family social capital (Byng-Hall, 1995; Hill, Fonagy, Safier, & Sargent, 2003; 

Stevenson-Hinde, 1990).  

DeMaria (2005) reported that couples who attend marriage training might be as 

distressed as those who seek therapeutic intervention. Couples as a unit do not have a 

mental illness for which they are seeking counseling, but rather maladjustment related to 

psychosocial circumstances (World Health Organization, 2018). When one partner is 

identified as having a real therapeutic issue, often that person is referred to individual 

intervention. Couples seek help in various forms because of conflict, low conflict 

resolution skills, lack of intimacy, and decreased effective communication, among other 

issues. Family life education is essential to helping individuals, couples and families 

recognize that the way they communicate, solve problems and interact with each other, 

their children, and their environment has a direct impact on childhood development and 

family social capital (Randall, 2012). 
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Families and couples seek help for myriad reasons (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). 

However, often couples struggle with the foundational issue of emotional connectedness. 

Through emotion skills education, individuals can learn to manage their own emotional 

reactivity individually which impacts relationships and families (Brown, 1999). Through 

greater education about what is happening in the family dynamic, the members can 

understand why they are engaging in unsuccessful communication. Attachment skills, 

including affect regulation, interpersonal understanding, information processing, and 

comfort, need to be taught to the couple (Hill et al., 2003). First, by understanding one’s 

own attachment processes, then, by understanding the interplay between two people with 

their own unique attachment style and processing, and finally, a grasp of greater 

attachment/emotional needs which creates eliciting (avoidant and anxious) outcomes 

which impact the individual, partnership, parenting style, and the family.  

 This curriculum was a 7.5-hour training offered in five 1.5-hour weekly classes, 

which included approximately one hour of education and a half hour for processing and 

practice. Couples were taught what is happening in the relationship, just as Bowen (1966) 

suggested, then shown a new process, just as Bowlby (1966) suggested. Participants 

learned how individually they have attachment styles, which affect the entire family as an 

emotional system (Bowlby, 1969; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). As this training was based upon 

Bowlby’s research (Bowen, 1966; Bretherton, 1985; Bretherton & Mulholland, 2008; 

Cassidy, Jones, & Shaver, 2013) on attachment and Bowen’s (Bowen, 1966; Brown, 
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1999; Byng-Hall, 1995; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Stevenson-Hinde, 1990) research on 

family systems, participants would learn how interdependence, attunement, and 

attachment to one another impacts family social capital (see Appendix A for a more 

detailed training description). It should be noted that this curriculum is best used in an 

educational setting with couples. Family professionals, including relationship counselors 

and family life educators would be qualified to teach this curriculum. 

Role as the Researcher 

 In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary mode of data collection 

(Creswell, 2014). This researcher utilizes skills as a family professional and as a couple’s 

therapist, couple’s educator, curriculum developer, and community trainer.  

 This researcher began a career with interest in human development across the 

lifespan, which ultimately led to a career as an individual and couple’s therapist, assisting 

those who have veered off the path of what may be considered healthy development. 

Throughout this time, it became abundantly clear that without a clear picture of past and 

current family dynamics, there was a huge gap in personal, couple, and family growth 

and development. Wearing a hat as both a couple’s counselor and a family life educator 

has taught this researcher that not only do individuals desire a sense of belonging in 

family and groups; they thrive in well-connected interpersonal relationships. Like Bowen 

(1966), this researcher has seen that mental illness is often born out of maladaptive 
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family environment. This researcher has learned that all intervention requires some level 

of family education. 

In the current study, researcher reflexivity allowed for consistent personal 

reflections throughout this training as a way of data gathering and understanding both as 

a professional counselor and as a family and community educator. Family life education, 

preventative programs, and collaboration with myriad professionals can provide a 

thorough well-rounded pathway to healthy human development across the lifespan. A 

family life educator can often have an even more in-depth understanding of healthy 

human development across the lifespan, and certainly that of the skills and strengths of 

interpersonal dynamics within the family.  

Conceptual Framework 

This research was a phenomenological inquiry as part of the experience and 

essence of couples’ lived experience while attending an attachment-based emotion skills 

5-week (1.5 hours per week) training class. Methods included a reflection on data 

through audio recordings during training and diary artifacts as a means of investigating 

the phenomenon of lived experience. As such, the guiding research questions for this 

study were as follows. 

1. What meanings do individuals give to their committed partnership, parenting, and 

other relationships while attending an attachment-based emotion skills training? 
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2. What meanings do individuals give to their internal working model while attending 

an attachment-based emotion skills training? 

Utilizing the theoretical concepts of Bowlby’s attachment theory and Bowen’s 

family systems theory, this researcher sought to understand the impact an attachment-

based emotional skills couples training class had on family strengths and on family social 

capital.  

Significance to the Field 

The importance of this study was to understand the impact on family interpersonal 

dynamics through using an attachment-based training curriculum for couples who are 

also parents. Couples not only developed a firm understanding of how their attachment 

style impacts the emotional heartbeat of their family’s social capital but also on their 

interrelationship dynamics with others. Family scientists, child life specialists, marriage 

counselors, parent educators, and child therapists may gain an improved understanding of 

the importance of attachment-based emotion skills training both in one-on-one settings 

and in groups, realizing the great need to bridge the gap between intervention and 

prevention on family social capital as a result of this study’s findings.  

Definitions 

The following terms were relevant to this study: 
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1. Attachment. How individuals are influenced and organize motivational, emotional, 

and memory processes in relation to their significant caregiving figures (Siegel, 

2012). 

2. Attunement.  A quality of integrative relationships in which emotional connections are 

cultivated through the focused attention between two individuals in interpersonal 

interactions (Siegel, 2012).  

3. Emotion Skills. Emotional enactments between two people based on past learned 

behavior and current relationship health (Mirgain & Cordova, 2007). 

4. Family Social Capital. The bonds between parents and children useful in promoting 

child socialization, and as such, include the time and attention parents spend in 

interaction with children and in monitoring their activities and fostering child well-

being (Parcel et al., 2010). 

5. Internal Working Model. Internalized self-awareness of one’s own thoughts and 

emotions useful in emotional expression and actions (Bowlby, 1966; Hill et al., 

2003). 

6. Social Capital. Resources inherent in relationships that enhance positive life 

outcomes facilitate a range of social outcomes (Furstenberg, 2005).  

Scope and Delimitations 

It is important for researchers to know the parameters of their study and work 

within those delimitations to make the work credible (Creswell, 2014). The worthiness of 
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this project ensures the findings contribute to the current body of knowledge, and the 

competence of the researcher provides a high-quality study, both of which make the 

research more credible (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004; Shenton, 2004). The following 

were delimitations for this study. 

1. Persons included in this study must have been in a committed partnership for at least 

the last three years, and co-parenting in the same household. 

2. Participants had to be those who had at least one child in the home, which was, at the 

time of the study, at least six months old, but not older than 18 years old. 

3. Both partners had to be at least 25 years in age. 

This study admittedly looked at a small slice of the social capital pie, that of 

family and specifically, couples who were parents. This study sought to understand how 

an attachment-based couple’s educational curriculum could affect couple and family 

relationships. The training sought to provide a foundational understanding of attachment 

principles and asked the participants to examine their attachment style in the context of 

their family structure. However, further research should focus on exploring the effects of 

these emotion skills on work and community environments to get an even broader view 

of impact.  

Summary 

Family social capital staves off the adverse effects of physical health and mental 

illness, including loneliness and social isolation. Social support and community are 
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resources that provide positive social capital, and which are learned processes from 

childhood. How children experience parental relationships can affect attachment, which 

in and of itself has far-reaching effects into adulthood and marriage. How a person 

conceptualizes his or her relationship can mean the difference between loneliness and 

mental health, and directly impact parenting skills. This study sought to understand how 

attachment-based emotion skills training affected how couples view their partnership as 

well as their parent-child relationship. The findings from this study provide useful 

information to myriad professionals and educators who work with families, couples, and 

parents.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Humans are wired to connect with others for physical, emotional, mental, 

emotionally, and cognitive survival and well-being (Bowlby, 1969; Parcel et al., 2010). 

Social capital consists of the resources inherent in relationships that promote positive life 

outcomes, including a decrease in social isolation and loneliness (Furstenberg, 2005). 

One of the key people present in the inner core of close connections is one’s intimate 

partner, so the emotional connection in this relationship is paramount (Dunbar, 2014). 

Family social capital refers to the bond between parent and child as well as the bond 

between and around family members, which serves to promote child, parent, family, and 

social connections (Parcel et al., 2010). The mechanism by which family social capital 

increases is through parents, promotion of healthy attachments to children and children, 

in turn, develop into thriving, secure, stable, and healthy adults. Thus, family social 

capital will be enhanced and families will be strengthened. 

 A healthy society depends upon healthy communities, which in turn depend upon 

healthy families. This literature review addresses three areas related to family social 

capital in addition to a sound theoretical foundation of attachment. First, research related 

parent-child relationships, including emotional connectedness and adverse effects of 

parental discord utilizing both attachment and family systems theoretical foundations 
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mentioned above is discussed. The second section focuses on research connected to 

marriage issues, including conflict, conflict resolution, communication, and intimacy 

within a family systems frame and attachment theory frame. Finally, the third section 

discusses research related to social capital, inclusive of trust and belongingness, physical 

and mental health, and family social capital.  

Theoretical Foundation 

Attachment Theory 

Attachment is a circular process that creates a foundational framework for all 

relationships throughout the lifespan (Ainsworth, 1967, 1985; Bowlby, 1958, 1969, 1980; 

Main et al., 1985; Sroufe, 2005). How a caregiver attunes to a child’s emotional needs 

creates a structured style of relating (secure or insecure) in future relationships. 

According to Akister (1998), the parent’s role in childhood attachment is significant. 

How a child attaches to a secure loved one influences how adults attach to significant 

others, including their marriage partner, close friends, and children (Akister, 1998; Hazan 

& Shaver, 1987). 

A caregiver’s responsibility with his or her child is to provide warmth and 

attunement, and it is through these processes that children develop a secure attachment. 

Attachment is a process that helps children organize their own emotions, belief structures, 

and thoughts (Siegel, 2001). It creates a sense of security and calm and is ultimately a 

secure base with which children can return to again and again throughout their childhood 
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development. As adults, attachment is a cognitive “knowing” that a secure base exists, 

frequently with an intimate partner (Johnson & Greenman, 2006). 

John Bowlby’s journey into attachment theory appropriately began in his 

childhood (Bretherton, 1992). He was born to an upper-class family in the United 

Kingdom, where nannies reared him and only saw his mother for short periods 

throughout the year. Bretherton (1992) stated that Bowlby’s mother believed that when a 

child became too attached to their mother, he or she became spoiled. Consequently, when 

young Bowlby became attached to his nannies, his mother would fire them and hire 

another. At the young age of four, Bowlby’s nanny was fired for this reason. Bowlby 

described this time as one of the most significant losses of his life.  

At the age of seven, Bowlby was sent to boarding school (Bretherton, 1992). His 

perceived rejection from his parents perhaps influenced him when he wrote a report for 

the World Health Organization and said a child suffers from maternal deprivation when 

he or she lives with a mother [caregiver] whose attitude is unfavorable toward him or her 

(Bowlby, 1966). These facts are essential because the making of a human being is vital to 

the life he or she will eventually have – the relationships he or she pursues, the social 

structures he or she engages in, and the life path he or she chooses (Bowlby, 1969; Fraley 

& Shaver, 2000; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Sroufe, 2005). Attachment is a system’s theory 

focuses on the interpersonal space between two people – how development happens, and 

not merely that it happens a certain way (Bowlby, 1988; Siegel, 2012).  
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Mary Ainsworth (1967, 1985) studied under Bowlby and is credited for 

conducting the first empirical studies of Bowlby’s anecdotal stories of attachment. She 

began by studying mothers and their babies in Uganda in 1967, then developed a famous 

and widely quoted study, the Strange Situation, in 1985 in Baltimore. Both projects 

helped attachment theory turn a corner, and attachment styles seen through the lifespan 

were a key finding (Ainsworth, 1985; Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Main et al., 1985; Sroufe, 

2005). These studies brought to light two broad categories of style: secure and insecure. 

The theory postulates critical factors in the development of a child and the subsequent 

attachment styles, which are detailed below. 

First, there must be interdependence among caregivers and children, which means 

each has an emotional dependency on the other. This is what makes attachment a 

system’s theory – when one reacts, the other reacts. The behaviors are circular. Second, 

there must be attunement, which is the focused attention on psychological processes and 

bodily states with the intent of developing healthy functioning (Siegel, 2012). In other 

words, a parent who remains tuned in to the needs of a child will have a greater 

understanding of their emotion, cognitive and physical needs. The interpersonal and 

reciprocal nature of the interdependence and attunement creates a certain level of 

attachment and is an inborn system in mammals that serves to help with influence, 
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organization, and co-regulation of thoughts, belief structures, cognition, and memory 

processing (Siegel, 2012).  

When a child feels safe and secure with his or her caregiver, utilizing the 

attunement and interdependence of a stable parent, the child himself or herself develops a 

secure attachment. Bowlby called this significant other the “secure base” and “safe 

haven” (Bowlby, 1988). When a parent is inconsistent with physical needs, love and 

affection, the child develops an insecure-avoidant style of attachment, and when a parent 

provides for physical demands of the child, and even holds the child, but lacks warmth 

and emotional attunement, the child develops an insecure-ambivalent style of attachment 

(Ainsworth, 1985). 

Attachment style is the internal working model that activates naturally when in 

relationship to others throughout the lifespan, including the marriage dyad, and the 

parent-child dyad (Bowlby, 1969). The internal working model is a term Bowlby used 

deliberately, implying that the internal representation of one’s worldview, including brain 

development, was continually working and changing (Bretherton, 1999). Essentially, it is 

the development of self and self-awareness. When individuals learn about the internal 

working model and the importance of not only their relationship as a child growing up 

but also their parent and spouse as an adult, they have an opportunity to manage their 

relationships in more thoughtful ways. Knowing this process is essential. Furthermore, 

attachment style indicates how people attach not only to their parents as children, but also 
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how people connect to others throughout their lifespan, including marital partners, 

friends, coworkers, siblings, and offspring – all significant others (a key component of 

attachment). Bowlby was interested in the interpersonal space between two people; his 

theory is not only one of attachment, but also of interdependence and attunement (Siegel, 

2012). It is systemic because knowing the attachment styles of family members allows 

individuals to peer into the inner workings of relationship dyads and family functioning 

overall (Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Stevenson-Hinde, 1990). 

Bowen Family Systems 

Attachment theory can help families identify the family of origin patterns and 

themes that shape human behaviors (Akister, 1998; Brown, 1999). While there is 

research on the dyadic components of the theory (i.e., how marital conflict affects 

child outcomes; how negative externalizing in children can affect siblings or spouse), 

Bowen’s family systems theory provides an even more robust view of the impact of 

attachment on a family system. 

Murray Bowen was born and raised in a large family as the oldest of five siblings. 

He began his work out of college at the National Institutes of Mental Health, where he 

worked with severely mentally ill schizophrenic patients (Brown, 1999). However, 

instead of focusing on the psychopathology of his patients, he focused on family 

relationship dynamics as a way of developing a better understanding of what impact the 

family system had on mental illness. His approach was a forward-thinking prospect at the 
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time. Could mental illness be a symptom of dysfunctional family dynamics? And if so, 

what were the mechanisms that altered the course of development? This was when he 

developed his now widely respected and used, family systems theory (Bowen, 1966; 

Brown, 1999). Bowen described family work as a coaching model because it was 

educational and therapeutic, even though the model is widely used by family therapists as 

an intervention model (Brown 1999). 

By understanding family interactions through concepts like triangulation and 

differentiation, Bowen purported that the dyads with a weak link in a family system often 

pull in a third person (creating a triangle) to take some of the tension off of the twosome 

(Kerr & Bowen, 1988). He stated that family tension caused anxiety between members 

and the desire to either become closer or move further away from each other. His work 

was an effort to relieve the anxiety members felt when they were either too tight or too 

far away (Bowen, 1966). 

Family Systems is a method of establishing a structure within the family that is 

organic and has a balance of togetherness and separation (van Ecke, Chope, & 

Emmelkamp, 2006).  Working with families as a system means that members understand 

what is happening within the structure of their family - obtaining a cognitive, birds-eye-

view of the family's inner-workings. Attachment, on the other hand, provides the 

emotional mechanisms of the family system. The patterns developed within a family 

structure is the focus of training and therapy with family systems; facilitating an 
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awareness of why members are responding and behaving the way they are is key to the 

theory (Brown, 1999; Hill et al., 2003; Stevenson-Hinde, 1990). 

Bowen saw the family as a human emotional system where any strife among 

some members is due to anxiety produced by the other members of the family (Bowen, 

1966; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). In other words, the family as a whole emotional unit and the 

problems that arise within the family are because of a disruption to the entire system. 

Interestingly, the challenges and issues that arise are due in large part because of the lack 

of differentiation within the triangles created in the family, which creates anxiety (Brown, 

1999; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Differentiation is the direct opposite of Bowlby’s idea of 

interdependence. The first is a pulling away and separating as a means of decreasing 

anxiety and the second is closeness with emotional vulnerability as a way of feeling 

bonded.  

The essential elements of Bowen’s theory are the concepts of triangulation and 

differentiation. Here is where Bowlby’s attachment theory and Bowen’s family systems 

theory converge with similarities. Bowen noted that a dyad is the most straightforward 

relationship form, but the same dyad creates tension (anxiety). The dyads in a family are 

considered the most natural – spouse-spouse, parent-child, and sibling-sibling. People in 

dyads benefit from the connection they have with those in their families (Byng-Hall, 

1995; Hill et al., 2003; Parcel et al., 2010; Stevenson-Hinde, 1990). However, according 

to Bowen (1966), too much closeness causes anxiety; therefore, a third person is brought 
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into the dyad, to create a triangle (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). When a dyad feels tension, they 

could put their energy onto the third person in the group, and even Bowen admitted, 

either this could cause even more anxiety or it could create less tension (Bowen, 1966; 

Kerr & Bowen, 1988). The triangle, Bowen purported, was the best part of the family 

structure because it was the most stable – more stable than a dyad. Notably, any tension 

can produce anxiety, and his goal with dysfunctional families was first to decrease 

anxiety between a dyad. Bowlby might argue that one needed to understand the 

attachment within the dyad as a way of reducing the tension as opposed to merely adding 

a third person. 

Bowlby would say that the dyad is an essential interpersonal relationship, and 

while there may be some anxiety, it is most probably because of the desire for closeness, 

which is an emotional process (Bowlby, 1969). But here is where these theories differ: 

Bowen would state that closeness may create fusion, which means lack of differentiation 

(Bowen, 1966); however, Bowlby would propose that it is because of that union (which 

he would call attunement and attachment), that one thrives. Differentiation is vital in 

Bowen’s theory because it creates a secure sense of self (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). 

Individuals cannot become whom they are meant to be when they are fused. However, 

Bowlby might suggest it is possible to become differentiated, but not before he or she is 

securely attached. Although it may not appear so at first glance, secure attachment is the 

very mechanism that creates differentiation. What Bowen found in families was the 
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desire for closeness but the lack of know-how. In Bowen’s view, this created a real issue 

between two people. 

Differentiation does not mean lack of the closeness or lack of attachment; it 

means, according to Bowlby, that the desire for warmth and closeness while undergoing 

individuation (creation of a sense of self; Bowlby, 1958, 1969). Bowlby (1966) would 

purport that an individual cannot have one without the other; attachment is the antecedent 

to differentiation. Dyads play a vital role in the family system. Additionally, perhaps 

when Bowen said “anxiety,” that this would be akin to Bowlby’s “need” (for attachment). 

Notably, one main difference between these two influential theories is the 

approach to the emotion within the dyad or family structure. The nature of family work 

with Bowen is to externalize the thoughts of the family members individually. In other 

words, help the family see the structure without being in the construction. Similarly, 

Johnson and Greenman’s (2006) work with couples suggested speaking with each spouse 

individually to understand their internal emotional processing, suggesting that 

externalizing the thought processes within a loving unit does not necessarily help the 

emotion processing of the person or dyad. Bowlby would argue that individuals must 

externalize the emotions of the family members (not the thought). In other words, one 

must think about what they are thinking and think about what they are feeling. Further, 

he would have them reenact what they were feeling (i.e., feel what you are feeling). 
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Where these theories converge is that they both suggest an educator or coach couples 

about emotional reactivity and communication within the family system. 

It is behooving for a family counselor or family life educator to immerse him- or 

herself in the relationship dyad to gain an understanding of the couple’s challenges 

(Johnson & Greenman, 2006; Wallin, 2007). In other words, the educator can act as a 

coach or model while teaching the new skill of attachment-based skills (just as a parent 

models with a child; Wallin, 2007). Becoming attached, and then teaching the members 

of the family about the attachment process is slightly different from immersing oneself 

into the family’s interlocking structures at a higher level. The best intervention occurs 

when there is an attachment bond between trainer and participant, and this is precisely 

what the research supports about attachment in general – that securely attached 

individuals, who feel warmth and connectedness thrive (Johnson & Greenman, 2006; 

Stevenson-Hinde, 1990; Wallin, 2007). 

Parent-Child Relationship and Family Social Capital 

Family social capital, and specifically trust, belongingness, and normative 

structures are perhaps the most critical contexts in which children will be a part (Parcel et 

al., 2010). Families are the first resource with which children have access, so the structure 

of a family and the interpersonal dynamics between its members is a critical factor in 

how children will grow and thrive (Kuranchie, 2018; Parcel et al., 2010). Social capital 
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for children is driven by family relationships, so the quality of these relationships is 

crucial (Kuranchie, 2018).  

