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ABSTRACT

Undergraduate andfiTSt-yeargraduate students (11 = 410) were assessed
Jor adult attachment, hist01y oj exposure to violence in childhood,
and frequency ojJour types ojdissociative expCliences. Violence histo!)' was related to attachment style, as were Jour Jactors extracted
Jrom two dissociation measures. Each attachment style was predicted by distinct patle>ns ojviolmce hist01)' and dissociation. Importantly,
the Jour types oj dissociation, despite their conceptual relationship,
were empirically independmt clinical phenomma, at times entering
the regression equations in significant and opposite directions. The
findings aTe discussed in the context ojempirical and clinical issues
in adult attachment, child maltreatment, and dissociation.
Dissociation theorists since Janet have viewed complex
alterations of self, memory, and knowledge integration as
natural concomitants of exposure to traumatic events. The
increased incidence of dissociative symptoms and disorders
among those subjected to childhood maltreatment is by now
well established, but clarifying the exact role of childhood
abuse in the etiology of dissociative disorders remains a subject of intense scrutiny. Briere (1989, 1992) and Spiegel and
Cardena (1991) have authored useful reviews. Most commonly, researchers argue for a direct link. That is, children
exposed to highly aversive and inescapable experiences are
desClibed as intentionally cutting offtheir experience by restrictingand controlling tl1eirattention (Gelinas, 1983). The results
of dissociative experience seem ideally suited to living
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ilirough (physically and psychically) traumatic events (c
Lud"~g's [1983] review of the functions of dissociation)
Further, the automaticity and effectiveness of dissociatio
may increase ifit is practiced and cultivated over time (Te
1994). In victims ofchronic childhood violence, dissociatio
thus may become gradually more habitual and require Ie
conscious effort, eventually growing into a defensive styl
and perhaps contributing to more serious psychopatholo
Liotti (1992,1993) has recently advanced a different b
overlapping mechanism by which childhood experiencesco
tribute to the development of adult dissociative experiences
Following the work of Ainsworth and Eichberg (1991)
Barach (1991), Main and Hesse (1990), and Main and Sol01ll0
(1986, 1990), Liotti has proposed that insecure childhoo
attachments, particularly the newly elaborated disorg
nized!disorien ted attach men t style, are an teceden ts ofadul
dissociative psychopathology. According to these researcher
children cared for by a primary attachment figure who re
ularly displays frightened and!or frightening behavior ar
a) more likely to be classified as having a disorganized!di
oriented attachment style, b) more likely to display dis
ciative symptoms as infants and children, and thus c) expec
ed to show a higher level of dissociative symptoms in late
life. In both theoretical writing and case studies, Liotti descri
a congruence between frightening childhood experience
dissociative symptoms, and disorganized!disorien ted atlac
ment schemas.
The above emphasis on dissociative disorganization d'
fers from Barach (1991), who focused on Bowlby's construC
ofdetachmen tfollowing chronically insensitive, rejecting feed
back from parents. Ba.rach's view of how insecure attach
ment could lead to dissociative symptoms is more theoreti
cally consistent with a link between dismissing!avoidan
attachment and dissociation.

Attnchmmt and PeTsonality Organization
Modern attachment theorists, following Bowlb
(1969!1982, 1973, 1980), have viewed attachment relation
ships and the cognitive schemas relevant to attachment rela
tionships as having central, organizing functions through
out the life cycle (Ainsworth, 1989, 1991; Grossman
Grossman, 1991; Sroufe & Waters, 1977; Weiss, 1986, 1991)
These functions include providing frameworks for under
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& Cassidy. 1985).
In a modification of Main's
FIGURE I
S>'Slcm of assessing adult attachConceptual M<xlcI of Attachment Styles
lllCIIt. Bartholomewand Horowitz
have proposed and \<1lidated four
Positive View of Attachment
categories of adult attachmelll
Figures; Low Ayoldance
style described as Secure.
Preoccupied. Dismissing and
Fearful (Bartholomew. 1990;
Bartholome\\ & Horowiu., 1991:
Criffin & Bartholomew. 199-1:
Horowil7. Rosenberg &
""0CClJ'lED
..w. Ktadment eonc:ems ..,
Bartholomew. 1993; Scharfe &
~anadwllll!!llt WId autoricmy
Bartholomew, 199-1). Banholome\\,'5 conceptual model and
Negati....
assessment instruments are
Positiw:
50"
dC'iigned 10 lap current anach50"
Schema;
Schema;
men! beha\ior and cognition in
AnJ.lety
Anxiety
regard to pn:r attachment figHigh
low
ures. \\'hile Main 'swoTk has been
llOSNSSlNG
'EAAfU.
of the i",portaou of attach•• ,t
01 atud'merl. and autonomy;
deo.'Oled 10 measuring an adult's
relatiCIIlSl1ips
~avoidant
~stale of mind wilh regard to
atl<lchment. ~ focllssingon parmt·
(hildrelations(Main.I99I). While
grounded in the work of Bowlby
(1969/1982. 1973, 1980). Ains\\'orlh. Main and others.