Children can and will flourish in various life scenarios. They will form habits and 

beliefs that set the stage for adulthood behavior through culture, customs, income, 

political leanings, and social norms (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Their support comes from 

the community, schools, groups, and media, and they evolve and grow into healthy adults 

primarily through peer groups, religious settings, and family dynamics. Throughout the 

lifespan, children expand and grow into healthy individuals within multiple contexts, but 

only with the foundational structure of trust and belongingness (Leary & Baumeister, 

2017). Social capital to children means parents spend time with them, coach them 

academically, and become involved in the inner lives of their children (Kuranchie, 2018).  

Emotional Connectedness 

 Much research has been conducted in the area of parent-child attachment 

(Beijersbergen et al., 2012; Bretherton, 1992; Cassidy et al., 2013; Fraley & Spieker, 

2003; Sroufe, 2005). Recent studies have sought to understand that how a child comes to 

perceive the relationship with their attachment figure in childhood may affect the 

perception of relationships as an adult (DiTommaso et al., 2003; Feeney & Noller, 1990; 

Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Halchuk et al., 2010; Johnson & Greenman, 2006; Levy & Davis, 

1988; Ricks, 1985). Van Ijzendoorn (1995) found that a parent’s mental representation of 
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the relationship with their own parents strongly affected interpersonal dynamics with 

their children. 

Likewise, the Minnesota Longitudinal Study, a 36-year project, focused on 

relationship experiences of 180 parents and children. Sroufe (2005) drew from the data to 

conduct a prospective, longitudinal study from birth to adulthood. The data showed, as 

predicted, that an attachment process is non-linear, multi-faceted, and sophisticated in its 

operation. Sroufe (2005) noted that while it is true that adult outcomes cannot relate 

inexorably from infancy, a secure attachment is critical because of its initiation of 

developmental pathways. In other words, it is a vital foundational aspect of development. 

His research pointed to the importance of a secure attachment bond as a measure of 

positive mental health outcomes including, but not limited to, community social 

integration and stability, positive interpersonal relationships, and positive emotions such 

as love, joy, and feelings of acceptance (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005; Sampson, 1988). 

Bowlby theorized about the interpersonal space between mother and child and even 

spoke of the importance of a significant other on the developmental impact of a child into 

adulthood, and many have confirmed his theory in their findings (Bowlby, 1958; 

Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005; Sampson, 1988; Sroufe, 2005).  

Beijersbergen et al. (2012) conducted a longitudinal study with 125 adopted 

children by administering the Strange Situation Protocol (SSP) at 12 months and the 

Adult Attachment Interview (AAI) at 14 years old. Maternal sensitivity was assessed 
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during the same time periods, as well as temperament and stressful life events at age 

seven and 14 years old. The results showed that continuity of attachment across 14 years 

was dependent on the child-rearing context, particularly in maternal attachment and 

bonding. There was a change in attachment style (insecure to secure) with more maternal 

sensitivity from infancy to adolescence. The results from this study indicated that 

attachment style might change. 

How the child comes to understand his or her thoughts, feelings, and expectations 

in the relationship with his or her caregiver becomes a blueprint for all other adult 

relationships in the future (Bowlby, 1958, 1988; Main, 1985). Parents intuitively know 

that their behavior affects their children in some ways, but they do not necessarily 

understand how the mechanism works. There is a unique interplay between genetic 

factors and learned behaviors (e.g., nature versus nurture) on the development of a child. 

However, emotional bonding is an undeniably significant component of development 

with a potentially negative impact on a child’s mental and emotional health 

(Beijersbergen et al., 2012; Cowan at al., 1996; Fraley & Spieker, 2003; Kirkpatrick & 

Davis, 1994; Lomanowska, Boivin, Hertzman, & Fleming, 2017; Sroufe, 2005). The way 

a child is parented has a great impact on how he or she may parent as an adult 

(Lomanowska et al., 2017). Research shows that children are incredibly sensitive to the 

input they receive from their social environments, so the relationships they have with 
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their parents (through modeling and interactions), as well as the relationships children 

have in their social contexts are paramount (Bandura, 1977; Lomanowska et al., 2017). 

Hazan and Shaver (1987) were the first to suggest that attachment styles (secure, 

insecure-avoidant, and insecure-anxious) describe the emotional bond between parent and 

child, as well as in couples. Feeney and Noller’s (1990) study replicated these findings. 

Feeney and Noller (1990) discovered that securely attached individuals reported positive 

perceptions of early family relationships; insecure-avoidant individuals reported more 

mistrust of others; ambivalent-anxious ones lacked a desire for deep commitment in 

relationships and were often too dependent on their partner. Bowlby (1969) asserted that 

individuals choose an attachment figure because they are 1) close in proximity, 2) a safe 

and trustworthy individual, and 3) a secure base from which to explore the world. 

Children typically have parents for the attachment figure function, whereas, adolescents 

and adults prefer their peers and romantic partners (Sherman, Landsford, & Volling, 

2006). Other people model attachment behaviors. Children learn from their caregivers; 

adolescents learn from their peers; partners learn through their marriage – these are 

emotion skills.  

A family’s strength is based upon secure functions like proximity, safety, and 

security, as well as a secure base (Sherman et al., 2006). The key elements of a child’s 

attachment to their caregiver and the spouse’s attachment to their partner are also present 

within a family (Hill et al., 2003). Both attachment and family systems theory are 
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systemic. In other words, the structure of how families operate, whether in dyads, triads, 

or the entire unit, all have the same foundational components of affect regulation, 

interpersonal understanding, information processing, and solicitation of comfort and 

warmth, and all are needed for individuals, dyads, triangles, and full families to thrive 

(Byng-Hall, 1995; Hill et al., 2003; Stevenson-Hinde, 1990). 

Family Strength through Parental Cohesiveness 

Iwaniec and Sneddon (2001) conducted a 20-year follow-up study with 44 failure-

to-thrive children who were identified as secure, avoidant, and anxious-ambivalent when 

given the Strange Situation Protocol. After the intervention, there was not a significant 

change from avoidant to secure, but a significant, positive change was found from 

anxious-ambivalent to secure. The intervention included several factors, all of which 

could have had an impact on attachment alteration, including change in the quality of 

parent training using cognitive and behavioral techniques, and developmental counseling 

of both child and parent. Cowan et al. (1996) emphasized the importance of parenting 

dynamics (particularly conflict in this case) on children. Another study, a meta-analytic 

review, showed that a therapeutic alliance contributed positively to attachment style 

change (Levy, Ellison, Scott, & Bernecker, 2011). That research is in line with that of 

social capital research, which emphasizes the need for trust and belonging, the direct 

opposite of loneliness and isolation.  
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In a study with 1,755 adolescent girls and boys, it was reported that parents 

played the most robust mediating role in the relationship between social capital and social 

competence (Kuranchie, 2018). As stated previously, family social capital is primarily 

influenced by the quality of the relationship with the rest of the family members, but 

more specifically, with the parents — the interactions of the parents affect overall family 

strength. Family social capital includes encouraging children academically, socially, and 

interpersonally. Parents who spend high-quality time in their children’s activities and in 

communication with their child (not at their child) seem to have a healthier family social 

capital (Kuranchie, 2018). Furstenberg and Kaplan (2004) stated that although all the 

ways in which family affects social capital are not clearly understood, it is clear that 

social capital begins at the couple level, and parents can either bring the entire family into 

social isolation or promote family social capital.  

Parental warmth and empathetic understanding in childhood only build on the 

strength of family because of the potential to decrease interpersonal tension, conflict, and 

high-risk behavior among middle school-aged children (Holahan, Valentiner, & Moos, 

1995). Also, Cowan et al. (1996) and Kuranchie (2018) found that these types of 

interactions required parents to develop a deeper, meaningful relationship with their 

child. An authoritative parenting style, high in support and caring and low in 

demandingness and excessive control, contributes to overall adolescent well-being 

(McFarlane et al., 1995). What children need for positive family social capital, it seems, 
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is trust, belongingness, and compassionate caring, which comes from the attachment and 

emotion skills within parent-child interpersonal relationships.  

Research supports the effects of secure attachment on children, and long-term 

effects that can continue into adulthood (Parade, Supple, & Helms, 2012). The internal 

representation of how a family operates is what Hamon and Schrodt (2012) call 

“knowledge structures” (p. 152), and is mimicked in young adult relationships. In 

addition, while an authoritative parenting style creates a loving and warm environment to 

increase resiliency, the fractured attachment from divorce can create a learned internal 

working model that ruptures cohesion. Cui and Fincham (2011) indicated there was an 

“intergenerational transmission of conflict behaviors” (p. 340) that emerged in young 

adults from divorced parents. In other words, conflict is learned, and conflict can lower 

overall quality and satisfaction. The quality of parent-child relationships affects the 

empathy and resiliency of children; this directly affects children’s tendencies toward or 

against aggression and maladjustment (Miller & Eisenberg, 1988). The parent-child 

relationship can also be a catalyst for affect regulation (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998); 

furthermore, family cohesion and parental warmth serve as a buffer to adolescent 

depression, anti-social behavior, poor academic performance, stress, anxiety, negative 

emotional reactivity and irritability (Holahan et al., 1995; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998). 

Baptist, Thompson, Norton, Hardy, and Link (2012) studied 203 emerging adults and 

found that greater amounts of hostility, volatility, and anxiety were present with 
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insecurely attached parents. These reports only serve to mimic what Bowlby (1966, 1969) 

and Bowen (1979, as cited in Kerr & Bowen, 1988) purported in their respective theories 

of attachment and family systems. How a family displays emotions largely affects the 

outcome of the individual family members.  

Cohen and Strayer (1996) defined empathy as understanding and sharing 

another’s emotional state. Miller and Eisenberg (1988) stated that empathy is the ability 

to achieve cognitive understanding via the interpersonal interactions between two people 

who are emotionally aroused. Attachment is demonstrated by a parent to a child 

throughout childhood as an internal awareness of self and the attunement with a child to 

his or her emotional and physical needs and desires (Wilson & Durbin, 2013). Secure 

attachment behaviors develop from the consistent pattern of nurturing, attunement, and 

engaged interaction.  

When one increases his or her capacity for self-reflection, changes negative effect 

when needed, and develops a more resilient, coherent self-image, he or she is more likely 

to aide in the understanding, and hence alteration, of attachment patterns and internal 

working model of self and other (McBride & Atkinson, 2009). Cognitive reorganization 

of childhood attachment experiences within an adult romantic relationship has the 

capacity to alter individual attachment styles and change parent-child interactions (van 

Ijzendoorn, 1995). Altering the interpersonal dynamic of a couple could, perhaps, change 

perceptions and hence, parenting behaviors.  
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Marriage and Family Social Capital 

The best context for family social capital to take shape is in the marital 

relationship, and the couple is the foundation of the family unit. Hazan and Shaver (1987) 

were the first to conceptualize love as an attachment process. They found that adult 

romantic attachment patterns mimicked those found in Main et al. (1985) and 

Ainsworth's (1985) findings. 

In marriage, the partners’ attachment styles appear very much the same as their 

parents’ attachment style (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). If a parent is dismissive to his or her 

child, he or she is most likely dismissive in his or her parenting style, leading to an 

insecure-avoidant child outcome. Notably, the internal working model created in 

childhood is the same internal working model in adulthood, which is then played out 

within the marital dyad (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Cowan et al. (1996) noted that an adult 

parent’s attachment style and their current marital quality were positively correlated, and 

also functioned as the antecedents of their current parent attachment style and their 

children’s behavioral outcomes.  

Attachment in couples is more than a bond, much as it is in the parent-child 

relationship. Emotional connectedness, including warmth and closeness, are just as 

important within the marriage as it is with the child (Cordova et al., 2005). When a 

spouse feels safe and secure with his or her significant other, utilizing the attunement and 

interdependence of a secure, safe person, the partner feels heard, seen, and felt (Hazan & 
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Shaver, 1987). There are trust and a feeling of belongingness. Likewise, when a partner is 

inconsistent with physical needs, love, and affection, the other partner feels insecure in 

their relationship, which in turn may lead to a lack of intimacy and conflict (Guerrero et 

al., 2009). Attachment skills and emotional skills are important in a dyadic relationship 

(Bowen 1966; Bowlby, 1969).   

With a more secure attachment style, there is a tendency toward more 

constructive communication, more constructive conflict resolution, greater intimacy, and 

greater marital satisfaction (Akister, 1998). Romantic love is a unique interplay between 

attachment, caregiving, and sex (Fraley & Shaver, 2000). Spouses seek physical 

closeness with their partners, naturally, but they also want to be nurtured, wholly loved, 

and seen on a deeper level; they seek attunement, just as in the parent-child dyad (Hazan 

& Shaver, 1987).  

Family Fortitude through Positive Conflict Resolutions 

When parents are in conflict, they typically show little positive emotion to each 

other. This type of interaction has a negative effect on the household, particularly with 

children (Cowan et al., 1996). This conflictual relationship spills over into the parent-

child relationship (i.e., there is more conflict in their dyad) and children can often feel 

they are blamed which create socioemotional challenges both with their peers and other 

adults, including their own parents (the circular effect of attachment behaviors). Quality 

of parental behavior is a direct result of their own feelings and expectations of their own 
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parents while growing up (Main et al., 1985). The health of marriage through discord 

contributes to the stability of a child’s overall socioemotional development when 

regulating his or her own effect and with his or her peers (Fincham, 1994). Parents are the 

key ingredients to the emotional health of the home (Zimet & Jacob, 2001).  

The essence of a healthy family life consists of family solidarity, closeness, and 

healthy marriage, which is modeled in various ways to children (Bandura, 1977). Parental 

behavior is linked to the development of children’s internalizing and externalizing 

negative behaviors (Cowan et al., 1996). The frequency and intensity of marital conflict 

contribute to a child’s feelings of helplessness and negative self-reflection. However, that 

conflict exists does not appear to be as big an impact on child outcome as if and how the 

issues are resolved. Parents often end up in therapy offices, support groups, and training 

classes wanting to understand how they can reduce the level of conflict in their home, 

which is a desirable goal. However, couples expect and often receive a set of skills that 

are aimed at helping them reduce anger behaviors as opposed to understanding why the 

conflict exists. As discussed previously, understanding the very foundation and reason for 

conflict, the functioning of marriage, can help overcome conflict (Bowen, 1969; Kerr & 

Bowen, 1988).  

Intimacy  

As Bowen noted in his early work when people are too fused, it creates anxiety; 

conversely, when there is too much distance, there is also anxiety (Bowen, 1966). 
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Bowlby (1985) would argue that the distance in a relationship creates a feeling of 

loneliness. Johnson and Greenman (2006) reported that a couple must engage in the 

delicate dance of closeness, which includes trust and vulnerability. This is what Hazan 

and Shaver found in their seminal study on attachment styles in romantic love 

partnerships in 1987. 

Cordova et al. (2005) found that the intimacy process is indeed a relationship of 

attunement. Couples need not merely state the feeling they see their partner exhibits 

through their behavior – this task is fairly simple. Instead, couples require attunement, 

which requires the emotional skillfulness of each partner. There must be an awareness of 

the emotion within one’s own person (empathy) before attunement occurs. Attunement 

and empathy are in and of themselves a circular feedback loop; the feedback loop is part 

of attachment style development (Gallo & Smith, 2001). What happens within the blank 

space between two people, the felt emotion, influences the emotional outcome in an 

intimate moment. Intimacy is a process of mutual vulnerability, interdependence, and 

attachment (Bowen, 2012; Cordova et al., 2005).  

There is a certain amount of emotional risk involved with intimacy.  The 

vulnerability required means the giving partner will either be rejected or accepted. When 

there is rejection, this is often the basis for conflict (protest) (Bretherton, 1992; Gottman, 

1994). Johnson and Greenman (2006) characterized this action as pursue and withdraw 

(moving emotionally close to your partner versus moving away from your partner). With 
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more secure attachment and better family health, there is more opportunity for intimacy 

(Akister, 1998). As a system, emotionally healthy couples are more autonomous, which 

means they are securely attached and appropriately differentiated. Interdependence 

presents a delicate balance of being both fused and separated at the same time. Cordova 

et al. (2005) found emotion skills to be associated with marital adjustment and intimate 

safety. The partner’s ability to identify and communicate his or her emotions affected the 

quality of intimacy.  

It is within close relationships that one experiences the powerful range of 

emotions from love, joy, acceptance, and all the way to fear, sadness, and despair. The 

way a romantic partner responds to a partner’s spectrum of emotions not only elicits 

certain behaviors but also promotes affect regulation (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005). 

Additionally, people naturally project their own interpersonal schema onto others 

(Bretherton, 1985). One must wonder how much of this projection affects child behavior. 

When one relationship changes, does another subsequently change?  

From an in-person diagnostic interview with 8,098 respondents, it was found that 

approximately 40% of adults were insecurely attached (Mickelson, Kessler, & Shaver, 

1997); therefore, changes in attachment patterns and cognitive, affective, interpersonal 

schemas from the perspective of adult romantic partnerships deserve to be further 

studied. The interrelational dynamic between two people, including romantic partners, 

has the ability through cognitive restructuring of emotion skills, to alter the dynamic of 
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other relationships. Family scientists need to be concerned about cognitive and emotional 

structuring of parents and family social capital. Lack of intimacy has the potential to 

reduce communication and increase conflict, and couples in conflict do not have healthy 

family emotional health overall (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). 

Communication  

When emotional needs are not being met, couples generally enter into a 

demand/withdraw pattern of communication (i.e., demanding to be heard, seen and felt; 

withdrawing when they feel rejected; Bradbury et al., 2000; Caughlin & Vangalisti, 2000; 

Halchuk et al., 2010). An increase in demand may lead to more avoidance, which in turn 

creates more demand, and the end result is a standoff (protest) and a decline in overall 

marital satisfaction (Caughlin & Vangalisti, 2000). The feeling of belongingness is 

crucial to a romantic partnership not only because it feels good in the marriage, but also 

for family social capital and overall life longevity (Leary & Baumeister, 2017). How a 

partner communicates has almost everything to do with the quality in marriage, including 

conflict negotiation and intimacy. Similarly, Cordova et al. (2005) and Zimet and Jacob 

(2001) reported that whether a couple engages in positive or negative reciprocity 

determines emotional reactivity, both in positive and negative manners.  

Communication style in marriage is both a direct result and cause of attachment 

style in the family system, which can affect family social capital (Leary & Baumeister, 

2017). Spousal attachment should be seen as an interpersonal part of the family system, 
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requiring both vulnerability and trust within the partnership to help facilitate attachment 

with children.  Cordova et al. (2005) argued that intimacy and communication is a 

process that is more than a learned skill. One can change a skill, but it will not sustain 

without a deeper understanding of the inner workings of the relationship dynamic, 

including vulnerability, trust, and a sense of belonging (Cordova et al., 2005). The 

interrelational dynamic between two people, including romantic partners, has the ability 

through cognitive restructuring, to alter the interpersonal dynamic with that of other 

relationships, including parent and child.  

Community and Family Social Capital 

Durkheim (1951) argued that individuals are comprised of a much larger social 

system with common expectations and norms. Social life represents more than the sum of 

the individual parts. Individuals feel a sense of belonging when they are part of a larger 

societal structure. Social capital is a pool of social resources from the regional and 

country-level all the way to the neighborhood, school, and individual (Parcel et al., 2010). 

Those who are not part of the normative societal structure and engage in deviant behavior 

do it because they want to be part of something (Furstenberg, 2005). Relationship with 

the community as it pertains to social capital, however, requires a sense of trust and 

belonging.  
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Trust and Belonging versus Loneliness and Isolation  

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory of ecological development argues that children 

grow and mature within a variety of different contexts, but first and most importantly, 

within the family. Immediate family caregivers provide the vital structure for child-

rearing as they will be the first major pool of resources in which the child will engage in 

social and relationship meaning-making (Parcel et al., 2010). Most importantly, children 

thrive within the context of belongingness (Leary & Baumeister, 2017). Hazan and 

Shaver (1987), in their research on attachment in romantic relationships, concluded that 

the ending of a relationship is distressing and typically ends with protest. These feelings 

are universal among all cultures, socioeconomic levels, educational levels, and gender. In 

fact, protest is what Bowlby (1966, 1999) first identified when he observed babies 

separated from their mothers. Children cycle through protest, despair, and finally, 

detachment. What humans need to thrive is a feeling of belongingness and trust at the 

most basic level (Bowlby, 1969; Leary & Baumeister, 2017). Happiness is strongly 

correlated with social connectedness (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Consequently, the absence 

of social bonds is linked to unhappiness and depression. Those social bonds are similar to 

what Bowen (1966) discussed when he theorized the importance of closeness within the 

family structure. Rather than seeing people as a microcosm, Bowen saw them as a family 

unit. Where the unit is dysfunctional, a person may thus be dysfunctional.   
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In a sample of 6,500 men and women aged 52 and above, it was found that 

loneliness was the perceived and emotional embodiment of social isolation (Steptoe, 

Shankar, Demakakos, & Wardle, 2013). Steptoe et al. (2013) found that loneliness is 

different from social isolation because social isolation is an act, whereas loneliness is a 

perception and feeling. Whether or not a person is actually socially isolated does not 

necessarily mean he or she will feel lonely. Socially isolated people can be lonely, but 

they do not have to be. In a meta-analysis, Dickens, Richards, Greaves, and Campbell 

(2011) found that loneliness is quite a subjective experience perceived as a loss of 

companionship. Just as Bowlby (1969) theorized, human beings require not just the mere 

company of people, but they need the perception of feeling valued, and their companion 

is trustworthy (Masi et al., 2011). Masi et al. (2011) even reported that when humans feel 

lonely, the need feels like hunger pain. That is like physical pain, not just emotional, and 

the desire is deep. The physical and emotional pain manifests as mental illness, marital 

strife, and family dysfunction. This is what Bowen (1966) found when he first conducted 

research on severely mentally ill patients.  This also mimics what Abraham Maslow 

(1968) contended when he developed the hierarchy of needs, as well as Bowlby’s similar 

theory of attachment (Leary & Beaumeister, 2017). Without trust, a necessary element 

for the feeling of belonging, there is typically a feeling of fearfulness of rejection and not 

fitting in. Consequently, people may have a tendency to become socially isolated (Masi et 

al., 2011).   
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In a sample of 2,531 undergraduate students, researchers utilized the Revised 

UCLA loneliness scale to measure satisfaction with one's social connections (Hawkley, 

Browne, & Cacioppo, 2005). When students had regular contact with their friends, they 

were obviously less isolated, and sometimes they felt less lonely, too. They felt 

significantly more emotionally connected when they had contact with close friends and 

relatives at least every 2 weeks. The regular contact gave the students a strong sense of 

self-identity, which increased feelings of positive self-worth (Hawkley et al., 2005). Once 

again, it is not just the social contact that creates a sense of belongingness (Masi et al., 

2011). Feeling valued and emotionally connected within these social relationships, just as 

in committed partnerships and with close friends, becomes instrumental in the lives of 

human beings (Dunbar, 2014). People tend to engage in activities with people who have 

similar connections and interests, such as sports teams, civic groups, school activities, 

and political participation. The people in these groups can help form a collective social- 

and self-identity. However, when there is no emotional connection in the way of trust and 

belongingness, this leads to collective loneliness among the members (Hawkley et al., 

2005). 

Cornwell and Waite (2009a) conducted a home interview with 3,005 adults aged 

57-85 and found a strong association between social isolation and mental health. 

Cornwell and Waite (2009a) reported that adults had worse mental health when they 

perceived themselves to be isolated. Those who were socially isolated and disconnected 
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felt lonelier and suffered from higher rates of morbidity and mortality, and they 

disengaged from social relationships and social activities (Cornwell & Waite, 2009b). 

This finding is consistent with Dunbar’s (2014) study, which stated that when a close, 

connected friendship is not available, there is a correlation with feelings of loneliness and 

emotional disconnection. It also aligns with what Bowlby (1969) first theorized when he 

stated that human beings have a desire for closeness and warmth as fertile soil to thrive. 

One’s major source of attachment, emotional connection, and emotional support comes 

from social contacts, significant others, and friends seen on a regular basis and who are 

instrumental support in one’s life. Consequently, this is the very foundation of family 

social capital. Hawkley et al. (2005) stated that the primary source of attachment and 

emotional connection to help stave off loneliness is one’s spouse. This is also what Hazan 

and Shaver (1987) found in the ground-breaking study on attachment in romantic 

partnerships.  

Physical and Mental Health  

People who are isolated and lonely have higher rates of physical and mental 

illness (Cornwell & Waite, 2009a). In addition, there is an increase in cardiovascular 

disease, inflammation, and depression (Cacioppo, Hughes, Waite, Hawkley, & Thisted, 

2006). In one longitudinal study with 6,500 men and women aged 52 and older, 

loneliness was linked to cardiovascular disease, higher mortality rates, higher blood 

pressure, higher cortisol, and inflammatory response (Steptoe et al., 2013). In reality, 
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loneliness can affect people of all ages. In a meta-analysis, Masi et al. (2011) found that 

the prevalence of loneliness is pervasive, even in young children. Of those studied, 12% 

of kindergarteners and first graders felt lonely, 8.4% of third to sixth graders felt lonely, 

5-7% of middle-aged adults felt lonely, and in the elderly, up to 32% felt lonely. The 

mental and physical decline in the elderly is not just because of older age; being lonely 

and isolate can accelerate mental and physical decline. 

Berkman and Syme (1979) published their seminal article on the connection 

between social ties and mortality. Berkman and Syme (1979) used a random sample of 

6,928 adults with a 9-year mortality follow-up, controlling for socioeconomic status, 

smoking, alcohol use, obesity, and cardiovascular activity, and found that those who 

lacked social support and communities ties were more likely to die during their follow-up 

period than those who had strong social connections.  Putnam (2000) found as much in 

his research study 21 years later. Putnam (2000) indicated that while the family is the 

most fundamental form of social capital, with the breakdown of the family is the 

breakdown of social connections, coupled with a lack of trust. Masi et al. (2011) also 

found that trust helps build a feeling of belonging, and without trust, one feels fearful of 

rejection, which in turn may isolate him or her socially.  

According to Berkman and Syme (1979), there are four main sources of social 

relationships, including marriage, friends, groups, and church membership, which were 

predictors of mortality independent of each other. Among these, emotional connection in 
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marriage and with friends was a stronger predictor than church membership and groups. 

Social support is one of the well-documented psychological factors affecting health 

outcomes (Uchino, 2006). As others found in their research on social isolation and 

loneliness (Cornwell & Waite, 2009b; Dunbar, 2014; Masi et al., 2011; Steptoe et al., 

2013), perceived emotional support versus actual emotional support affects physical 

health. According to Uchino (2006; 2009), early family support with more affection and 

less conflict creates family contexts with greater perceived social support, social skills, 

self-esteem, and feelings of personal control. These create better coping mechanisms 

(being proactive, good health behaviors) and, thus, better physical health. With major 

financial, marriage, health, and job-related stressors, a person who lacks coping skills 

necessary to produce positive psychological effects or good health behaviors may be 

susceptible to more acute and chronic diseases (Uchino, 2009). 

Currently, there are more instances of obesity, cardiovascular disease, and cancer 

than in years past (Uchino, 2006). In their longitudinal study on aging with 6,500 men 

and women, Steptoe et al. (2013) replicated what others found, reporting that without 

social connections, there was a decline in physical health. Having a lack of emotional 

connections and social capital increases mortality, high blood pressure, and cognitive 

decline. Lack of social support has been associated with high vascular resistance, high 

blood pressure, low restorative level, high cortisol, low immunity, and high 

inflammation.  In a meta-analysis, Masi et al. (2011) also reported the risk of obesity, 
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high blood pressure, high cholesterol, elevated sensitivity to C-reactive protein, increased 

cognitive decline, and Alzheimer's risk in relation to lower social support and 

connections.  

Uchino (2006) stated that immune function is positively affected by intact social 

support. Several studies reported a link between social support and the natural killer cell 

activity in the body (Esterling, Kiecolt-Glaser, & Glaser, 1996; Lutgendorf et al., 2005; 

Uchino, 2006). This is just as Hawkley et al. (2005) reported that social isolation and 

loneliness bring on prolonged physical stress and declining physical health. It was stated 

in the same article that “…social relationships can indirectly affect health by influencing 

lifestyle variables, health behaviors, and appropriate and timely utilization of healthcare” 

(Hawkley et al., p. S99).  

In two population-based studies with middle to older aged individuals, causal 

correlations between loneliness and depression were studied. It was found that increased 

loneliness was associated with more depressive symptoms (Cacioppo et al., 2006). A 

three-year longitudinal study found adverse effects of well-being were due to loneliness 

and depression in middle-aged and older-aged participants. A similar study was 

conducted with 3,005 adults age 57-58, utilizing a two-hour in-home interview in 

addition to questionnaire. It was found that higher mental illness, depression, and 

cognitive decline were all present with loneliness (Cornwell & Waite, 2009a). However, 

Cornwell & Waite, 2009a also found that having the company of another trusting 
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companion could greatly diminish stress and feelings of loneliness. Conversely, feeling 

lonely is a feedback loop, in which you only feel lonelier and have greater levels of stress 

and elevated cortisol levels (Cornwell & Waite, 2009a). Perceived support from caring, 

trustworthy individuals buffers stress and the feelings of loneliness, which then creates a 

barrier to poor health (Lakey & Orehek, 2011). A low-buffering system and a decrease of 

supports can increase symptoms of depression and post-traumatic stress disorder. 

Buffering is also linked to perceived happiness (Lakey & Orehek, 2011). 

In a meta-analysis using specific keywords (loneliness, intervention, treatment, 

prospective, medication, and pharmacology), 77 eligible studies produced data on 

loneliness and health (Masi et al., 2011). Masi et al., 2011 concluded that loneliness and 

isolation produced feelings of depression, suicidal ideation, shyness, anxiety, and anger. 

Additionally, loneliness decreased feelings of social skills, optimism, self-esteem, and 

social support (Masi et al., 2011). The mental and physical health outcomes with regard 

to social capital, and specifically loneliness and isolation, are bleak. In another study, it 

was found that insecure attachment (anxiety and avoidance) affected psychological 

variables like shame, depression, and feelings of aloneness (Wei, Shaffer, Young, & 

Zakalik, 2005). Haller and Hadler (2006) reported that persons involved in the 

community through civic, occupation, and cultural means typically have healthier 

relationship patterns, which in turn have greater life satisfaction.  
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Family Social Capital 

There is a large gap in the literature on social capital and family social capital.  

Alvarez, Kawachi, and Romani (2017) offered succinct information on family social 

capital in their meta-analysis study. Alvarez et al. (2017) performed a comprehensive and 

systemic search through PubMed, Web of Science and Sociological Abstracts databases 

using the terms “family” and “social capital.” Alvarez et al. (2017) were able to identify 

317 published articles with information on social capital by using coders to deconstruct 

both titles and abstracts, looking for family themes with human and social capital. Social 

capital is best viewed through a lens similar to what Bronfenbrenner (1979) would use as 

a researcher influences the best ways to measure social capital ranging from a regional 

and national level to a neighborhood and school level, all the way to the individual. 

Admittedly, this researcher had a challenge finding articles that specifically examined 

family social capital, and even Alvarez et al. (2017) questioned if addressing the 

phenomenon merely is “pouring old wine into new bottles” (p. 6). What seems to be 

consistent across all definitions of family social capital, however, is a family structure 

characterized by a sense of belonging, trust, and give and take among its members 

(Alvarez et al., 2017). This is in line with how Parcel et al. (2010) defined family social 

capital as the parent-child bond, which serves to promote socialization. 

Leary and Baumeister (2017) asserted that the study of social capital and a 

human’s need for self-actualization and emotional connection is not new. The exact 
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mechanisms used to define and examine social family capital are varied. Leary and 

Baumeister (2017) theorized that Freud theorized that human desires generate from filial 

needs; Maslow (1968) ranked love and emotional need among the most important in his 

hierarchy, and Bowlby theorized that humans must acquire and maintain close 

relationships in order to thrive. Several researchers have produced robust definitions, and 

some fairly thorough descriptions have been written in the literature (Alvarez et al., 2017; 

Coleman, 1988; Furstenberg & Kaplan, 2004; Parcel et al., 2010; Ravanera, & Rajulton, 

2010). An informed conclusion based on the literature is that family social capital is an 

interfamilial process defined by one’s sense of belonging, feelings of trust and norms of 

exchange which serves to promote each member’s sense of well-being both within and 

outside of the family unit (Alvarez et al., 2017; Furstenberg & Kaplan, 2004; Parcel et al., 

2010). In Coleman’s (1988) study, measurement of family social capital is drawn through 

three leading indicators including quantity of time spent with children (affected by ratio 

of parent to children, among other things), children talking with parents about personal 

experiences, and quality time spent talking about interpersonal issues (vulnerability, 

which creates trust and belongingness). 

Putnam (2000) discussed the importance of involvement in community groups 

such as Elks, Lions, Masons, and Shriners. Putnam (2000) noted that membership was 

waning, and people were not attending meetings in community activities, school PTA, or 

town hall meetings as they had in years past. People were voting less and not getting 
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involved as much as they once had. In fact, political activism had waned, and religious 

institutions also noticed a drop in membership. Putnam (2000) attributed the decline to 

multiple factors: women in the workforce, increased mobility (i.e., families were more 

spread out across the country), change in demographic trends (i.e. more single moms, 

fewer divorces, fewer children), and technological advancements (people were not real-

time face-to-face any longer). These changes created real issues in terms of social capital 

because when people engage in civic involvement, they spend time with neighbors, 

participate in politics, and have better social trust overall (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 

2000). However, in order to develop healthy family social capital, individuals need 

frequent, valuable contact and pleasant interactions with other people in order to have 

positive associations and feelings of belongingness and importance. The family unit is the 

best context for these positive associations to take shape (Leary & Baumeister, 2017).  

Summary 

 One’s life is made of and strengthened by family and social structures with which 

they are a part (Durkheim, 1951; Parcel et al., 2010). Interpersonal family dynamics 

influence an individual’s physical, mental, and emotional life at various phases 

throughout the lifespan, from birth to death, including the immediate family functioning 

(Alvarez et al., 2017; Coleman, 1988; Parcel at al., 2010). Family functioning is dictated 

by the member’s feelings of belonging, trust, and reciprocity. When individuals feel less 

social isolation, less loneliness, and more trust within the confines of a trusting, loving 
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family unit, there is greater strength in the family, and members feel a sense of belonging 

(Alvarez et al., 2017).  

Family is the most basic form of social capital and it is the first form of social 

structure with which children are a part (Baptist et al., 2012; Cordova et al., 2005; 

Putnam, 2000; Stevenson-Hinde, 1990). Families are critical in the development of child 

development (Kuranchie, 2018; Parcel et al., 2010). Family social capital is what brings 

the feeling of emotional and physical rewards to the individuals residing within the 

family (Furstenberg & Kaplan, 2004).  

Couples thrive within the family unit, and how they interaction personally with 

each other largely determines their individual trust and sense of belongingness which can 

impact the greater social functioning into the community (Furstenberg, 2005). Couples 

and families isolate when there is interpersonal discord, which can induce feelings of 

emotional disconnection, loneliness, distrust and depression (Cacioppo et al., 2006; Leary 

& Baumeister, 2017).  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

This qualitative phenomenological study sought to understand how individuals 

perceive, describe, feel, and talk about their lived experience while attending an 

attachment-based emotion skills couple’s training. Creswell (2014) stated that 

phenomenological studies support research that gets to the core of the human experience. 

This research was descriptive and interpretive based upon journal entries received by the 

participants as well as audio recordings from process sessions in training.  

Phenomenological research is broad and naturalistic, grounded in the experience 

of one’s lived experience through a phenomenon (Creswell, 2014; Graneheim & 

Lundman, 2004). Using this approach aided this researcher in understanding what 

meaning couples gained from learning about attachment concepts and putting them to use 

in their relationships. As discussed previously, family social capital begins with the 

couple (Leary & Baumeister, 2017). How a couple relates interpersonally often 

influences the outcome of the entire household and may go beyond, into the workplace 

and the community. The current study highlighted the importance of couples education, 
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which focused on attachment-based emotion skill and how to access the mechanism by 

which emotional connectedness breeds a sense of belongingness, trust, and reciprocity.  

The following research questions guided this study: 

1. What meanings do individuals give to their committed partnership, parenting, and 

other relationships while attending an attachment-based emotion skills training? 

2. What meanings do individuals give to their own internal working model while 

attending an attachment-based emotion skills training? 

Journal questions (see Appendix B) were used to guide each research question. 

The journal questions were given to the participants online through Google Forms at the 

end of each 1.5-hour training as a way of reflecting on what was learned about their own 

and other’s emotion skills and their interpersonal relationship dynamics. The questions 

served to help this researcher understand the lived experiences of how participants 

thought, perceived and understood their own relational processing, and how their 

personal processing, in turn, affected their intimate partnership, their parent-child 

relationship, and the family at large. Additionally, this researcher recorded the processing 

portion of each training (five total) and transcribed information verbatim to glean 

additional data throughout the training. This researcher attended the training as an 

observer and participant, using researcher reflexivity throughout.  

This training took place in a classroom situated within a local church located in 

North Texas due to convenience. The trainer for this course was a colleague who is also a 
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member of the church, and who was able to secure a room conveniently and at no cost. A 

trainer was used so this researcher could become part of the training, listening to 

questions, taking notes, and becoming part of the experience. The trainer, a family 

therapist and family life educator, was a student in the doctoral program at Texas 

Woman’s University. She was familiar with the foundational principles of this curriculum 

because of her work in the community with families, so she was a reliable family 

educator for this study.  

Sample and Participants 

Convenience sampling was used to recruit participants for this study, which 

involves selecting from the most accessible subjects (Marshall, 1996). Ten couples (20 

participants) were recruited from Facebook postings, and in Facebook groups for Moms 

and groups for Dads. Eligible participants were determined by specific criteria: (1) 

participants must have been at least 25 years old, (2) they must have been in a committed, 

cohabitating partnership for at least three years, (3) they must have been co-parenting at 

least one child and/or step-child who was at least 6 months old and less than 18 years of 

age who lived in the couple’s home at least 50% of the time at the time of this study, and 

(4) they must have been willing to participate in training together for five consecutive 

Saturdays in North Texas. Recruitment information (see Appendix C) was sent out 

requesting this preliminary information from the potential participants. Those who were 

interested in this study were asked to access a recruitment flyer for additional 
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information, including contact information for the researcher (see Appendix D). Those 

who contacted this researcher, it was asked that they have their partner email the 

researcher individually to receive the same consent and to verify their intent to 

participate.  

After receiving replies from interested parties, this researcher responded to each 

participant through email. Each participant confirmed his or her ability to participate 

based on the four criteria as well as the agreement to utilize Google Chrome to access the 

online journal questions. This researcher informed each participant of the specific times 

and dates each training would be held. A demographic questionnaire was used to obtain 

data for age, ethnicity, marital status, the highest level of education, number of children, 

household income, religious affiliation, employment status, previous marriages, and 

longevity of partnership (see Appendix E).  

Recruitment messages were posted on this researcher’s private and public 

Facebook pages, including those pages used as marketing and outreach within the 

researcher’s private counseling practice. Messages were also sent through various local 

Facebook groups for Moms. This information was posted multiple times over the course 

of four weeks in targeted groups spanning a 10-mile radius of Allen, Texas, where the 

training was to be held. Multiple friends and colleagues also shared this information with 

their private Facebook pages and recruited within their social groups. Over the course of 

four weeks, this researcher received emails from 14 couples interested in the study. Once 
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an email was received, recruitment information was sent including a copy of the consent 

forms. From there, and because of the recruitment messaging used in the replies, spouses 

contacted the researcher with their interest and willingness to participate in the training. 

At the beginning of this 5-week training there were 10 couples (20 participants total), and 

all 10 couples completed the training.  

Three separate individuals were unable to attend on three separate weeks, but 

their partners participated in the training individually. One of the spouses had a last-

minute work commitment, unable to make it back on time, another had to make an 

emergency trip to visit her daughter who had a car wreck the day prior, and another had a 

last-minute school function with her daughter six hours away. An additional challenge 

was that two couples were unable to attend the last class. Because the last course did not 

present any new material, it was merely a summation and practice session for previous 

classes, it did not affect the information the couples would have learned; however, it did 

affect data collection because those voices were not present for the final discussion which 

included targeted and specific probing questions used in the data analysis. However, the 

trainer was gracious enough to stay late after the fourth class and do some debriefing with 

the couples of what they were missing in the final class. That short training was not 

recorded; however, the participants recorded their journal entries for this class. 

All ten couples who attended this training met the criteria laid out for this study, 

which included: (1) must be at least 25 years old, (2) must be in a committed, 
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cohabitating partnership for at least three years, (3) must be co-parenting at least one 

child and/or step-child who is at least 6 months old and less than 18 years of age who 

lives in the couple’s home at least 50% of the time, and (4) must be willing to participate 

in class together for five consecutive Saturdays in the North Texas area.  

Table 1 displays the demographic characteristics of all 20 participants who 

volunteered to attend this training. Of the couples, 90% (n = 9) of them were married, and 

10% (n = 1) were cohabitating. They had an average of 2.5 children in the home ranging 

in age from 3 years to 17 years old. Participants ranged in age from 25 to 64, with 90% (n 

= 18) being between 35 and 54 years. Seventy percent (n = 14) of participants were 

Caucasian or white, 20% were Hispanic, or Latino (n = 4), and 10% (n = 2) were 

Asian/Pacific Islanders. Of the participants, 70% (n = 14) were employed full time, 15% 

(n = 3), were employed part-time 5% (n = 2), were self-employed and 10% (n = 1), were 

not employed. One household earned between $65,001 and $85,000 per year, three 

households earned between $105,001 and $125,000 per year, two households earned 

between $125,001 and $145,000 per year, three households earned between $145,001 and 

$165,000 per year and one household earned over $185,001 per year.  
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics 

Demographic Category N n % 

Age 25-34 20 1 5% 

 

35-44 

 

9 45% 

 

45-54 

 

9 45% 

 

55-64 

 

1 5% 

     

Years Together 3-10 10 3 30% 

 

11-15 

 

2 20% 

 

16-20 

 

1 10% 

 

21-25 

 

3 30% 

 

26-30 

 

0 0% 

 

31-35 

 

1 10% 

     

Relationship Status Married 10 9 90% 

 

Cohabitating 

 

1 10% 

     

Household Income 65,001-85,000 10 1 10% 

 

105,001-125,001 

 

3 30% 

 

125,001-145,001 

 

2 20% 

 

145,001-165,000 

 

3 30% 

 

185,001 or more 

 

1 10% 

     

Employment Status Employed Full-Time 20 14 70% 

 

Employed Part-Time 

 

3 15% 

 

Self Employed 

 

2 10% 

 

Not Employed 

 

1 5% 
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Demographic Category N n % 

Religions Affiliation Christian 18 9 50% 

 

Mormon 

 

2 11% 

 

Non-Denominational 

 

2 11% 

 

Catholic 

 

3 17% 

 

Hindu 

 

2 11% 

     

Ethnicity Caucasian or White 20 14 70% 

 

Hispanic or Latino 

 

4 20% 

 

Asian/Pacific Islander 

 

2 10% 

Note: Two participants declined to list religious affiliation. 