Banholomew's adult classificaNegatiye View 01
Attachment Figures:
tion system also bllildson the work
High Ayoldance
of Hazan. Sha\'er and their associatcs......ho have slUdied adult
rornarllic relationships from an
.\otl:: This concejJwal modl:1 is /)s)"chomelrimll)' rrplicated U)' slrldies silOwing two loulerl)"ing
attachment-theoretical perspecdImensions: I) MOlrit)..i1l.SlCurit)", wilh exlr,1n' in..vnlrit)· corres/)Q71ding 10 FrOlful atwel,·
tivc (Hill..1Il & Shaver, 1987. 1990;
melli, and 2) deJell~ or ct>fJing slrategies IIs,d U)' som" subji'Cts 10 pmtiall), mi(iga1l' insrnlriShavcr. Hazan, & Bradshaw. 1988;
I," Ji"ldi71g com/mlsive st/freli(llIU (Dismissing all(lchmenl sl)'U) 0,. romprllsil1t' hl'ltsteking
Shaver & Hazan. 1988). Brennan.
IPrM€cupied atlar:hmml sl)"k): AdaptPdJrom Bart/iolompw (1990) (l1U! B,.,,!IUUI, Slu/l1f'I" &
Shaver. and Tobey (199l) have
lobey (/991), Jollowillg lknlllb)' (/97).
since rcplicated and endorsed
B..u·tholomcwand HofO\';tz's fourcategory model and addcd COI1sl.mding the selfand sigllificant others. feeling secure in lhe
\;ncing psychomctric and clinical findings to sUpJXlrt it (see
\\orld. and being confidelll cnough to explore, learn, pia)'
Figure I). Although man)' "'Titers treat attachment styles as
and work. Four patterns of attachmenl ha\'e been obser.ed
discontinuous types or categories. psychomctric c\;dcllce in
in child-parent relationships in man)' cultures: Secure,
the research cited abo\'e tends to supJXlrt a model consistAl1xious-.>\mbivalenl (Rcsistant). Anxious-Avoidant, and
ingoftwo continuous dimensions. with the four major Styles
Di'>Organized/Disoriemed (Ainsworth. Blehar, Waters, & Wall,
describing prototypes which embod) various combinations
IIJi8j Main & Solomon. 1990). Severdl measurement Sl.ratcof JXlsitions on these dimensions. Those "';th a predomigil·... have Ix.-ell dC\;sed 10 study p<Hlerns in atmchment relanantJ}' Secu re auachmen t stvle are comfortable ",;th intimao'
tionships in older children. adolescents and adults. generand intcrdependcncc. ali<I are able to explore newchallenges
alh with all increased focus 011 cognithe processes.
on theiro\'ln \'l;thoutdis.,blinganxict\,. Thcyare lowon both
Incorporating Bowlb\'s (1980) ideas reg-.trding Mdefensi\"c
anxiet\' and avoidance of attachmem figures. Those ",;th a
l·,c1usion ofinfomlation from processing. Mthese measures
prcdo;ninantJ}' Fearful-avoidant attachment st}"le exhibit
Ca.n be seen to c.xallline dissoci.ation as C\'idenced in a \.mmarked anxiet}'and inhibition. arc uncomfortable \'l;th intieh ofbeh:."ioraJ and linl,'1.listic phenomcna (e.g.• Main, Kaplan.
macy or interdependence as well as self-reliance. and find it
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hard to trust others or themselves, exhibiting high anxiety
and high avoidance. Prototypical Dismissing-avoidant people demonstrate compulsive self-reliance and denial of any
interest in intimacy or closeness with attachment figures.
They exclude information which would trigger attachment
behaviors (i.e., seeking proximity and support from others),
and display low anxiety but high avoidance. On the other
hand, their opposites with a predominantly Preoccupied style
manifest attachment beha\~or very frequently, compulsively seeking or providing care and intimacy. These people exhibit high anxiety along with low avoidance.
Attachment and Dissociative Phenomena
Although Liotti's argument for congruence between insecure attachment and dissociative disorganization is expressed
in terms from the child-parentattachmentliterature, itseems
likely that the Fearful adult attachment style is closely linked
to the kinds of dissociative phenomena he discusses. Liotti
describes his dissociative patient as ha\~ng "a negative view
of self and of other people" in regard to both attachment
and agonistic behavioral systems (1993, p. 235). He also
describes in detail her fear and distrust of her self, her husband, and at times her therapist, and the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral disorganization that resulted from the
simultaneous activation of those fears.
The "frightened and frightening" behavior on the part
of the primary caregivers of disorganized/disorien ted children described by Liotti may include child maltreatment;
for example, Carlson, Cicchetti, Barnett, & Braunwald (1989)
report a disproportionately high rate of disorganized/disoriented attachment in their sample of maltreated infants.