Protection of Human Subjects 

This study was submitted to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Texas 

Woman’s University in Denton, Texas. A consent (see Appendix F) form was presented 

to all participants prior to participating in this study at the start of the first training class, 

and it was also posted on Google Forms, where participants answered online journal 

prompts. This researcher gave each participant a unique identifying code (i.e., 1A and 

1B) at the beginning of the first class, which they used for their demographic 

questionnaire and online journals. They were reassured that information was kept 

confidential. The unique codes served to protect the participant’s confidentiality 

throughout the entire study. However, within the classroom environment, participants 

contributed in a way that dictated their own privacy, as they felt most comfortable. A 

master copy of names and codes was stored in a locked file cabinet that was accessible 

only by the researcher. Participation was voluntary, and the participants were informed 
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that they may withdraw from this study at any time. Participants were assured that all 

answers they provided in their journals would be kept confidential by the researcher, and 

that the researcher would destroy all materials three years after this study was complete. 

Participants were informed of the procedures, the purpose of the study, potential risks and 

benefits of participating, and contact information of the researcher used for follow-up. 

Additionally, participants received a list of community resources (see Appendix G), 

should they need assistance during or after the training classes. This researcher engaged 

in peer debriefing with the trainer at the duration of the 5-week class elaborate and 

illuminate this research data. This researcher also utilized a doctoral student who was an 

impartial participant in this study for peer debriefing. Additionally, this researcher asked 

two couples who were the most vocal throughout the course to engage in member checks. 

They were sent transcripts from the class as well as their journal entries and asked to 

provide feedback. They were asked to verify that their voice was accurately portrayed 

throughout the class and both data-gathering mediums (training class and journals). With 

the use of peer debriefing, member checks, and researcher reflexivity, this research is 

trustworthy and transferable to the general population (Creswell, 2014; Shenton, 2004). 

Data Collection and Procedures 

Johnson, Dunlap, and Benoit (2010) stated that qualitative research creates 

“mountains of words” (p. 648). With new technology, the words can be more efficiently 

wrangled into submission so researchers can collect and analyze more effectively. 
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Mountains of words in this study were obtained through a demographic questionnaire, 

which consisted of a unique participant identifier created by this researcher, recorded 

audio during the training on a digital audio recorder, and journal entries collected through 

Google Forms. Additionally, this researcher used researcher reflexivity throughout class 

as well as analytic memos after each class transcription session to note overall 

observations.  

Participants were reminded at the end of each training module to complete online 

journal entries throughout the following week. Each participant was given notes with 

their unique identifier and the link to Google Forms. They were encouraged to connect to 

the online journal via the private web link to answer journal questions before the start of 

the next training session. This allowed the researcher to examine the participant’s 

ongoing experiences in their everyday situations. Journaling, in this way, provided for 

reported events in their natural and spontaneous world (Bolger, Davis, & Rafaeli, 2003). 

This type of data collection would also help the researcher to understand how participants 

were changed over the duration of the 5-week (1.5 hour per week) training.   

Training Observations 

The purpose of this training was to teach attachment-based emotion skills to 

couples as a way of demonstrating the far-reaching effects of the skills needed in all 

relationships, including parenting. This researcher played the role of an observer during 

training, which allowed for the use of reflexivity and brief notes.  
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Audio Recordings 

 Audio recordings of each training class were obtained using a digital voice 

recorder. Each digital file was downloaded to a program called Sound Organizer, which 

was installed and used on the researcher's password-protected laptop. These files were 

transcribed on the same password-protected laptop in the researcher’s home.  

Online Journal Entries 

 Online journaling is a way to create an identity of a person and the meaning he or 

she has of his or her own life situation (Kaun, 2010). This allows for the creation of a 

narrative that helps a researcher become involved in the lived experiences of the 

participants. The researcher in this study used open-ended questions to elicit more in-

depth, thought-provoking responses from participants. Halchuk et al. (2010) stated that 

this strategy encourages people to talk more and enables participants to tell their stories. 

Online collection of journal entries offers social research a low-cost and more efficient 

way of gathering large amounts of data (Hookway, 2008). 

 Journaling for this study utilized Google Forms, in which the participants were 

provided with a web address where they would answer journal prompts between training 

classes. While online submission always carries risks, all efforts were made to protect the 

identity of participants. Participants were given instructions on how to use Google Forms 

in Google Chrome in “Incognito Mode” (see Appendix H), which allowed for better 

privacy. Google indicates on its website: 
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If you don’t want Google Chrome to remember your activity, you can browse the 

web privately in Incognito mode. Chrome won't save your browsing history, 

cookies and site data, or information entered in forms. Files you download, and 

bookmarks you create will be kept. Your activity isn’t hidden from websites you 

visit, your employer or school, or your internet service provider (“Browse in 

Private,” 2019). 

Names and email addresses were not collected in the online journal, and 

participants were encouraged not to list personal data within their journal entries. Instead, 

each participant was asked to provide his or her unique participant identifier only and use 

Incognito mode for all journal entries. An identifier was provided to each participant by 

the researcher at the beginning of the training. No one else had access to this identifier, or 

to the online journal entries, except this researcher. 

Data Analysis 

Creswell (2014) stressed the importance of organization and preparation in the 

coding process. Data analysis during this research was an ongoing process. The 

researcher recorded each training module on an audio recorder. After each training 

module, the researcher downloaded the recording to a password-protected laptop 

application and then transcribed using the audio-recording transcription playback mode 

into a word processing program. Each transcript was organized by class, and then by 

major topic taught in the class, which assisted with holistic and emotion coding. Only the 
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conversation of the participants was used for data analysis, not that of the trainer. Online 

journal entries were copied and pasted into the same master coding document, which 

made it easier to view all responses in one storyline. This researcher sought to explore all 

aspects of the participants learning by using these forms of data collection and analysis.  

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness, or the goodness of the research, is paramount in qualitative 

research. Shenton (2004) noted that the four standards for testing the trustworthiness of a 

study include credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. There are 

other ways to build the trustworthiness of a study, including triangulation, peer 

debriefing, reflexivity, and rich, deep descriptions of words, to show the circumstances to 

the reader. Trustworthiness is meant to support the claim that a researcher’s findings are 

worthy and reliable sources of data (Elo, Kääriäinen, Kanste, Pölkki, Utriainen, & 

Kyngäs, 2014). 

Credibility 

 Shenton (2004) indicated that credibility is the most important way a researcher 

can build trustworthiness. This is accomplished in various ways: (a) creating a good 

research design from the beginning, (b) peer debriefing, (c) triangulation, and (d) 

researcher reflexivity.  
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Dependability 

 Dependability refers to how the researcher is able to capture changes to the 

phenomenon over the course of the research and become aware of the instability these 

changes may cause to the end result (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). Additionally, the 

impact produced by the researcher’s decision-making on the project over time must be 

taken into account. Most phenomenological studies are evolving just by the nature of the 

data being collected and analyzed; therefore, it is crucial to capture these changes in the 

writing. If another researcher can follow the decision trail of the primary researcher, it is 

found to be dependable (Elo et al., 2014). For this reason, the researcher’s descriptions 

must continue to be rich, vivid, and skillfully written to capture the most accurate 

characteristics of all parts of the study.   

Transferability 

 In qualitative studies, transferability refers to the applicability of the study’s 

findings to other contexts and situations (Elo et al., 2014). Whether or not the final 

research can be transportable to different settings or groups will encourage its 

transferability. To be sure, it is vital for the researcher to give thick, rich descriptions of 

the setting, characteristics of participants, culture of the phenomenon, the entire data 

collection and analysis process (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). 
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Summary 

 The purpose of this research sought to understand how individuals in partnered 

relationships perceived, described, felt, and talked about their experiences while 

attending an attachment skill-based couple’s training. Participants were elicited from 

various online forums through convenience sampling. They were given consent forms, a 

demographic questionnaire, information about the training course, and what to expect. 

For this study, a phenomenological approach was used so the researcher could explore 

the lived experiences of couples attending this 5-week (1.5 hours each week) training. 

Throughout the training, this researcher audio-recorded, took reflexive notes and 

collected journal entries from participants as a way of immersing into the lived 

experience of participants as they completed the training. Data analysis included coding 

to identify the overall themes of the data. This study relied on credibility, dependability, 

and transferability to ensure trustworthiness. 
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CHAPTER IV 

ANALYSIS OF DATA 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore family strengths and family social 

capital through the eyes of couples who attended an attachment-based emotion skills 

training which took place in 1.5-hour increments over five weeks. Using the theory of 

attachment and family systems theory, the curriculum helped couples explore how their 

attachment style affected their internal working model (awareness of self), parent-child 

relationship, relationship communication, and overall family dynamic. The researcher 

used transcribed audio recordings and online journals as the primary means of collecting 

data throughout this qualitative study as a way of gaining a deeper understanding of the 

lived experience of committed partners as they attended a training that was based on 

building emotion skills. The phenomenological method of this study allowed this 

researcher to gather information about the impact of an attachment-based emotion skills 

curriculum for couples on their intimate partners, parent-child relationships, and overall 

family functioning. Data analysis procedures will be described in more depth. The themes 

that emerged from the data will be described in detail. 

The curriculum for this training was based on attachment principles of security, 

attunement, trust, and vulnerability with the goal of helping participants learn attachment 
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skills necessary for emotional closeness and connection. Observation, dialogue, and 

journals contributed to understanding how attachment skills learned in one dyad (the 

couple) could be beneficial in other dyads, namely, the parent-child dyad, but also in the 

larger social context. The exploration of participant narratives was accomplished through 

transcripts and journal entries, where the following research questions were used as a 

guide: 

1. What meanings do individuals give to their committed partnership, parenting, and 

other relationships while attending an attachment-based emotion skills training? 

2. What meanings do individuals give to their own internal working model while 

attending an attachment-based emotion skills training? 

The first research question guided the exploration of how this curriculum and 

training impacted external relationships (intimate partnerships, parent-child relationships, 

and other social relationships) while the second research question guided this study in the 

exploration of the relationship with self (the internal working model). Nine total journal 

prompts were used throughout this course to help answer the research questions, and 

natural probing questions were used by the facilitator throughout the training to help 

guide participant responses. Probing questions included those similar to the journal 

questions and corresponded with weekly topics and journal questions. In Table 2, 

research questions, journal questions, and corresponding trainer probes are shown. 
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Table 2 

Class Topic, Corresponding Journal Probes, and Trainer Probes 

Class Topic Trainer Probes Journal Probes 

Class One: 

Happy Couples 

and The Need for 

Belonging 

 What do you want out of 

being here? 

 What do you think are the 

characteristics of healthy 

couples? 

 How are family members 

affected by the state or 

condition of your marriage 

relationship? Your 

partnership? 

 How is your work life and 

social life affected by the state 

of your relationship? 

 What do you think the term 

interdependence means? 

 

1. Tell me what you thought 

and felt about how 

relationships work before 

sitting in this week’s class. 

2. Describe the impact 

learning about how 

relationships work had on 

your intimate partnership, 

your parenting, and other 

relationships this week? 

 

Class Two: 

Attachment and 

Bonding 

 What was your takeaway from 

our discussion on healthy 

couples? 

 What kind of conversations 

did last week spark with your 

spouse? 

 How do you use 

protest/despair/detached in 

your relationship? 

 What did you learn from [the 

Still Face] video? 

1. Tell me what you thought 

and felt about attachment 

and bonding before sitting 

in this week’s class. 

2. Describe the impact of 

learning about your own 

attachment style had on 

your intimate partnership, 

your parenting, and other 

relationships this week? 
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Class Three: 

TEA (Thoughts, 

Emotions, Actions) 

and Psychological 

Self-Soothing 

 What are some issues you 

might be wrestling with as 

you journaled this past 

week? 

 What feelings did you see 

which watching [the silent 

videos]? 

 How do attunement and 

interdependence become 

part of attachment? 

 What can you do to self-care 

during tense moments? 

1. Tell me what you thought 

and felt about self-awareness 

and other-awareness before 

sitting in this week’s class. 

2. Describe the impact of 

learning about self-

awareness and other-

awareness had on your 

intimate partnership, your 

parenting, and other 

relationships this week? 

Class Four: 

CALM Connecting 

(Managing 

Conflict) 

 Thinking back over the last 

three sessions, what have 

you learned so far? 

 [After watching angry 

couple video] What would 

you do if that was your 

spouse? What would you do 

now? 

 What are some ways you’ve 

been thinking of connecting 

with your partner? 

 What are some things you’d 

like to change? 

 

1. Tell me what you thought 

and felt how to relate to 

those closest to you before 

sitting in this week’s class. 

2. Describe the impact learning 

about CALM had on your 

intimate partnership, your 

parenting, and other 

relationships this week? 

 

 

Class Five: 

Dyadic 

Conversation 

(Putting it All 

Together) 

 What is the impact of this 

class on your intimate 

partnership? 

 How has this material, and 

this experience had an 

impact on your family 

dynamic? 

 What impact has learning 

about attachment had on 

your work and social life? 

1. Tell me what you think and 

how you feel about these 

three relationship types after 

taking this class: 1) your 

current intimate relationship, 

2) your own parenting style, 

and 3) your social 

relationships? 
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Data Gathering Process 

Two main modes of data gathering were used in this study. First, each of the five 

training classes was recorded using a digital recorder and then transcribed by the 

researcher into a word processing program. It was determined through the transcription 

data that what was the most valuable for this study was a dialogue with and between 

participants and instructor where the instructor used probing questions. Therefore, this 

researcher did not transcribe specific lessons presented by the instructor, nor did the 

researcher transcribe reflections and clarifications of what participants stated. 

Transcription included specific probing questions to the participants, participant answers 

and dialogue, and dialogue between participants and the instructor and other participants 

in the room. The instructor used probing questions throughout the curriculum that 

furthered the exploration of the research questions and theory used as a frame in this 

study.  

This researcher sat as an observer but participated in the class when it seemed 

appropriate to do so. In order to make transcription easier, this researcher jotted down 

names as the person spoke so that when transcription was typed, it was easy to know 

which participant made a comment. Once all transcription for the class was complete, this 

researcher replaced all participant names with a pseudonym to keep gathered information 

anonymous. Pseudonyms were used throughout this chapter while using descriptive 

writing during a presentation of themes. 
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Second, participants were asked to answer journal questions between classes 

using an online journal. At the end of each class, guided journal questions were posted on 

Google Forms. It should be noted that some participants felt insecure using Google 

Forms because they could not see their answers once they were submitted. This was 

because this researcher asked them to use Google Incognito, which does not store or 

cache answers. For this reason, some participants expressed their decision to email their 

answers directly to the researcher rather than use the online journal. Some participants 

emailed the researcher after submitting to make sure their entries were received. This 

researcher explained the challenges with electronic communication, but let participants 

know their method of submission was their decision to make. Again, journal prompts 

were used to help guide the exploration through the lens of attachment theory and to 

answer the researcher questions laid forth in this study. 

At the duration of each course, this researcher combined transcripts and journal 

entries together into one packet of information. All transcription notes and journal entries 

were tagged with the participant’s unique participant code. Combining responses by class 

meant all journal entries and transcribed data were categorized by topic, making it easier 

to analyze data.  
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Data Analysis 

Coding 

Data analysis and coding were ongoing throughout the training and data gathering 

process. This researcher utilized brief notes and jottings throughout each class. Also, 

classes were transcribed while the researcher listened to recordings and spoke using 

voice-to-text into a word processing program within 48 hours after a class completed to 

ensure the integrity of data. Ryan and Bernard (2000) suggested that theming can happen 

even as the transcription is taking place. Themes can emerge before, during and after the 

data analysis. In the current study, each transcript was read through twice by the 

researcher after initial transcription which in and of itself provided insight. The 

researcher read all the journal entries twice. Additionally, this researcher used analytic 

memoing as a way to reflect on emergent patterns, categories, themes, and concepts of 

the data, as suggested by Saldaña (2016) while transcribing and then again through first-

round coding. All data was viewed through an attachment theory lens. A mix of holistic 

and emotion coding was used during first cycle coding. Focused coding was used in 

second cycle coding. Using coding and analytic memoing, a storyline (themes) and 

subcategories emerged. One overall theme occurs as a well, which will be discussed in 

the next chapter. 

First cycle coding. Both holistic coding and emotion coding were used in first 

cycle coding. According to Saldaña (2016), holistic coding is used to absorb the entire 
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theme or issue of the data a whole. This type of coding made the most sense as this 

researcher sought to explore change through time while couples participated in the 

training over the course of five weeks. This researcher could see words, phrases, and 

themes emerge even while transcribing, so it made the most sense to code these as chunks 

of data. Saldaña (2016) said holistic coding makes sense when the researcher already has 

a general idea of what is going to be found in the text. See Table 3 for an example. 
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Table 3 

 

Example of Holistic Coding 

 

Probing Question and Participant Responses Holistic Code 

And how do you make that work? How do you make that 

work when your partner is better at separateness, and 

you're better at togetherness? Would somebody be willing 

to share some of the things you talked about? Where do 

you fall in this happy, healthy continuum? 

 

Karla: I can say from our standpoint our biggest conflict is 

that we are not... we don't always want to be right but I 

think we are so for like, we want to do this with the kid and 

do with the kid, and we both see it but we always want to 

make sure what we say comes first before yours. We don’t 

like to be right or wrong. And then we get to a point where 

what I say is right, and what she says is right. We're just 

defensive and don’t want to talk. 

 

Dan: Everybody wants to be right. You think what you’re 

wanting in that situation is better than what he wants. I 

think they biggest thing for us, we’ve been married for 

…..my daughter is 12...and with her we kind of disagree on 

some things. But uhm, and so we are working on that. I 

think one thing we discovered is I'm in over communicator 

and he's an under communicator. So he knows everything 

about my inner world and I just assume I know things. So 

that's kind of like I'm...we lined up because he said he 

knows my inner world and he said I wouldn't know his and 

actually I didn’t. We had that type blow. That was an a-ha 

moment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I want to be right 

 

 

 

I want to be important 

 

I feel disconnected 

 

 

 

 

We disagree on things 

 

 

 

 

I want to be important 
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Emotion coding is generally used to explore intrapersonal and interpersonal 

experiences, specifically in social relationships, where there are vulnerability and risk-

taking behaviors among the group (Saldaña, 2016). Again, this type of coding made the 

most sense since the participants were engaged in some deep-dive interpersonal 

processing while going through intensive attachment-based emotion training. With 

emotion coding, this researcher inferred emotions from the data provided as well as chose 

direct feeling words to use as a code. See Table 4 for an example. 

Table 4 

Example of Emotion Coding 

Probing Question and Participant Responses Emotion Code 

Tell me what you thought and felt about how relationships 

work before sitting in this week’s class. 

 

Jill: I thought most relationships had significant struggles 

and not many make it to happiness. We have had some 

struggles so I wanted to do what I can so we can be reach 

some "happiness" level.   

Todd: This is a really open-ended question. Relationships 

work by sharing life together, being intimate in details and 

connected emotionally to each other and investing into 

each other. 

Becky: I felt that relationships need to compromise and 

work 50/50 to be able to make it work.  

Tony: Prior to this week's class, I felt like most 

relationships were a combination of two people making up 

for whatever shortcomings the other had. Literally. I felt 

like I could enjoy my spouse only IF everything else was 

already taken care ... (which is pretty much never.) So, that  

 

 

 

 

 

Happy 

 

 

 

Connected 

invested 

 

 

Balanced 

 

 

 

Anxious 
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Probing Question and Participant Responses Emotion Code 

being said, we lived as roommates for a very long time 

(decades, maybe) and I think it really wasn't until a 

catastrophe hit our family earlier this year that we were 

more or less forced to come together. Your movie clips 

served as a real wake-up call to approach relationships ... 

and our marriage ... as a partnership and not merely a 50/50 

(or 80/20 or 60/40 or whatever it happens to be ...) balance. 

As we are working through this catastrophe I'm certainly 

learning that I'm allowed to be vulnerable and imperfect in 

front of my spouse, and that I accept my spouse when she 

allows herself to be vulnerable/imperfect as well. So that's 

refreshing and kind of wonderful, because it feels far more 

'real'. 

Partnership 

 

Balance 

Chaos  

 

 

Balanced 

Balance 

 

Vulnerable 

Imperfect 

Refreshed 

Real 

 

 Second cycle coding. Focused coding was used as a way to search for the most 

frequent or significant codes, which are then used to develop broader themes and a 

cohesive storyline around the initial codes. According to Saldaña (2016), the goal of this 

method of coding is meant to develop categories and subcategories, which can be 

organized in a hierarchical outline. In this study, a cohesive storyline emerged from the 

data and from class-to-class as members spoke about their experience both in class and in 

their journal entries. An example of focused coding is shown in Table 5 below. 
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Table 5 

Example of Focused Coding 

First Cycle Codes Second Cycle Codes Category 

I want to be right 

I want to be important 

I feel disconnected 

We disagree on things 

I want to be important 

Happy 

Connected 

Invested 

Balanced 

Partnership 

Balance 

Chaos  

Balanced 

Balanced 

Vulnerable 

Imperfect 

Refreshed 

Real 

 

 

 

Angry 

Alone 

Lonely 

Scared 

 

 

Important 

Understood 

Safe 

Belong 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“This is Your Problem” 

(How We Are Now) 

 

 

 

 

“The Real Issue” 

(What’s Really Happening) 

 

Triangulation 

Triangulation comes from the use of multiple sources of data for one particular 

research study (Creswell, 2014). In this study, triangulation came from observations, 

audio recordings, member checks, peer debriefing, and journal entries. Using all of these 

mediums, there emerged a broad picture of the phenomenon being studied, which helped 

represent an accurate, authentic picture of what happened throughout this study.  
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Member checking. Member checking is often used in qualitative studies to shift 

the validity process from the researcher to the participants (Creswell & Miller, 2000). 

These processes include having participants read through their own transcripts and 

examine the findings so they can confirm the credibility of the information received. 

Member checking allows the participant to ensure an accurate portrayal of their narrative 

(Candela, 2019). For this study, two couples (four individuals) were asked to read their 

own transcribed data to ensure what was presented was an accurate reflection of their 

voice. This researcher provided emailed copies to the participants and asked that they 

respond with any changes or corrections to clarify their story and portray their voice more 

accurately. All four participants responded saying that they felt the transcripts, journal 

entries and analytic memos reflected their voices. All respondents gave feedback that the 

overall storyline seemed to fit with their own personal stories as well.  

Peer debriefing. Peer debriefing is a method in which a qualified third party is 

familiar with the topic but not intimate with the details of one’s study, which will provide 

feedback and ask challenging questions of the researcher's methodology and findings 

(Creswell & Miller, 2000). Two doctoral students at Texas Woman’s University 

completed the peer debriefing for this study. Both individuals read through all findings 

and transcripts and served as a sounding board while the researcher processed through 

themes. Once themes and a storyline were established, this researcher spoke with the 

debriefers in person and in an email about their own ideas regarding theme development. 
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One of the peers was the educator for this 5-week training. Before teaching this 

curriculum, this researcher provided a general overview of content and a brief training of 

topics to be covered with the trainer. While she was not 100% neutral in her debriefing, 

her feedback as an educator was valuable as she relayed her experience as it related to the 

overall storyline and theme-building. The other peer-debriefer, also a doctoral student in 

the Family Studies program at Texas Woman’s University, had no connection with this 

curriculum or training, but she was familiar with qualitative studies. She reported reading 

my analytic memos, which included my findings first, before reading through the 

transcripts and journal entries. She noted one phenomenon throughout the entries was 

that participants felt “normal” and seemed to experience some relief that what they were 

going through was what other couples were also experiencing. She noted that this could 

be in a category/theme all its own, or that it would be placed under the theme of 

connectedness. In talking this through, it seemed that this normalcy felt by couples would 

fit best in the overriding them of belongingness which is was presented as an overarching 

theme at the duration of this training and study. Overall, her findings were consistent with 

the researcher.  

Researcher reflexivity. This researcher wrote the curriculum for the attachment-

based course for this study, so opted to have someone else to teach the class. Creating and 

teaching by the same person creates some degree of bias. While transcribing and reading 

journal articles throughout this course, this researcher used jottings and brief notes 
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throughout the training classes to keep accurate notes of feelings and thoughts as a 

participant.  

Analytic memos. Saldaña (2016) noted that analytic memos are akin to having 

“brain dumps” (p. 44) about the participants, process and overall phenomenon. This 

researcher used analytic memoing at the end of transcribing and coding each 1.5-hour 

class. Then, at the duration of the complete 5-week training, this researcher used an 

analytic memo as a summary of findings for all five weeks of the complete training. The 

analytic memos were used to help form the overall storyline detailed in the next section. 

Findings 

Findings from this study included data from verbatim transcripts from two 

guiding research questions, 7.5-hours of training observations, nine total journal prompts, 

probing trainer questions, and researcher analytic memos. The journal prompts provided 

to participants presented an opportunity for 180 total in-depth responses about their 

experience. Of those, 154 questions were answered fully. Participants were responsive, 

and sometimes, even going back to previous answers and adding more to their thoughts 

and feelings as they went through this training. In addition, most participants were 

verbally expressive and communicative during class, which contributed to the rich, 

descriptive storyline and themes, which will be presented below. Only one couple 

struggled to complete all entries; they each completed one week of questions.  
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The first research question was “What meanings do individuals give to their 

committed partnership, parenting, and other relationships while attending an attachment-

based emotion skills training class?” Three main themes emerged in response to this 

question, including: (1) This is Your Problem, (2) Kids See Everything (I Feel Guilt), and 

(3) This is Our Problem (I Am Committed to My Partner and Family). Subthemes also 

developed from each larger theme. Major themes and subthemes for research question 

one is presented in Table 6 below. 

The second question was “What meanings do individuals give to their own 

internal working model while attending an attachment-based emotion skills training 

class?” Three main themes emerged in response to this question: (1) The Real Issue (I 

Want to Feel Important, Understood, Balanced and Safe), (2) Kids See Everything (I Feel 

Shame), and (3) This is Our Problem (I Am Committed to Myself). Major themes and 

subthemes for research question two is presented in Table 7 below. 

Additionally, one overarching theme was pervasive throughout all themes and the 

overall storyline that emerged – Belongingness. This overarching subject will be 

discussed more in Chapter V.  
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Table 6 

Major Themes and Subthemes Associated with Research Question One 

Major Themes Core Feelings and Subthemes Associated with Theme 

1. This is Your Problem 

 
 I feel disconnected, alone, lonely, angry and scared 

2. Kids See Everything 

 
 I feel guilt for not having a balance at home with 

my own kids (I’m not giving…) 
 

3. This is Our Problem  I feel committed to my partner and family  

(other-awareness) 

 

 

Table 7 

Major Themes and Subthemes Associated with Research Question Two 

Major Themes Core Feelings and Subthemes Associated with Theme 

1. The Real Issue  I want to feel important, understood, balanced and 

safe 

2. Kids See Everything 

 
 I feel shame from my own childhood (I needed…) 
 

3. This is Our Problem  I feel committed to myself. 

(self-awareness) 

 

 

Presentation of Themes and Storyline 

 The participant dialogue within this training, as well as their thoroughness in 

journal entries, revealed insight into a storyline that emerged throughout the training. 

Each week of the attachment-based couple’s training revealed more insight into the work 
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the participants were doing, and the research questions were answered throughout the 

entirety of the class.  

Research Question One: Committed Partnerships, Parenting, and Other 

Relationships (Other-Awareness) 

Theme one: this is your problem. It was evident throughout the first weeks of 

class that participants who attended this free couple’s course did so because they knew 

their marriage and family dynamic was in trouble, but they were not attuned and aware of 

how their thoughts, emotions, and behaviors contributed to the strife. Although this 

evidence did not emerge until around the third week of class, it was apparent through 

continued dialogue and journaling. Many of the participants attended with their partners 

because they thought their partner was the problem to be solved. The predominant 

emotions throughout the beginning of class and into class two were disconnected, alone, 

lonely, angry, and scared.  

Committed partnership. Becky confided, “Our intimate partnership has been lost 

for a couple of months, and it has become quite difficult to get our passion for one 

another back.” Dan remarked, “I think each spouse has their expectation of what they 

think you need and what you need of them. And if they don’t [understand] it you’re like, 

‘Why not?’” Dan’s wife responded, saying:  

We get to a point where what I say is right, and what he says is right. We always 

want to make sure what we say comes out first before theirs. We’re just defensive 
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and don’t want to talk. Everybody wants to be right…He knows everything about 

my inner world, and I just assumed I know things [about his, but when we] lined 

up… he said I wouldn’t know about his and actually, I didn’t. 

Tony said, “[My wife] said to me one time years ago in a time of conflict…I feel 

like we’re just roommates. At the time I was way too prideful to say, ‘You’re right, let 

me change.” His wife, Paula responded that it’s really hard at home when you have 

conflict and that she and her husband had so much conflict at one time, they didn’t know 

how to deal with their troubled son together, and she would deliberately withdraw 

because she “couldn’t take it.” She said she felt shut out by her husband (by his problem 

and their son’s problems), who said that he did not go to her because he “needed to 

protect her.” She further said in another class: 

I don’t know how to understand what has been happening in our role as partners 

and parents. I feel like I need to try to be more compassionate about my partner’s 

anxieties and fears, but I am just so angry that he didn’t trust me with the truth, 

and I can’t seem to find the reassurance I want that this won’t continue. 

Karla confided that she does not like it when her husband goes off to work 

because she feels disconnected from him. She would take out her feelings of anger, 

frustration, and loneliness on him. Her husband responded, saying, “What am I supposed 

to do, not work (i.e., this is your problem)?” 
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Julie said after class one, “My partner's past has an impact on how they [the kids] 

relate to me.” In his private journal, her husband said, “I am more aware that my actions 

and the actions of others around me have a huge impact on myself, and we are all very 

interdependent.” 

Parenting. One participant remarked, “Kids see more than we think.” Karla said, 

“We went through a tough time this year, and we didn’t realize how much affect the kids 

until after we started fixing ourselves. She went on to say later in class, “It’s hard because 

he does work, and a lot of time he comes home and still has to work…you can tell he’s 

stressed, and he’s not taking in family time.” Darlene said in her journal, “Kids are 

watching how we behave – with our partners, with others. They tend to learn these 

behaviors, and it shapes their future relationships, too.” She went on to say that she can 

see how the parent relationship has an effect on their child’s behaviors and emotions.  

When there is strife in the home, she said, “[They] act up…it affects their studies or their 

concentration.” A loving relationship can teach children how to “be a friend, a partner, a 

team player.” Ron wrote, “I want our daughter to be okay. We still partner together, but I 

don’t like getting mad at my daughter because right now, she sees how my wife and I are 

treating each other.” Andrew remarked: 

I noticed that when we are in sync/balance then the entire household seems to be 

more in balance, and the mood of the home seems to be stable, but when we as a 

couple are not in sync, then all else seems to be out of sync, too.” 
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Theme One partially answered the research question, “What meanings do 

individuals give to their committed partnership, parenting, and other relationships while 

attending an attachment-based emotion skills training class?” The meanings presented 

here are that there are problems in the relationship and problems in the family, and the 

couples were not sure how to solve them. Furthermore, it seemed like they “couldn’t do 

anything right” and that things “always let to an argument” in their home. 

Theme two: kids see everything. Participants seemed to be impacted in two 

ways in which they realized “kids see everything.” First, in answer to Research Question 

One, they were beginning to see how their own relationship was a model to their own 

kids and their behavior and emotional outcomes. This is exactly what Hazan and Saver 

(1987) reported in their seminal work on romantic attachment. Their report showed that 

how a child attaches to a loved one often determined how they would attach to significant 

others, including their marriage partner, close friends, and children in adulthood (Hazan 

& Shaver, 1987). In their groundbreaking article, Hazan and Shaver (1987) found that 

“people with different attachment orientations entertain different beliefs about the course 

of romantic love, the availability and trustworthiness of their love partners, and their own 

love-worthiness” (p. 521). These findings were seen in the current study, as well.  

Second, participants recalled events that altered how they see people and shaped 

how they manage relationships from childhood. This is classic attachment theory, in 

which what is modeled through childhood creates an attachment pattern that dictates 
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relationship behavior as an adult (Bowlby, 1966, 1988; Main et al., 1985). More details 

about this subtheme are below. 

It is important to note that part of this training course included participants 

optionally taking the Revised Experiences in Close Relationships (ECR-R) Self Report 

Measure of Adult Romantic Attachment on their own time (Sibley, Fischer, & Liu, 

2005). This assessment was optional, and participants did not share their scores unless it 

came up in the dialogue throughout the course of the class (and it did for some). The 

ECR-R is a valid and reliable assessment accessed online (Sibley et al., 2005). It was 

used as a way for participants to further their knowledge of attachment in general and to 

determine their own attachment style. This assessment potentially helped guide the 

discussion about attachment style in classes two and three, and also helped participants 

understand the intergenerational transmission of attachment across the lifespan (Bandura, 

1977; Baptist et al., 2012; Kerr & Bowen, 1988).  

As an overarching example of participants who made this connection, Becky 

remarked that in her marital conflict, she could see “the cold, loud, and sarcastic parent 

that I experienced as a child.” She went on to say that she is “not very affectionate once 

her children reach a certain age,” and although she did not say it explicitly, perhaps the 

implication is that she can see how this may have an effect on her children. 
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I feel guilt (I’m not giving…). Dan said, “I always knew the better bond you had 

with your spouse, the better the marriage you would have, but I am learning it’s also just 

as important as a father to my kids. Becky confided, “I am not very affectionate toward 

my children once they reach a certain age [because] they are grown,” presumably because 

she now realized it is okay to give them affection at any age. Karla confided:  

I have been very conflicted about the relationship between my youngest daughter 

and myself. I am started to realize that the way my mother raised me and cared for 

me is coming out on how I treat my kids. In my marriage, I find myself needing 

constant affection and recognition. Two things I never got as a child. 

Of her own child, Karla said, “When [my daughter] is going through 

something…I go back to my childhood, and I see me in her, and that’s really hard. It 

scares me and makes me sad because I would never want her to go through what I’m 

going through.” Adam said, “I am now more attentive to the words and actions of my 

spouse and children and am a much better listener.” Tony was introspective when he 

said: 

I told [my wife] that I was not going to scold/bellow and give them the silent 

treatment, etc. And yet somehow I allowed myself to do this to [my wife] in the 

heat of the moment and I made up for it by becoming a pushover (our son’s actual 

description of me) and an enabler. This class has been so very useful because it’s 
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given me “science” behind relationships that I really didn’t know existed, and 

that’s been very eye-opening. 

Lori said, “For us specifically in parenting, you know we’ve been working on 

parenting from an attachment perspective for a long time but doing this study I really feel 

like has changed how [my husband] addresses our daughter and her stuff.” Karla stated: 

When we do argue our kids are listening to everything and it makes them have 

anxiety and you can tell it changes the whole household. And so we try not to 

argue but of course we’ll sometimes bicker…but the kids, you know they will tell 

us, “Why are you doing this?” and I hate it. 

In a recent conversation with his teen son, Tony said his son remarked, “You 

know, I see a difference in you guys already.” When Tony inquired further, the son said, 

“It just seems like you guys are [more cohesive] and it’s really good to see.” Tony’s wife, 

Paula, noted the same sentiments in her journal: 

[Our son] said that it seemed like were more of a team now, and he apologized for 

the things he said and did over the past couple of years to divide us and distract us 

from the trouble he was in. We were able to tell him that meant a lot to us, but 

also reassure him that he was not the only cause of our problems. 

Karla summed up this theme nicely by saying, “You are your kid's first love story, 

and if you’re fighting all the time, they see all of that. Even if you haven’t said anything 

but you’re upset, they do notice.” While reading through transcripts and journal entries at 
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this phase in the training, it was apparent to see that participants were moved by the 

complexity, yet simplicity of relationships. Participants were able to see that we are 

interconnected like a web to both our family-of-origin and to our current family, and it 

seemed easy to see the structure of their relationship now that they knew what to look for.  

Theme three: this is our problem. By the end of the training, couples felt 

committed to their partners and families, and to the new process they had learned. Theme 

Three emerged when partners had new thoughts, emotions, and actions that helped them 

see their family structure and intimate partnership in a new light. For all of these, they 

realized they were a team and felt hopeful they could get through conflict much more 

effectively, thereby feeling more intimacy and better communication. 

I am committed to my partner and family. Partners felt hopeful that their 

relationship was now in a new, healthier phase, yet awkward because they were now 

engaged in difficult, emotional conversations unlike they had been accustomed to 

throughout their marriage.  

 Of his relationship with his wife and children, Dan said: 

I can honestly say that I have a much better understanding and have a lot more 

patience for Karla when she gets upset or mad. I know that our overall 

communication has gotten stronger, and we have a true understanding of each 

other. In my parenting, I can see I am taking more time to reply or respond to any 
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problems or issues with my kids. I’m taking more [time to] observe and react, and 

I have time to think.  

Tony said, “I think my relationship with Paula has already become stronger than it 

was previously because we are both relieved (participant’s emphasis) to know that the rut 

we’ve been in can be overcome.” He went on to say, “It’s actually good to have some 

tools that help us do exactly that. We also agreed that having the CALM framework is 

invaluable and that we need to both be all in for that to work. So we’re gonna adopt that 

for sure.” It is important to note here that the CALM framework this participant speaks of 

is a tool created by this researcher, which serves to guide partners through different 

conversations. It is to be used at any time, but particularly when conversations turn 

headed.  

Patricia talked about all relationships in her life in broader terms: 

What really struck me is that it is very important to make sure whoever you may 

have conflict with is that you can understand what they are feeling even if you 

might disagree and it will help bring people to a place where they can actually 

discuss and work to resolve the root problems and not the emotions clouding their 

vision. I have started taking mental notes and also letting my spouse know what 

triggers me.  

Of the tools given in the class to continue as a partnership, Jill furthered the 

sentiment of others: 
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You would think after 16 years we would be better at being married, but there is 

so much room to grow…I feel hopeful that we have tools and that I have a partner 

that wants to grow together…I feel empowered with tools and a map to continue 

on the journey. 

Pace said, “I think my current relationship was at a bad place before beginning 

this study…I really didn’t know where to go or what to do to make us connect more. I 

feel that now, I am empowered.”  

Tammy realized she was pushing her husband away when they were in conflict. 

She left feeling hopeful about her marriage: 

What a difference five weeks can make! I feel like I've learned so much more 

about John through this process. We are using a different language and 

understanding each other so much better. I think our interactions will be much 

healthier going forward. I feel a lot better about our future and where we are 

heading. I think we are going to start connecting on a much deeper level. I also 

had some awareness moments where I saw how my pursuing was pushing him 

away. I'm committed to work on that going forward. 

Pace confided that his parenting style is a “dictatorship,” but knowing the 

attachment styles is giving him “the know-how to really put a better foot forward in being 

a better dad and become a role model.” John remarked that his marriage is better in 

several ways, but also noted his parenting style is changing: 
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I am parenting much better as I listen to my kids more deeply and not try to 

always fix everything for them. I am also letting them make more of their own 

decisions even if it might not be the best decision, but it empowers them more 

going forward. 

Other-awareness. Through this training, participants began to see that their 

partner’s feelings were not necessarily about them, but about their connection with one 

another. For example, Andrew elaborated his understanding of this concept when he said: 

[My wife] needs me to understand how something that is affecting [her] is making 

them act/feel a certain way. Sometimes it is not what I say but that they can see I 

am there to support [her] just by being present and attuning to [her]. Fixing it for 

[her] is not on me, but helping [her] through support is. 

Pace furthered this thinking when he said, “I’ve been able to recognize better 

when I’m validating my wife or whenever she says stuff. I’m finally able to recognize 

that, and I’m getting good at it instead of brushing away that it’s not that important.” John 

said:  

I am more aware of my spouse and her feelings this past week. I have especially 

been more aware of my kids and how they are feeling about things. I have been 

letting them talk more and just listening to what they think. I have not offered as 

many solutions and not tried to fix all of their problems. 
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Julie was surprised to know that unconscious thoughts made up so many of our 

thoughts and that learning that thoughts are stories was important to know. She said, 

“Knowing that my thoughts on a situation are framed by my particular background, and 

can be different than my spouse’s, was very helpful.” 

John wrestled with the idea of other-awareness throughout the class. “I have a 

hard time thinking that it’s realistic to put on the brakes during conflict and say, ‘Okay, 

let’s pause and think through our thoughts, emotions, and actions.’” However, two weeks 

later, at the end of class, he said that he realized conflict was a natural part of marriage 

but thought you just had to labor through it every single time. He said he and his wife 

were “all in” to use the tools they were given. It should be noted here that the trainer for 

the class saw tears in this couple’s eyes on the last day of class, and in private 

conversation, they both said they felt very hopeful for the direction of their marriage. 

They both remarked they wanted to continue this work. 

Overall, partners realized by the end of the training that the issues they had as a 

couple were theirs to work through together. When they came into training, they felt 

angry, alone, disconnected, and scared. However, they began to see what was really 

happening (“the real issue”) and became more aware of what was happening below the 

surface, all driven by attachment programming. Tammy summarized feelings of hope by 

saying, “I’m hoping this is the start of some connecting with us that was not there before 

we started this journey.” 
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Research Question Two: Internal Working Model (Self-Awareness) 

Theme one: the real issue. The predominant feelings coming into this training 

were disconnected, alone, lonely, angry, and scared. It was the reason many stated in 

class that they wanted to come to this free couple’s course. However, what emerged next 

in their storyline is that there were some major issues lurking below the surface of their 

conflict. Emotions are used as cues to tell individuals what is just below the surface, but 

anger and frustration are external, shallow feelings that protect from deeper, more 

vulnerable feelings (David, 2016).   

Important, understood, balanced and safe. Recalling that the Internal Working 

Model is an internalized representation of the self, or awareness of self (Bowlby, 1966; 

Hill et al., 2003), what emerged from this data is that partners began to realize that “the 

real issue” is that they were struggling with some profound feelings of a need to feel 

important, understood, balanced, and safe. When individuals learned about the internal 

working model and the importance of not only their relationship as a child growing up 

but also their parent and spouse as an adult, they realized it was an opportunity to manage 

their relationships in more thoughtful ways. Knowing this process is essential. 

Throughout this class, but particularly in classes two and three, participants realized that 

had some deeper, painful issues of their own that were manifest through anger; 
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additionally, their partners most likely also felt the exact same thing, and that their 

partners most probably were not angry, but they were also hurting.  

Keywords and phrases that came up again and again in the data were that 

participants wanted their partner to “share” with them, to “know their inner world,” to 

have a “partnership” and to feel “open” with one another. They wanted to have 

“dependability” and a “give and take” in the relationship. They craved “time together,” 

more “routine” and to feel “nurtured, loved, and affection.” Participants wanted to feel 

“interconnected” with their partners, but also with their children. Because of conflict, 

their home did not feel like a safe haven, what Bowlby (1969) said chief among one’s 

psychological needs.  

In addition to belongingness, participants indicated they wanted to feel important, 

understood, balanced, and safe. They used sentiments like “team,” “partnership,” 

“compromise,” “happy,” “dependable,” “in sync,” “respected,” “attentive,” and “care.” 

Many participants remarked that they did not feel important to their partner, and they did 

not feel safe (i.e., that they cannot trust or depend on their partner or their partnership). 

Many of the couples had an “a-ha” moment as they realized they did not just feel angry, 

but what lurked below the surface was loneliness. “The real issue” was realizing that they 

and their partners actually were not just angry roommates, but they felt the same - lonely, 

unimportant, misunderstood, and not safe. When the partners began to understand that 

there was sadness here (“the real issue”), they ultimately felt less angry at their partner.  
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 Karla compared a video she watched in the class to how she was feeling in her 

own relationship when she said: 

We talked about how…you get detached …and you see the emotion of another 

person, and then the person starts crying again, and it’s almost like you regress 

back into despair. Like, you’re working your way back to where you were 

detached before. And I see that in our conversations where we go from where 

there is so much distance between us, and it seems like there’s no hope for it, all 

of the emotions will explode. 

 Mary said, after learning about protest, despair, and detachment, “…it was the 

first time that I made a connection that withdrawing and not speaking is also a protest. 

That was an a-ha.” “The real issue” was that her husband felt inadequate and criticized 

when she told him what she needed. She can now see him differently, and hence, respond 

to him differently.  

Couples also began to understand the importance of non-verbal communication 

while in conflict and how body language often speaks a different language than mere 

words. While their partner may be verbally exploding, their withdrawal from the 

conversation was expressing “the real issue” by showing the pain of feeling disconnected 

and alone. One participant talked about being in therapy, and the therapist would have 

them listen to their partner’s words, and then would ask, “What do you hear?” but often 

corrected them, and saying again, “No, no, what do you hear” (i.e., what is “the real 
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issue”)? Mary said, “I think that’s the thing for us. Giving each other room to think about 

what he’s thinking or what I’m thinking…we cut each other off. That is the hardest 

thing.” Andrew followed up by saying, “You’ve got to really listen. It’s not about 

me…you are just listening for what was said…the keywords.” 

Couples began to make connections between what was modeled to them as 

children (again, looking through an attachment theory lens). Connections were being 

made so that they could now see why they and their partners were angry and protested 

through volatility or withdrawing during conflict. They were able to see why yelling was 

happening in the home, which meant they could now behave differently and make a 

change. As an example, Tammy said: 

The funny thing is I was never allowed to be angry in my home. The only 

emotion I ever was allowed was happiness. Anger was forbidden. My mother got 

very upset with anger, and stepdad was older from a highly conservative Christian 

home that had the belief that children should be seen and not heard. We were 

unable to show any negative emotion. I would lock myself in my room and feel 

like wanted to explode with the rage and anger inside but had to suppress it. I still 

struggle so much with feeling anger. The guilt is awful, but the one person I 

express it to is [John]. He’s the only safe person that I can ever show it to, but 

then I feel immense guilt. When he rejects me and withdraws I feel so angry and 

hurt. [This lesson] made me realize we probably have a lot of work to do because 
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the thing that triggers him is yelling and anger because that emotion was 

expressed a lot in his house and was very damaging to him. I’ve got so much 

anger and hurt, and he is just trying his best to escape it. Wow, I didn’t even 

realize all of this until I started typing this! 

In her journal, Tammy went on to say, “I so desperately want to feel heard and 

understood by [John].” Becky began to understand “the real issue” as well when she said, 

“…I get easily attached and don’t want to change, so when a relationship is distant, I 

question and blame myself.” Adam said, “I am trying to get close to my partner more 

often now than before and am becoming more aware of her emotions and feelings. The 

same is true toward my children…I’m making an effort to try to listen to them and 

understand their emotions and feelings as much as possible.” Carl remarked: 

One thing that stood out for us, we learned that partnerships, where both tended to 

retreat during [the] conflict, represent [our] biggest challenge. I tend to dwell on 

negative interactions for a very long time and need to talk about them before I can 

get over them. But I tend to keep to myself and wait for the other person to start 

the reconciliation…Each of us seems to be able to offend the other without 

intention or even realizing it.  

After the second class in which attachment style was talked about in-depth, John 

called this researcher and said he wanted to process the material even further. During a 

30-minute discussion, he said he has struggled with a speech impediment (which was 
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undetectable by this researcher) his whole life, and it has kept him from having friends 

and engaging with people at work. He said he has felt that his speech impediment kept 

him distant from most people in his life. But, through this class and working through his 

attachment style history, he said that he feels like “the real issue” is his fear of 

abandonment and rejection, which he feels because his father left him at a very young 

age. He remarked that he felt confident that he could actually get over his feelings of 

rejection and abandonment now and be more connected to people socially as opposed to 

blaming his behaviors on his speech impediment.  

Some participants were learning how to gauge “the real issue” by becoming more 

aware of their partner's feelings. Carl remarked that “sometimes if you’re having a 

discussion and it escalates a little bit, and then you’re trying to think, ‘Okay, my 

thoughts, my subconscious thoughts, and then also trying to think about their 

subconscious thoughts and what I feel…’” it can get challenging. Dan expounded on 

something he said earlier in the class when he said he now understood why his wife got 

so upset when he left for work through the week. He could not understand the reasoning 

before and became frustrated because “I have to work” he now knew that “the real issue” 

is that she felt abandoned by him because of her childhood issues of abandonment. He 

was allowing that awareness of his partner to give him permission just to be empathetic 

to the internal struggle she was feeling as opposed to the anger she was portraying.  
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Lori reported, “After this week, I realized my injuries from my past are deeply 

impacting my interactions with my partner. When I can step back and own where I am 

coming from, I have the ability to address the conflict or conversation with my partner 

without bringing in all my stuff.” In another class, she had some insight when she said, 

“It’s not about trying to make your partner be better at communication, its understanding 

why your communication comes across the way it does.”   

Theme two: kids see everything. Participants came to understand how their own 

internal working model (that is, awareness of self) affected how they behaved in their 

marriage and in their current family structure (Bowlby, 1969). The predominant 

sentiment throughout this portion of the training was that participants were now seeing 

what they needed from parents, and did not receive. They were seeing how the need 

shaped them, and for some, it felt shameful. There were many tears through the training 

starting in class two and continuing for the duration of the class. It was apparent that 

participants were feeling a deep longing for unmet needs. 

I feel shame (as a kid I needed…). Andrew remarked after one class, “I always 

knew that how you grew up would play a role in your relationships as you got older but 

did not realize how much it would play.” Ron said, “I have found many different 

childhood memories have affected my adulthood. I also know that because of the lack of 

attachment and bonding to my parents, I do crave and look for that with my significant 
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other. [This class] is a sense of validation.” Mary said, “I think I married someone with 

aspects of my father. Yikes!” Tammy realized:  

My dad was a workaholic that was absent most of my life between the ages of 

birth to ten. He was killed in a horrific car accident when I was ten, and my 

mother remarried within three months…I think if I ever felt any abandonment it 

was probably during those years because that is the time period my mother 

remained…It was always just us. I did feel a disconnect with her during those 

years, and I am sure that is probably why I suffered so greatly for so many years 

after my father’s death. I always felt it was due to his loss and the fact that I was 

never allowed to grieve his death, but the class got me thinking that it probably 

also had to with the loss of attachment with my mother during that time period. 

I’m sure it’s the reason why I work so hard to ensure my children feel loved and 

supported. I never want them to feel the emptiness I felt during my own 

adolescence.  

Dan said, “I notice that my spouse uses me sometimes to get what she needs that 

she didn’t get from parents.” He went on to say of his wife, “You don’t know what 

they’ve gone through as a child and how they were raised,” presumably realizing that the 

modeling they received shapes how they learned to behave in their marriage. Tony 

confided, “I’ve learned a lot about the impact that…my dad had on me, probably in more 

negative than some positive ways.” Similarly, Pace said:  
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…because of the complexity of what I went through, there’s just a whole different 

level that I need for a conversation…I would like to know how to not live from 

that past. I have a whole lot of work to make sure that I’m not that injured person 

and that I’m a survivor, and it still affects my whole conversation and conflict 

with [my husband]. I would like to get a place where I can have a conversation 

with [my husband] that is based on my relationship with [him] instead of my 

stuff. 

Lori said of her upbringing that she could see how the modeling of her own 

childhood and the modeling of her husband’s childhood was playing out during conflict 

in their marriage:  

The person that I had an attachment to in my family-of-origin would not discuss 

things and would disappear for a long time. And in [my husband’s] family, people 

don’t discuss things because that’s just not the proper way you do things. You 

sweep them under a rug and make a mountain. So for him, he’s like, “I’m walking 

away from this and that’s just fine we’re going to leave it there and it’s not going 

anywhere.” But for me that means, “How long are you going to be gone?” 

Dan said he used to blame himself when he was in an argument, feeling 

inadequate as if he’d done something wrong: 

She’ll be upset and I’ll think it’s me and the first thing I say is, “What did I do? I 

can’t do anything right with you.” I’ve gotten a lot better but…this goes back to 
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how I feel about my dad because my dad wasn’t in my life, and I feel like it’s my 

fault so what did I do for you to walk away?...and she told me “I’m not going 

anywhere” and I tell her, “I’m not going anywhere either, but I have fear because 

that’s how it was with my dad. 

Dan’s wife followed up with “I think it is important to feel compassion and 

understanding for anyone, but most importantly for anyone close to you. The way 

someone is raised has a lot to do with how they handle situations.” 

Theme three: this is our problem. After deep-diving into attachment style and 

understanding its impact on marriage, many couples had self-awareness about how they 

could change to connect with their partner and their families differently.  

I am committed to myself. Lori wondered, “How do I work from where I am right 

now…to make sure I connect with Pace and heal those relationships and have those be 

more secure?” She went on to say she knows this is a long-term fix of attachment and 

emotional issues. Lori also said, “I can only be responsible if it comes from me, and 

being aware that a lot of my stuff is informed by my history and not necessarily my 

present.” Lori went on to say: 

Before this class, I felt like the main issue in our conflicts was Pace’s inability to 

cater to my attachment injuries. When he wasn’t willing to be careful with my 

feelings, I felt entitled to escalate, sometimes yelling, screaming, and crying. I 

was not willing to [see] my own injuries or see how they were affecting my life.  



   

 

116 

 

Adam talked about self-awareness when he said, “I am now more attentive to the 

words and actions of my spouse and children and am a much better listener.” 

Self-awareness. Thinking back to his past relationships with family, Dan said that 

he realized that when he first met his partner in High School, he would not open himself 

up to his now-wife because of his fear of rejection in the past with his father. In his 

marriage now, he and his wife have gotten better at listening to each other and even 

taking a break when they need to figure something out. In his journal, Tony said, “I am 

becoming more equipped with more science around relationships” and that the class, in 

general, helped him make more sense of what was actually going on between him and his 

wife.  

Andrew said that the tools given in the training helped him “take mental notes” of 

his good and bad triggers. When he gets into an argument, he feels better equipped to 

know what is triggering himself and what is triggering his partner, and that helps him 

engage in conversations better. He said the mental notes help him make more conscious 

decisions at the moment versus unconscious decisions. Lori confirmed with her line of 

thinking, “If you can’t identify what’s triggering you to a point, [there will be] high 

escalation…” Andrew said of being more self-aware during tense moments, “I can’t read 

your brain, and sometimes you’re just going to have to tell me what you’re wanting and 

then learn how to listen.” Lori said further in the discussion on self-awareness: 
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If you’re being honest with yourself and being responsible for your feelings, that 

helps you stay calm. Because I’m thinking, “you’re the one making me feel this 

way, and I’m really angry. But if I’m being honest, my stuff and the story I’m 

telling myself and whatever I’ve got going on is why I feel this way. 

Summary 

 This chapter provided a description of the sample, the data gathering process, and 

the findings from this phenomenological study. The researcher described the methods 

used for recruiting participants, gathering demographic data, and issuing the appropriate 

informed consents. Twenty participants (ten couples) participated in a 5-week (1.5-hour 

per week) relationship attachment-based training using curriculum developed by this 

researcher. Throughout the class, the participants kept thorough journal entries, many of 

which were descriptively detailed, which provided an insightful look at the storyline that 

emerged throughout this chapter. The researcher used holistic and emotion coding during 

first cycle coding and focused coding during second cycle coding. Together, along with 

analytic memos written throughout the transcribing and coding process, four main themes 

emerged, which were detailed throughout this chapter.  

 The researcher sent personal transcripts, journal entries, and findings via analytic 

memos to four participants and asked them to make sure their individual voice was 

appropriately captured, as well as the overall feel of the whole class. The two couples that 

were sent transcript were among the most involved and vocal, and because of their high 
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level of participation, it made sense that they would be able also to get a feel for the 

group findings overall. All four members returned transcripts with feedback that this 

researcher captured the overall mood of the class just as they felt it going through the 

class.  

 Additionally, this researcher sent copies of transcripts along with coding and 

findings to two doctoral students familiar with the family sciences program at Texas 

Woman’s University. One of the students was also the trainer for this course, so not 

100% neutral, but was no less valuable as she was able to provide feedback based on her 

experience as a trainer in constant dialogue with the group. It was important for this 

researcher to know if we captured the same feel for the storyline of the group. In fact, we 

very much aligned on the outcome of these findings. The other peer was a neutral person 

who had no interest in this study and was able to give unbiased feedback on the data and 

coding. The feedback from all of these individuals helped ensure that this researcher was 

presenting descriptive data and findings from multiple perspectives to lessen the chance 

of overall bias.  

 Two research questions helped guide the journal prompts and class prompts, and 

three main themes for each question emerged from the data. For question one: (1) This is 

Your Problem, (2) Kids See Everything (Guilt), and (3) This is Our Problem (I am 

Committed to My Partner and Family). For question two: (1) The Real Issue, (2) Kids 

See Everything (Guilt), and (3) This is Our Problem (I am Committed to Myself). 
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However, his data is best described through a storyline that emerged throughout the 

duration of this 5-week training, which will be discussed in the following chapter.  For 

both research questions, it became abundantly apparent that participants gave insightful 

and thoughtful meaning to their intimate partnerships, parenting style, other relationships, 

and internal working model throughout this training answering both research questions 

laid forth in this study, thus creating a cohesive, rich storyline. While there is not enough 

data in this short training to provide theme development for the overall impact on other 

social relationships which may have emerged from this training, there was an notable 

phenomenon which took place on the very last day of training. For that class, participants 

spoke freely about the impact of the training, stating that they were thankful to learn that 

other couples were going through what they were going through. While this training was 

brief (5 weeks, 1.5-hours each week), the bonds created throughout the group were 

apparent. The participants expressed an interest in continuing their connections to one 

another in a supportive way. Many of the couples traded contact information with one 

another, and they all committed to continue to support one another in their journey.  

As Bowen (1966) asserted, social bonds begin in the family structure and branch 

out to the community. Individuals feel part of a community when they have a sense of 

belonging; additionally, in the absence of those social bonds there is a propensity for 

increased unhappiness, depression, inflammation and disease (Cacioppo et al., 2006; 

Cornwell & Waite, 2009a). 
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In this training, social capital was evident when the members leaned on one 

another for support throughout and after the class. They used what was available to them 

in the community, via this training, to continue supporting each other as a group in the 

community. They did this, presumably, because of the trust and feeling of belongingness 

they had received from one another throughout the course of this training. As Maslow 

(1968) theorized, love and emotional needs are among the most important individuals 

will receive. In this training, participants learned to rely on their partner, on their family 

members, and on each other. This researcher will discuss more to this topic of 

belongingness in the final chapter. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

This research study set out to explore family strengths and family social capital 

through the eyes of couples who attended an attachment-based emotion skills training. 

Social capital is resources inherent within relationships that promote a range of positive 

social outcomes (Furstenberg, 2005). Family social capital begins at home with the 

couple and can promote child socialization and well-being (Furstenberg & Kaplan, 2004; 

Parcel et al., 2010). Children best develop within the context of a solid, secure foundation 

of parents, as it is their responsibility to promote family social capital.   

The best context for family social capital to take shape is in the marital 

relationship where the couple is often the foundation of the family unit. Hazan and 

Shaver (1987) were the first to conceptualize romantic love as an attachment process 

when they found that adult romantic attachment patterns mimicked those found in 

childhood. Furthermore, how couples attune to their child’s emotional needs creates a 

model that plays out in future relationships (Bandura, 1977). The parent’s role in 

childhood attachment is significant because how a child attaches to a secure loved one 

influences how they will connect to significant others, including their marriage partner, 



   

 

122 

 

close friends, and children as adults thus affecting the intergenerational effects in family 

(Akister, 1998; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). 

 This researcher used attachment theory as a guide to explore the couple’s 

attachment behaviors within the construct of their current family dynamic. Attachment 

style becomes part of the internal working model, or how one sees him- or herself in 

relation to others, which activates naturally when in relationships with others throughout 

the lifespan, including the marriage dyad and the parent-child dyad (Bowlby, 1969). 

When individuals learn how their internal working model dictates their communication 

style within their partnership, they can see the impact of gaining self-awareness and 

awareness of their partners, and they have an opportunity to manage their relationships in 

more thoughtful ways when they get into conflict. Conflict and tension in the home have 

a negative effect on the entire household, especially with children, so it is behooving of 

partners to manage conflict in the home in healthy ways (Cowan et al., 1996).  

This study employed a qualitative approach through observation, transcript data, 

and journal entries as a way of gaining a deeper understanding of the lived experience of 

committed partners as they attended a training that is based on the process of 

emotionality. The phenomenological method of this study allowed this researcher to 

gather information about the impact of an attachment-based emotion skills couples 

training as couples progressed through the training course.  

  



   

 

123 

 

Discussion of Themes and Storyline 

Couples attended a 5-week (1.5-hours each week) relationship training using a 

curriculum based on attachment principles of security, anxiousness, and avoidance as a 

means of learning attachment skills necessary for affect regulation. Within those 

principles of security, anxiousness and avoidance lie emotions ranging from happiness, 

joy, gratitude, and empathy to hostility, resentment, fear, anxiety, and loneliness 

(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005). Researcher participation and observation, probing 

questions from the trainer, and subsequent dialogue and thorough, thoughtful journals 

contributed to understanding how attachment skills are essential for family social capital. 

Participant stories developed out of class transcripts and online journal entries where the 

following research questions were used as a guide for this study: 

1. What meanings do individuals give to their committed partnership, parenting, and 

other relationships while attending an attachment-based emotion skills training? 

2. What meanings do individuals give to their own internal working model while 

attending an attachment-based emotion skills training? 

Nine total journal prompts were used throughout this training. Of those, 154 entries 

were compiled along with dialogue from thoughtful, probing questions throughout the 

training to help answer the research questions. The representation of the themes and 

answers to the research questions overlap and were embedded within a larger storyline. 

Figure 1 showed how the themes coincide with each research question. 
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Figure 1: Theme Development. 

While themes were developed from each of the research questions, a hierarchical 

storyline also emerged, which served to tell the story of the impact of the attachment-

based emotion skills course on participants. Figure 2 showed a visual of the presenting 

storyline. 

 

RQ1: What meanings do 
individuals give to their 

committed partnership, 
parenting and other 

relationships while attending 
an attachment-based emotion 

skills training? 

Theme 1:  
This is Your Problem 

• I feel angry, disconnected, 
lonely, and scared. 

Theme 2:  
Kids See Everything 

• I feel guilt  
(I'm not giving...). 

Theme 3:  
This is Our Issue 

• I am Committed to my 
partner and family  
(other-awareness) 

RQ2: What meanings do 
individuals give to their own 

internal working model while 
attending an attachment-based 

emotion skills training? 

Theme 1:  
The Real Issue 

• I want to feel important, 
understood, balanced, 
safe. 

Theme 2:  
Kids See Everything 

•I feel shame  
(I needed...). 

Theme 3:  
This is Our Issue 

• I am Committed to myself 
(self-awareness)? 



   

 

125 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Storyline Development 

 As shown in figures one and two, the themes and storyline overlapped and were 

intertwined. As the purpose of this research was to explore the meanings individuals 

attached to their partnership, parenting, other relationships (Research Question One) and 

to their own internal working model (Research Question Two), it became apparent during 

the data analysis process that the overarching story that emerged throughout this class 

could not be glossed over as a mere theme or category. Additionally, the overarching 

feeling of the desire for belongingness was pervasive across all themes. 
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This Is Your Problem 

 In part, the purpose of this study was to understand the meaning of individuals to 

their committed partnership while attending an attachment-based emotion skills training. 

Therefore, participants were asked throughout this course about the meaning and impact 

this material had on their current relationship. For example, “What was your takeaway 

from our discussion on healthy couples?” and “What is the impact of this class on your 

intimate partnership?” Previous research has suggested that learning foundational skills 

like attunement, interdependence, and attachment can create more effective 

communication, more intimacy, and less conflict of significant partners (Johnson & 

Greenman, 2006). Research also provides evidence that a therapeutic alliance that is 

based on principles of attachment is far more effective (Wallin, 2007).  

Anger/Disconnect/Loneliness/Fear 

In the current study, participant experiences captured four main emotions at the 

beginning of the training - anger, disconnect, loneliness, and fear. Just as Mikulincer and 

Shaver (2005) found in their study, individuals with anger, detachment, and despair are 

attached to avoidant and anxious behaviors within the relationship. Although the current 

study did not quantitatively know the attachment style of the individuals, it was clear that 

many of them were in distress when they began this training. Many of them were angry at 

their partners for their perceived inability of their partners to engage in healthy 

communication, which resulted in hostility and separateness. This study found what 
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previous studies found that there was less satisfaction when partners detached and used 

detached communication (Guerrero et al., 2009). 

The partners in this study continued to show their desire for a more secure, 

dependable, safe relationship structure. DeMaria (2005) found that couples who attended 

marriage seminars, workshops, and training classes are just as stressed and in conflict as 

those who attend private marital therapy, but it is regularly assumed that those who are in 

acute distress will see a marriage counselor as opposed to attending a marriage seminar. 

It was a risk this researcher took, not knowing how much distress the couples were in by 

not screening them before participants participated. However, just as DeMaria (2005) 

said, relationship training is for marriages in all phases of conflict. In fact, marital 

interventions often overlap, and just as this researcher proposed early in this paper, a 

bridge must be built between the modalities associated with the intervention and with 

prevention in an effort to strengthen marriages and hence, family social capital. Duncan, 

Holman, and Yang (2007) also stated that few marriage programs had conducted 

systemic research on the effectiveness of their programs. This researcher also found this 

to be true in Google searches related to marriage and relationship training, seminars, and 

workshops. 

 Participants in the current study were asked about their perception of healthy 

relationships. They were able to identify what made couples healthy (“communication 

skills,” “conflict resolution,” “understanding my partner,” “understanding verbal and 
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nonverbal cues,” “enjoying each other,” being “excited” to each other, do “the good and 

the bad together,” “caring,” “nurturing,” and having the “same goals”). In close 

relationships, there is a broad range of emotions that takes up the unspoken space 

between two partners. Emotions range from love, joy, and acceptance to sadness, fear, 

and despair (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005). Participants of this study stated repeatedly that 

how their partner interacts with them can make the difference between feeling angry, 

disconnected, lonely and scared (detached) and feeling important, understood, balanced, 

and safe (securely attached). These findings were also reported in Mikulincer and 

Shaver’s (2005) study, in which they said how couples respond or do not respond to their 

partner’s emotions within that space can lead to either feelings of security or detached 

feelings of anxiety and avoidance. Partners in this study reported strained 

communication, and we know from previous studies that this can lead to unhealthy 

communication patterns and decreased intimacy (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Furthermore, 

when emotional needs are not being met, couples usually engage in demand/withdraw 

patterns of communicating and the health of the family is impacted (Bradbury et al., 

2000; Halchuk et al., 2010).  

The demand/withdraw themes were present with participants in this study, too. 

They expressed their lack of intimacy and dysfunctional communication in the class 

discussions and in their journal entries. For example, one participant said, “We have a 

serious disconnect on communication. Most of our time, in my opinion, is spent dealing 
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with the health issues of our child. This takes away from our alone time. So trying to 

commit just on small talk outside of work seems difficult.” Also, “Usually I can't bring 

anything up (especially unpleasant feelings) without him becoming defensive or 

withdrawing,” and “I so desperately want to feel heard and understood by him.”  

Their interactions could also be observed, just as in Mirgain and Cordova’s 

(2007) study, which stated that emotional reactions are developed within the context of 

interpersonal interactions within their relationships. The responses of our partner in 

communication, even if done minimally, encourage continued communication. They let 

partners know they are being heard and understood. Gottman, DeClaire, and Gottman 

(2001) would call this a “bid for connection.” In this study, participants described in their 

writings how they struggled through communication with their partner, and also how they 

learned to react and respond based on the years and years of repeated communication 

patterns learned in not only their childhood relationships but also their current marriage. 

As this class sought to teach the process of attachment rather than mere skill-building and 

rote communication, one participant seemed to understand this concept quite well when 

she said, “It's not about trying to make your partner be better at communication. It's 

understanding why your communication comes across the way it does.” The current 

study mimics others have said about the experience of emotions within the context of 

communication. These are emotion skills, not merely emotion and hence, words 

(Cordova at al., 2005; Halchuk et al., 2010; Mirgain & Cordova, 2007). 
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While previous research noted the importance of emotion skills and the emotional 

dance in a committed partnership, there was a gap in the literature to understand how an 

attachment-based emotion skills training course helped couples learn the importance of 

their own range of emotional range as it connects to the communication within their 

partnership. The current findings are in line with what may be seen in insecurely attached 

couples in a therapy setting, but little is known about how couples develop more 

productive communication skills in a training, seminar, or workshop setting. Even with 

the robust amount of research on attachment, specifically in marriage, it is notable that 

there are no other training courses that have assessed attachment-based emotion skills at 

such a deep, inter- and intrapersonal level, such as the one presented in this study.  

The Real Issue 

 The antidote for anger, disconnect, loneliness, and fear is the feeling of 

importance, understanding, balance, and safety. Couples reach out to a qualified 

professional for several reasons, chief among them is lack of communication (or 

communication know-how) and conflict (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). As couples went through 

this training, they began to realize that their real issue with their conflicted partnership 

was not what they were currently going through – conflict filled with anger, 

disconnection, loneliness, and fear. Instead, they realized that beneath the surface of those 

emotions was the desire to belong and to feel important, understood, balanced, and safe. 

As Hill et al. (2003) suggested attachment skills like affect regulation, interpersonal 
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understanding, partner comforting, and dependability need to be taught; they are not 

automatic for most people. This study found that when these the real issues of desire, 

longing, and want were brought to the forefront, couples began to see their partner 

differently, and could respond to them in more productive ways.  

Important, Understood, Balanced and Safe 

What individuals in this study wanted was to feel safe, important, and understood 

by their partners. Utilizing skills of attunement and interdependence, the participants of 

this study began to feel heard, seen and felt. Those feelings are what humans need at the 

most basic level (Bowlby, 1969; Leary & Baumeister, 2017). As they learned about 

attachment styles, participants in this study began to understand that their anger and style 

of conflict was really just a cover and barrier to their fear of rejection. They reported 

again and again that they wanted to feel important by their partners. They wanted to feel 

balanced in their families (i.e., they wanted their family to feel cohesive), and they 

wanted to feel safe.  

Bowen (1966) purported when he first studied families – that by helping families 

understand the mechanics of what was happening in their families, they could see a way 

out of the dysfunction. By using a Family Systems frame throughout training, couples 

were encouraged to continue to look at the structure of their relationship, instead of being 

in the conflict. In the curriculum, this researcher used the analogy of hang gliding over a 

forest in order to see all the trees as opposed to being down in the forest, where you see 
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very little of the landscape. Bowen (1966) wondered if mental illness was actually just a 

symptom of dysfunctional family dynamics. The only way to know was to do some deep 

work with families, excavating their inner thoughts and emotions tied to their current 

negative feelings of anxiety and fear of abandonment and aloneness. The attachment-

based emotion skills training in this study did exactly that. Within a group setting, 

participants were encouraged to externalize their thoughts in an effort to understand what 

was happening internally in real-time. This discovery process was key to the training 

curriculum in this study. While this is not typically done in a group training session, the 

process itself mimics what other researchers found to be the most helpful in helping 

couples and families (Brown, 1999; Hill et al., 2003; Stevenson-Hinde, 1990). 

Participants in this study learned that in order to develop a healthy dynamic, they 

need secure, positive, healthy interactions with others. This finding was reported in other 

studies as well (Leary & Baumeister, 2017). Although often done in a smaller more 

intimate setting, participants in this study learned that there was more to the feelings of 

anger, disconnection, loneliness, and fear that currently plagued their marriage and 

family. 

Kids See Everything 

One major finding of this study that crosses all themes and answers both 

researcher questions is that kids see everything. What participants learned is that what 

they witnessed verbally and nonverbally as a child – what was modeled to them through 
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parent interactions and between the parents themselves – affected how they learned to 

relate to others as adults, particularly in marriage.  

Shame (as a child, I needed…) 

Predictably, participants in this study who learned about attachment style had 

some insightful moments about the interactions that occurred within their family-of-

origin. How parents interact with their child and with each other become a model that 

directly and indirectly shapes a child’s development from childhood through adulthood 

(Beijersbergen et al., 2012; Cowan et al., 1996; Peterson & Hann, 1999). When 

participants had this realization, it was impactful because they were finally able to realize 

they were carrying shame about how they were raised and what they did not have 

growing up. They realized that the relationships with their parents shaped them, and they 

could see that the behaviors were exhibited in their own marriage. This is, of course, 

precisely as Hazan and Shaver (1987) found in their seminal study on romantic 

attachments. What was powerful throughout this study, however, is how much 

participants willingly spoke about these traumatic and tragic events in the group for 

others to hear. Repetitively, this researcher listened as participants commented how 

useful it was to know they weren’t alone in their family trauma.  

It should be noted that trauma in the literature runs a very wide range. There is a 

tendency to think of trauma as horrifying, rare events that occur in someone’s life. 

However, trauma includes abuse, neglect, prolonged or life-threatening illness, violence, 



   

 

134 

 

unexpected death of a close friend or relative, a serious accident, and natural disasters 

(Wamser-Nanny & Vandenberg, 2013). The outcomes of trauma are affected by age, 

duration, and are interpersonal in nature (i.e., they affect a person’s well-being). The 

participants in this study talked in detail about their childhood experiences like divorce, 

death, and neglect. What is common about story-telling with adults is that how they 

perceive a situation to have occurred is what shapes their outcome. This finding is true in 

cases of perceived isolation. What people need is the perception of feeling valued and 

having emotional support (Masi et al., 2011). When adults speak of their perceived 

neglect, for example, it is real for them, and it affects their externalizing and internalizing 

behaviors.  

Many participants in this study had perceived what appeared to be real trauma 

that shaped their childhood. Often, this researcher hears clients in a therapy session 

exclaim that their childhood has no effect on their adulthood now and that they have no 

desire to talk about it. This researcher often then asks the learners if they have children 

and if they take note of how and why they parent the way they have decided to parent. 

Almost all of them proclaim that yes, they do think about it – they have rules, guidelines, 

dreams, hopes, and desires for their children. Therein lays the argument that the belief 

about childhood parenting matters. And of course, it does matter, because the research 

supports as much (Bandura, 1977; Bowen, 1966; Bowlby, 1969; Cowan et al., 1996; 

Stevenson-Hinde, 1990). A gap in the literature existed, however, in describing the 
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amount of shame individuals have when they realize they have been carrying the weight 

of this perceived or real trauma, and that it actually has a great effect on their current 

functioning as an individual, intimate partner, and parent. Wei et al. (2005) reported that 

psychological needs (belonging, for example) were a positive mediator between adult 

attachment and distress. Without that buffer from a secure attachment caregiver, adults 

experience shame, depression, and loneliness. However, the researchers in that study talk 

about counseling processes used to increase psychological well-being. This research 

helped close the gap that existed about the use of a group training course such as this one 

as a way to mediate the shame felt in individuals. The power of the group was seen in this 

study as participants divulged the intimate details of these challenging childhood details. 

As one participant said, “I’m going to miss not coming here and having this conversation. 

I think it just helps.” Notable here is that many of the participants stayed later after the 

last session to debrief with this researcher, the trainer, and other participants. Many of 

them traded phone numbers and decided to further the conversation as a group as an 

extension of the class. 

Guilt (as a parent, I’m not giving…) 

 Participants in this study realized there were some behaviors that needed to 

change in their own parenting style. One participant described his parenting style as a 

“dictatorship.” Another parent said her kids do not currently see much love being 

modeled from their relationship. Yet another participant had guilt because his child was 
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in drug rehab, saying, “We failed him in many ways, and as parents, we fought all the 

time.” The literature supports that parents in conflict create children in conflict (Cowan et 

al., 1996). Children who are modeled a fractured relationship, unable to know how to 

“do” relationships when they are older. This negatively contributes to family social 

capital (Bandura, 1977; Bradbury et al., 2000). 

 Participants in this study realized that kids see everything, and this meant they 

knew kids were watching them. This was not a new realization for parents throughout the 

study, however. Parents were already aware that children were watching what they did. 

What they did not immediately realize was the overarching effect into adulthood that this 

type of conflict would have on children overall. Studies support that overall discord 

among parents contributes to childhood development (Fincham, 1994). Thus, family 

social capital is potentially impacted negatively by negative behaviors from parents as 

well.   

This Is Our Problem 

 By the end of the training, there was new thinking about how relationships 

worked, how their relationship worked, and how the relationship with their children fared 

because of how they worked together.   

I am committed 

 Most participants left hopeful and committed. One participant said he liked the 

class, but only wished it had talked more about forgiveness in the marriage to help 
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overcome some of the harder issues of resentment. One couple struggled the duration of 

the class; it was evident in their non-verbal communication as well as their transcripts and 

journaling. Unfortunately, this may be the couple who will not make it because they were 

not able to break through the anger, resentment, loneliness, and fear. They both reported 

privately in their journals, feeling an immense amount of pain. Although they said that 

they liked the class environment because it was refreshing to see they were not the only 

ones with these issues, ultimately, they were not able to have a breakthrough as it 

appeared.  

 Still, most other couples in this training left feeling a new level of commitment to 

the marriage. For example, “We’re committed; it’s interesting to see that we both feel the 

same way.” The same participant said he could not imagine throwing away 30 years of 

marriage even though he is working through being hurt and disengaged.  

Commitment in marriage happens when partners feel like they belong, that they 

are essential, that their partner understands them, and when they feel safe (Bowlby, 1969; 

Leary & Baumeister, 2017). The full-circle moment of relationship happiness is the 

realization, aided by the results of this study, that it doesn’t take long to create 

relationship cohesiveness. True, research supports that relationship communication style 

is dependent on attachment style (Hazan & Shaver, 1987), but overall marital satisfaction 

depends on several critical factors including healthy intimacy, good emotional skills, 
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healthy communication, and effective conflict resolution skills (Bradbury et al., 2000; 

Gottman, 1994; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). 

 The gap in research is how quickly a relationship can change based on learned 

principles of attachment. Repeatedly, this researcher witnesses a quick change in 

behaviors once each partner has an in-depth understanding of their own attachment style 

and their partner’s attachment style. It was seen in this training as well. This fact alone 

does not create sustained change, but it provides a new foundation with which couples 

can begin to communicate differently. Furthermore, couples do not need to seek one-on-

one marriage counseling in order to take a deep-dive into their inner-workings of their 

marriage. The findings in this study show how quick and powerful some basic concepts a 

few tools help alter the course of an intimate partnership and family. Besides feeling 

committed, partners also felt hopeful. They reported being excited to “turn things around” 

and have better communication. The participants said they felt hopeful now that they had 

tools to continue growing.  

 Finally, some participants stated they felt awkward trying to use the new tools but 

still being committed. As stated previously, a tool created by this researcher called 

CALM Connecting helps couples get out of a negative conflict cycle. The encouragement 

is that the participants follow what this researcher calls “The Rules of Engagement” 

which include: (1) using emotion before content to help disengage while in conflict, (2) 

being mindful of the four horsemen, a term coined by Gottman et al. (2001), and (3) use 
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CALM Connecting to “calm the waters” of a distressing moment. The encouragement is 

that the “Rules of Engagement” be followed exactly as they are presented, without 

deviating from the process. The process can be awkward, as some discovered. However, 

there was still hope and commitment after seeing that the process worked in just a very 

short time.  

Belongingness 

Intimate partnership. Dunbar (2014) stated spouses are among the “inner core” 

in terms of support, caring, safety, and security. Partners in this study were desperate for 

belongingness in their intimate partnership, but they had put up walls that created a safety 

barrier to their partner. The walls were created out of fear, but when the partners 

understood what was really happening, they began to soften their language and stance, 

lessening the barriers with one another. The feeling of belongingness is vital in romantic 

relationships as well as for family social capital (Leary & Baumeister, 2017). 

Attachment theory gives the reasons for creating a barrier in the first place. The 

couples in this study may have had an insecure attachment style that was creating a 

barrier to healthy communication and thus decreased intimacy and less conflict. This 

study found what others have found, that communication style and level of intimacy 

within relationships are both a direct result and cause of attachment style in the family 

system (Cordova et al., 2005; Cowen et al., 1996). Furthermore, couples learned what is 
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also true about attachment – that it requires vulnerability and trust to be effective. The 

emotional expressiveness between partners is an art form (Cordova et al., 2005).  

The individuals in this study were aching to have a safe, secure partner with 

whom they felt heard, seen, and felt. Many studies report the importance of having this 

safety in marriage in order for couples to thrive (Bowlby, 1958; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; 

Leary & Baumeister, 2017). But how a partner communicates is crucial to the health of 

the marriage, including conflict negotiation and intimacy. This study filled a gap by 

presenting an attachment-based emotion skills class to couples that focused on what was 

happening below the surface. Reflecting once again what DeMaria (2005) emphasized – 

that distressed couples also attend marriage workshops and training, even when it is 

perceived that “the harder issues” go to marital therapy for intervention.  

What is important to note from this study is that conflict is productive only when 

there is a sense of belongingness in the partnership – when there is cohesiveness 

(Bowlby, 1985; Johnson & Greenman, 2006). This researcher saw firsthand couples who 

began a marriage training course staying very “surface level” and not ready to divulge too 

much about the distress in their partnership. With the aid of a skilled trainer and well-

timed probing questions that were used in an effort to take the participants into some 

deeper processing, the participants of this study only stayed “surface-level” for one 

training class. The second training class and beyond took a deep-dive into the crevices of 

attachment. What the couples discovered is that as human beings, we all have a desire to 
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belong. Their partners, in their anger, withdrawal, and hostility, only wanted to belong. 

The findings of this study mimicked what other studies found about belongingness 

(Bowlby, 1969; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Leary & Baumeister, 2017). The discovery of the 

need for belongingness through an attachment-based training was a departure from the 

norm.  

Parent-child relationship. Emotional bonding between parent and child is 

important for the child’s mental and emotional health; in fact, it will have far-reaching 

effects into adulthood including romantic partnerships and the child’s own family and 

parenting (Beijersbergen et al., 2012; Cowan at al., 1996; Fraley & Spieker, 2003; 

Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994; Lomanowska et al., 2017; Sroufe, 2005). Parents model 

behavior, emotional attunement, and relationship dynamics, including the family 

structure to their children, and the effects of that modeling affects social relationships 

(Bandura, 1977; Lomanowska et al., 2017). The participants in this study became acutely 

aware in Theme Two: Kids See Everything, the importance of their communication style 

with and around their child. More than that, they came to understand the importance of 

belongingness for their own children when they viewed their own childhood obstacles 

through an attachment lens. There was guilt and shame associated with this theme, but 

there was also hope that the families could behave differently, providing a different 

outcome. These findings are consistent with what Sherman et al. (2006) reported, that 
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family strengths depend upon secure functioning with respect to proximity, safety, and 

security in the home.  

Other and self. The strength of the family begins with children in the home, but 

it extends into different contexts throughout neighborhoods, schools, and communities 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Children thrive when they feel like they belong (Parcel et al., 

2010); partners thrive when they feel like they are important and have a place in the home 

(Cordova et al., 2005), and families thrive in the community when they feel less isolated 

and alone (Steptoe et al., 2013). This study mimicked what others found – that 

belongingness is an overarching need for all individuals.  

During the course of this training, participants opened up with some of the most 

intimate details of their relationship and family lives. By the end of the training, on the 

last day, many participants remarked how they were thankful for this space they had 

because they felt like they were alone – the only couple going through these things with 

their partner and with their kids. They felt isolated, but because of the group dynamic 

during this training, and the willingness of the participants to be mutually vulnerable, 

participants processed and were not afraid of vulnerability because of the trust they 

developed with one another. In the end, many exchanged contact information with other 

group members, eager to continue to support each other outside of this training class and 

into the community. Just as Parcel et al. (2010) reported, family provides the first major 

pool of resources with which children and families will engage and feel a sense of 
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belongingness. Having regular contact with friends and supportive social connections 

increases the feelings of belonging (Hawkley et al., 2005). The individuals in this class 

moved from a feeling of aloneness into feeling connected within their social context, 

which is paramount in the development of happy human beings (Dunbar, 2014). This 

training developed this climate and the context of a safe place for the members who 

formed a supportive social environment for each other. The learned to lean on each other 

– a major component of social capital. 

Conclusion 

 The research questions in this study aided the exploration of the impact of an 

attachment-based emotion skills training had on intimate partnerships, parenting style, 

and other relationships (Research Question One). It also sought to explore the meaning 

individuals gave to their own internal working model (self) while attending the 

attachment-based emotion skills training (Research Question Two). Throughout this 

paper, multiple examples were given on the meaning within intimate partnerships, 

parenting, and the internal working model. Those are the components most important to 

family strengths and family social capital, which is what this study sought to explore. 

While it is important to note that participants did not speak much to the effect this class 

had on other social relationships, it could be seen by the end of class that the participants 

were bonded and supportive of one another in a potentially impactful way, just as they 

may have been in the community. They felt a sense of belongingness and support from 
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the community that was created for them through the course of this training, which is a 

positive impact on social capital. When asked how they felt their work and social lives 

were affected by their current relationship, one participant said: “they are all 

interconnected.” Another said, “If you’re unhappy in one area of your life [you are] 

possibly unhappy in another area.” One participant, a teacher, said, “I can use some of 

these skills and even help them process some of the things that happened in the last 

week.” Another participant, an elementary counselor, reported, “I’m a lot more conscious 

when they come to my door.” One participant said, “I can hope that as we move on and 

grow we can use these methods to grow as individuals, but also as a parent and human 

being.” 

With irony, while human beings are thought to be quite complex, this researcher 

believes they are actually quite simple. Human beings desire at the most basic level to 

belong as this current research attests. Individuals remain in committed partnerships for 

many reasons, but once in the partnership, strive to connect, using their partner as a 

much-needed buffer in an effort to feel important, understood, and safe. How the partners 

connect is based largely on how they were taught to connect. This study provided more 

evidence of the multitude of studies that exist on adult attachment. Additionally, 

individuals want balance between their individual lives, their intimate partnership, their 

parent relationships, and their social world. This study also brought to light some 

important aspects of adult attachment theory. 
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1. Family social capital is embedded in attachment style. If we are to strengthen the 

family, we must be willing to take an even closer look at attachment style as a 

means of course-correcting as needed. 

2. One main ingredient found to bring couples closer is the feeling of belongingness. 

3. Changing the perception and feeling of belongingness within a committed 

partnership is possible and attainable when given the right tools.  

4. Learning attachment-based emotion skills has the potential to change the 

perception and feeling of belongingness within a committed partnership and has 

the potential to alter the course of parent-child relationships. 

5. The use of groups, and in this case, a relationship training, has as much potential 

as one-on-one marriage counseling to change the shape of relationship 

communication and hence, intimacy and conflict. 

Researcher Reflections 

 In qualitative studies, the use of researcher reflexivity is used by the researcher as 

a tool to become more aware of potential bias before, during, and after the study has 

completed (Creswell, 2014). This researcher first studied human development and family 

studies as an undergraduate student 23 years ago. This researcher became an individual 

therapist 16 years ago after obtaining a Master of Education in Counseling. Like Bowen 

(1966), this researcher believes mental illness can be explained many times because of 

dysfunctional family dynamics. Like Bowlby (1969), this researcher also believes that 
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attachment to a significant other in childhood has far-reaching effects throughout the 

course of the lifespan. This researcher has experienced that when a client understands 

normal human development, and how his or her own family-of-origin affected his or her 

growth into adulthood, he or she can and does feel empowered to course-correct as 

needed in various aspects of their life. It is empowering to understand that much of the 

maladaptive behavior is often learned because of dysfunctional family dynamics. 

Additionally, this researcher believes therapists provide intervention, but they are also 

educators. Obtaining this doctorate in Family Studies, however, provided a much broader 

lens with which to view families, realizing the immense importance of the family system. 

 This researcher enjoys the educational aspects of being a therapist and educator, 

and created a curriculum specifically to teach couples how to manage through their 

conflict in more productive ways. The curriculum is adapted for intensive marriage 

therapy sessions, which are essentially one-on-one education sessions, and to use in a 

larger group setting such as the one used in this study. Interestingly, this researcher had 

gaps in education while obtaining a Master of Education. The model for learning was not 

a systems model, and there was no knowledge of attachment theory as a methodology 

while obtaining that higher degree. However, personal circumstances led this model into 

the researcher's life, and once this model was adopted into personal and professional 

practice, the desire to further impact the body of knowledge on the topic of attachment as 
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it relates to the impact of family strengths, family cohesiveness, and family social capital 

became evident, which is why the researcher became a doctoral student 

 This experience has only strengthened the resolve for this researcher to 

understand, research further, and teach about attachment as an educational methodology. 

There are new directions to take this research, however, including how to incorporate 

more self-awareness techniques into the curriculum as well as incorporate more in-depth 

teaching on resentment and forgiveness (as mentioned by one participant). Additionally, 

there is room to expand the curriculum as a process taught not just to couples but also to 

couples therapists, family therapists, family educators, and other relationship educators.  

Limitations 

 Although this was a successful implementation of the study conceptualized at the 

onset of this project, this study has limitations. First, while the researcher set out to train 

up to 10 couples and did so successfully, it was evident that breaking the class up into 5-

weekly classes was not the most efficient use of time. The trainer commented that every 

week, she spent at least 30-minutes “re-teaching” what was taught the previous week. 

Additionally, because of the in-depth model of the curriculum, participants were left in 

some pretty deep places to process and ponder full a full week before class reconvened. 

This course is best completed in one or two full-day settings.  

 Also, recruitment for this training took place in Allen, Texas, and surrounding 

Collin County towns. While the sample had some diversity, it was not nearly as diverse 
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as it needed to be to draw the best conclusions about the impact of attachment-based 

emotion skills training on a wide range of couples. The predominant age range of the 

participants was hovered between 35-54, however but taking into account the life 

experience that comes with age and comparing demographics of younger and older 

populations would be useful.  

 Another limitation to consider is that this researcher developed this curriculum. 

Although several tools were used to ensure the trustworthiness of this study to keep bias 

at a minimum, the fact that the researcher created the curriculum used in this study should 

be taken into consideration. Exploring family social capital through the lens of 

attachment is a worthy and needed study, but having more training models to use as 

comparisons would be helpful. 

It should be noted here that one participant said she felt better emailing her 

journal answers directly rather than use the online journal. This researcher made sure the 

participant understood the risks involved in emailed communication. It was also brought 

to this researcher’s attention that several participants chose not to use Google Incognito. 

They were also apprised of the risk of data gathering and caching through Google with 

this mode of communication.  

 Finally, relying on self-reports during qualitative inquiry can sometimes present 

challenges. It would be useful in further studies to get feedback from other members of 

the family to understand the greatest impact on this training. Additionally, a quantitative 
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study measuring the effects of the tools given for conflict resolution would be a worthy 

study to explore.  

Implications 

 Many implications can be explored based on the findings of this study. 

Implications for Family Studies Professionals 

 Existing research for family social capital is limited at best. Family life educators 

may continue to explore this avenue of study since the implication is that family social 

capital is one of the most important aspects of our society. Additionally, family life 

educators are encouraged to create a curriculum that addresses the spectrum of 

attachment more than current attachment research. Family educators may also consider 

writing an attachment-based emotion skills training that is written specifically for various 

populations. For example, the Latino, African American, and Asian/Pacific Islander 

populations have cultural dimensions that need to be explored and addressed. Finally, 

family life educators can work closely with family therapists to learn and understand 

mental illness, so they are better prepared to meet the needs of those they see in their 

educational spaces. As this research pointed out, there are many people in distress, and 

learning in a very deep, thorough way can have profound benefits for individuals. This 

researcher seeks to build a bridge between family life educators and family therapists, 

and there are only positive reasons why the two should not learn from each other. 
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Implications for Family Therapists 

 Family, individual, and couples therapists may consider using the ECR-R to 

understand adult behavior. This tool is valuable to therapists because of the wealth of 

knowledge it provides about behavior patterns in relationships, including families. 

Additionally, family therapists may not be afraid to enter the training world. Teaching 

groups of all types of new skills would be a valuable endeavor. Attachment style has the 

potential to provide insight to individuals, couples, families, and even the workplace. 

Family therapists can consider working closely with family educators who bring a 

different skill set to individuals in need. Together, family educators and family therapists 

help build a bridge between intervention and prevention.  

Implications for Family Scientists 

 More research should be done exploring attachment as a spectrum rather the just a 

style. Although many studies have explored the original four attachment styles, some 

researchers have implied that attachment exists on a spectrum. In fact, the ECR-R used 

for this study plots attachment style on a graph, which implies attachment is not a merely 

black and white determinant of development. More research should also be done to 

develop the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; George, Kaplan, & Main, 1996) into a 

model usable by family therapists and family life educators. This researcher uses this tool 

with many couples who engage in intensive therapy, but it is not a tool that can be used in 

a group training program. Further research needs to be explored to understand the ways 
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in which this tool can be used in more settings much like the training presented in this 

study. Finally, it is encouraged that family scientists further explore attachment styles in 

various cultural dimensions. Tools are only useful within the constructs of the culture of 

which it is being used. What works for one culture very well may not work for another 

culture.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Based on the current study, this researcher has the following recommendations for 

future research: 

1. Utilize qualitative or mixed methods to explore the tools used in this study 

further, particularly the CALM Connecting tool (concern, attune, listen, and 

mirror), a 4-step process which helps redirect couples through conflict used for 

de-escalation during conflict. 

2. Replicate this study with various couple demographics to explore different 

outcomes, including same-sex couples, polyamorous couples, young couples, and 

aging couples. 

3. Replicate this study with specific cultural and age dimensions to explore the 

outcome.  

4. Compare training curriculums that specifically use attachment-based emotion 

skills to understand the various dimensions and outcomes.  
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5. Administer the Experiences in Close Relationships-Revised (ECR-R; Sibley et al., 

2005, prior to the study to explore the outcome of this or another attachment-

based skills training such as this with different attachment styles, particularly 

secure versus insecure. 

6. Include quantitative measures with instruments to address various aspects 

affecting couples such as conflict, intimacy, emotional connectedness, and marital 

satisfaction. 

7. Conduct a qualitative longitudinal study to explore how this training curriculum 

affects couples both in the short term and in the long term. Research could begin 

with couples that are only recently married to couples who have been married for 

longer years. 

8. Conduct a study comparing current attachment and marital satisfaction of those 

couples with young children versus those with older children. Perhaps utilize self-

report by older children in the home as a method of data analysis. 

9. Conduct a follow-up study with those who completed this training to understand 

the long-term effects on marriage and family. 

10. Conduct research on family life educator’s knowledge of attachment through the 

lifespan.  

11. Conduct research to explore family educators’ views and perceptions of 

attachment style as used as a couple and family construct.  
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12. Conduct research with family professionals to explore how often they utilize 

family-of-origin information such as that used in the Adult Attachment Interview 

(George et al., 1996) and the ECR-R (Sibley et al., 2005) in their work with 

families and couples.  

13. Conduct research on the effect of various attachment styles on individuals in the 

workplace.  

14. Conduct research to find a common language between and among family 

professionals which will serve to bridge the gap between prevention and 

intervention programs and therapies.    

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore family strengths and family social 

capital through parents who completed an attachment-based couple’s training. As such, 

this study employed a phenomenological, qualitative approach through observation, 

transcript data, and journal entries as a way of gaining a deeper understanding of the 

meaning individuals gave to their various relationships. Couples attended a 5-week (1.5 

hours per week) relationship training based on attachment principles of security, 

anxiousness, and avoidance as a means of learning attachment skills necessary for affect 

regulation. The following research questions were used as a guide for this study: 

1. What meanings do individuals give to their committed partnership, parenting, and 

other relationships while attending an attachment-based emotion skills training? 
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2. What meanings do individuals give to their own internal working model while 

attending an attachment-based emotion skills training? 

This research yielded a main storyline answering two research questions that 

included these major themes: (1) This is Your Problem, (2) The Real Issue, (3) Kids See 

Everything, and (4) This is Our Problem. Subthemes also developed from each larger 

theme; additionally, an overwhelming storyline emerged with Belongingness as the most 

pervasive feeling throughout. This research was completed through the lens of attachment 

theory and family systems theory. The closing chapter of this report discussed findings, 

limitations, implications, and recommendations for further study.  
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Course Overview 

SESSION 1: HOW RELATIONSHIPS WORK  

1. Introduce the facilitator. Outline how the training will be structured overall, 

describing what couples will be learning in each lesson.  

2. Couples introduce themselves and share what they'd like to take away from this 

program  

3. Facilitate discussion on "Happy Couples" 

 Watch “Up” Video Clip. 

 Ask probing questions: 1) What makes a happy couple? 2) How are other 

family members affected by the state of your relationship? 3) How is your 

life and social life affected by the state of your marriage? (Bowlby, 

Bowen, Johnson) 

 Play Kahoots! Game here:  

https://create.kahoot.it/details/c48107da-e3ff-4ce8-b3a9-6a6e43e77c3b 

4. Facilitate discussion on “Belonging” 

 Watch “Castaway” Video Clip. 

 Discuss major points of “belonging.” 

5. Explain Homework: 

 Healthy Relationship Checklist 

 Connection Reflection  

SESSION 2: YOUR ATTACHMENT STYLE  

1. Review last week's discussion on "Happy Couples" and "The Need to Belong."  

2. Lesson on Imprinting and Critical Periods 

 Watch “Geese” Video Clip about Imprinting (Konrad Lorenz) 

 Discuss Social Isolation and Maternal Deprivation 

o Watch “Monkey” Video Clip (Harry Harlow) 

 Discuss “Safety and Security” in Humans (John Bowlby) 

o Protest/Despair/Detached (Bowlby) 

o Watch “Girl in Hospital” Video Clip 

o Read Story of Annie (from “Attached” by Sibcy and Clinton) 

3. Learn Attachment, Interdependence and Attunement 

 Watch “Still Face” Video Clip  

4. Discuss Attachment Across the Lifespan / Attachment Spectrum 

 Watch “Attachment Across the Lifespan” Video Clip 

5. Explain Homework: 

 Foundation of Trust 

 My Life Timeline 
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SESSION 3: THOUGHTS/EMOTIONS/ACTIONS (TEA) AND PSYCHOLOGICAL 

SELF-SOOTHING  

1. Process how learning about attachment principles changed thinking throughout 

the past two weeks 

2. Discuss “Pattern of Relating” (Attachment in Action) – Internal Working Model 

(self-awareness) (Bowlby) 

3. Introduce the Thoughts/Emotions/Actions (TEA) Concept 

 Explain meanings of thoughts, emotions and actions in communication 

 Watch “Why Are You Doing This” Video Clip (in Silence) 

 Watch “Shell of a Woman” Video Clip (in Silence) 

o Process questions: What emotions did you see here? How could 

you tell? What was the body language? What would you miss if 

you weren’t tuned in? 

4. Learn “The Space Between” – an emotional cycle / emotional expression, which 

can turn to conflict 

5. Learn “The Conflict Cycle” 

 Thoughts are made-up stories 

 Recognizing own needs in the conflict cycle can help with psychological 

self-soothing (self-awareness) 

 Taking control of your own stories is empowering 

 See relationship as an interplay of stories (thoughts, emotions and actions) 

6. Explain Homework: 

 The Stories I Create: Meta-Thinking 

 Our Conflict Cycle 

SESSION 4: CALM CONNECTING (CONCERN/ATTUNE/LISTEN/MIRROR)  

1. Review The Conflict Cycle 

 Probing questions: 

o What have you learned?  

o How has homework helped?  

o What awareness do you have of yourself? Of your partner? Of 

others in the family? At work? 

o What do you know about self- and other-awareness now that you 

didn’t know before? How has learning about attachment and the 

conflict cycle helped with this process? 

 Watch “This is 40” Video Clip 

o What thoughts do you have as they tell their story? 

o What feelings do you have as they tell their story? 

o What would you do if this was your partner? 
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o After learning about self- and other-awareness, is there anything 

you’d differently (i.e., What’s really happening here?)? (Bowen) 

2. Explain “The Rules of Engagement”  

 Respond to Emotion before Content (Bowlby) 

 Avoid the Four Horseman (Gottman) 

 Engage in CALM Connecting (Gottman, Bowen) 

3. Explain each part of CALM Connecting and when to use it 

 Concern – Ask problem questions to learn how your partner feels 

 Attune – Tune into body language to learn how your partner feels 

 Listen – Listen to content (stories) to tease out feelings 

 Mirror – Be a mirrored reflection to what your partner is feeling 

o Watch “This is 40” Video Clip 

 Why was the couple different in this video compared to the 

other video? 

 What provides the sense of belonging that’s so important 

for a relationship? 

 Why don’t their harsh words about killing each other end in 

conflict? 

4. Explain Homework: 

 Making Connections 

 Re-enact CALM with partner 

SESSION 5: PRACTICE  

1. Overview of All Concepts 

2. Learn about Resentment 

 Resentment is build-up anger – sadness, rejection, anger, resentment 

 Remember the Rules of Engagement – emotion before content, four 

horsemen, CALM Connecting 

3. How to handle the hard stuff (affairs, sexual issues, etc.) 

4. Practice using CALM using The Rules of Engagement, the TEA and The Conflict 

Cycle 
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Online Weekly Journal Questions 

 

 

Journal entry 1:  

1. Tell me what you thought and felt about how relationships work before sitting in this 

week’s class. 

2. Describe the impact learning about how relationships work had on your intimate 

partnership, your parenting and other relationships this week? 

 

Journal entry 2: 

1. Tell me what you thought and felt about attachment and bonding before sitting in this 

week’s class. 

2. Describe the impact learning about your own attachment style had on your intimate 

partnership, your parenting and other relationships this week? 

 

Journal entry 3: 

1. Tell me what you thought and felt about self-awareness and other-awareness before 

sitting in this week’s class. 

2. Describe the impact learning about self-awareness and other-awareness had on your 

intimate partnership, your parenting and other relationships this week? 

 

Journal entry 4: 

1. Tell me what you thought and felt how to relate to those closest to you before sitting in 

this week’s class. 

2. Describe the impact learning about CALM had on your intimate partnership, your 

parenting and other relationships this week? 

 

Journal entry 5: 

1. What else would you like me to know about how you feel and what you think about 

marriage, parenting or other relationships after taking this training? 
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Electronic Recruitment Message 

Hi friends! See details about my dissertation research study on couple’s relationship skills 

training below. Please freely share this post/flyer with others who might be eligible and 

interested in participating. Thank you. 

—————————————— 

1. Have at least one child in the home who is 6 months old, and not older than 18 

years? 

2. In a committed, cohabitating partnership for at least 3 years? (i.e. You must live 

in the same home.) 

3. Currently 25 years or older? 

 

If so, I invite you to participate in a study in which you would be asked to attend a 5-

week course (1.5 hours each week) as a couple, and keep a confidential online journal of 

your experience between weeks.  

 

You and your partner must attend all trainings together, and you must be willing to keep 

a confidential online journal of your experience. Your participation is voluntary and you 

may withdraw at any time. 

 

All research has the potential risk of loss of confidentiality, loss of anonymity, emotional 

discomfort resulting from recalling past experiences, and loss of time. All necessary steps 

will be taken to minimize the risks of this study.  

 

In appreciation for your time, each couple will receive a $10 Visa Gift Card at the 

completion of a weekly training session and journal entry. Additionally, each couple that 

completes all five weekly trainings and journal entries will be entered into a drawing for 

a $100 Visa Gift Card. 

 

Date: Every Saturday in June (June 1, 8, 15, 22, 29) 

Time: 9:00am-10:30am 

Location: *Greenville Oaks Church of Christ, 703 South Greenville Ave., Allen, Texas 

What to Expect: Breakfast will be served.  

 

*This training is not affiliated with Greenville Oaks Church of Christ. This location is 

used for convenience only. 

 

Contact the Principal Investigator, Jennifer Ryan, at jryan2@twu.edu.  

Note: There is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all electronic communication. 

mailto:jryan2@twu.edu
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Recruitment Flyer 
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Demographic Questionnaire 
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APPENDIX F 

Consent to Participate 

  



   

 

186 

 

 



   

 

187 

 

 



   

 

188 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



   

 

189 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX G 

Community Resources 
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Community Resources 

 

Texas Woman’s University 

https://twu.edu/counseling/dallas-caps/ 

 

Psychology Today Therapist Finder 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us 

 

American Psychological Association Psychologist Finder 

https://locator.apa.org/ 

 

Southern Methodist University Counseling Center 

smu.edu/FamilyCounseling 

  

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us
http://smu.edu/education/counseling/FamilyCounselingCenter/default.asp
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How to Journal Privately 

 

It is recommended that you use Google Chrome to journal online so you can use 

“Incognito” mode. This allows you to journal with even more privacy. The below 

information is taken from Google’s website which explains how to browse (journal) 

privately using Google Chrome. It is also recommended that you not be signed into 

google, if you have a Google email account. Sign out of all accounts, go to the link 

provided, and then open an incognito tab to journal. 

 

How to Browse in Private on Google Chrome: 
1. On your computer, open Chrome. 

2. At the top right, click More   New Incognito Window. 

3. A new window appears. In the top corner, check for the Incognito icon . 

You can also use a keyboard shortcut to open an Incognito window: 

Windows, Linux, or Chrome OS: Press Ctrl + Shift + n. 

Mac: Press ⌘ + Shift + n. 

You can switch between Incognito windows and regular Chrome windows. You'll only browse in 

private when you're using an Incognito window. 

 

Stop Private Browsing: 
Incognito mode runs in a separate window from your normal Chrome windows. 

If you have an Incognito window open and you open another one, your private browsing session 

will continue in the new window. To exit Incognito mode, close all Incognito windows. 

1. On your computer, go to your Incognito window. 

2. Close the window: 

Windows or Chrome OS: At the top right, click Close . 

Mac: At the top left, click Close . 

 

What happens when you browse privately: 

 Chrome won't save your browsing history, cookies and site data, or information entered in forms. 

 Files you download and bookmarks you create will be kept. 

 Your activity isn’t hidden from websites you visit, your employer or school, or your internet 

service provider. 
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