In this line of research, however, the emphasis has been on
children whose mothers who had suffered their own attachment-relational crisis, a severe loss or bereavement during
orjust prior to the birth of the affected children (Ainsworth
& Eichberg, 1991; Main & Hesse,1990). Ainsworth and
Eichberg also describe disorganized/disoriented infants
whose mothers had experienced physical abuse, near-terminal illness, or a relationship wi th a dlUg addict. The emphasis in their research as well as that of Main and Hesse has
been on mothers who demonstrated frightening behavior
due to their own unresolved loss or trauma, ratller than any
particular type of trauma. This view is bolstered by tlle findingthatunresolved bereavement in mothers, butnotresolved
bereavement, is related to disorganized/disoriented attachment in infants (Ainsworth & Eichberg, 1991). This literature suggests that parental beha\~orwhichis distorted by the
parent's own unresolved conflict and stress may be confusing and frightening to children, over and above any fears
related to actual maltreatment.
Fearful attachment in adults may thus represent an
extreme type of personal insecurity, in which one is unable
to take refuge in either preoccupation with powerful others
(Preoccupied attachment) or compulsive self-reliance

(Dismissing attachment). Such lack of confidence in both
the self and important relationships may result in over-use
ofdissociative defenses and a vulnerability to dissociative psy_
chopathology.
TheMearu~nent~Dmociatioo

Acknowledgment of dissociation as an important mechanism and concern about its measurement is not a recent
phenomenon. The first volume of the Journal of Abnonnal
Psychology (1906) contained three articles "devoted to dissociation, two to hypnosis, four to hysteria, one to the 'feeling
of unreality,' and one to apparently subconscious fabrication." (Spiegel & Cardena, 1991, p. 366). While interest in
the defense has waxed and waned, there still is much disagreement as to the central sub-phenomena that fit under
the broad definition of dissociation. In fact, a recent conference on repression and dissociation found experts divided as to whether the two defenses truly constituted meaningfullydiffelingconstructs (Singer &Sincoff, 1990). Further,
many differentiable phenomena are typically labeled as "dissociative," including derealization (Horowitz, 1976; Noyes
& Slymen, 1978-79; Steinberg, Cardena, & Cicchetti, 1992 ),
repetition compulsion or repetitive traumatic play (Chu, 1991;
Terr, 1994), alteration in identity (Nemial1, 1985; Tyson, 1992),
fragmentation or multiple personality (Putnam, Guroff,
Silberman, Barban, & Post, 1986), alterations in memory
functioning (Bernstein & Putnam, 1986; Kopelman, 1987),
alterations in perception (Sanders, 1986; Siegal, 1984),
absence ofemotion aIresponsiveness (Madakasira & O'Brien,
1987; Siegal, 1984; Wilkinson, 1983), emotion in the absence
of provocation (Salley & Teiling, 1984), and depersonalization (Horowitz, 1976; Steinberg, 1991). Saxena and Prasad
(1989) found that of 62 individuals in their epidemiological study who were diagnosed \vith a dissociative condition,
56 (90.3%) had "atypical" dissociative disorder, reflecting
the variety and complexity of the phenomena.
The same compleXity is noted in the factor analytic studies of existing dissociation scales, such as the Dissociative
Experiences Scale (DES: Bernstein & Putnam, 1986) and the
Perceptual Alteration Scale (PAS: Sanders, 1986) The DES,
the scale with the most empirical validity data, is clearly multifactorial (Carlson et al., 1991; Fischer & Elinitsky, 1990),
and appears to contain factors related to depersonalization,
absorption, and memory deficit related to multiple personality disorder. Briere's dissociation subscale on the Trauma
Symptom Inventory (Briere, in press) correlates .79 Witll the
DES (Masters, 1994), but focuses more on symptoms ofderealization and depersonalization. Neither scale measures the
isolation or numbing phenomena well, a frequently cited
but rarely quantified aspect of dissociation. The multifactorial nature ofdissociation is even more important in the light
of recent findings that dissociation subfactors may predict
the same trauma-related behaviors in significant and opposite directions (Duvenage & Dalenberg, 1993). -
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Since attachment Style is thought to be related 1.0 dif·
fcring l"pes of dissociation, the factors of the DES. rather
than the DES itself, would be the measure of greatest utility.
Ho\\'c\"('r, the DES factors suffer from restricted range
(Carlson & Putnam, 1994) and high skew (Waller. in press)
in lIon-clinical populations, both purporlcdlyduc to the low
freque IIC}' ofc ndorscmcllL oft he DES d issocia live SYIll ploms.
III an effort 10 develop factors that were usable in the current research, Dalenberg. Coc. RelO. Aransky, Dll\'cnage,
and Weber (1994) factor analYLcd the nE5 together with
thirteen dissociati\'c items with higher frequency ofendorseOlcnl (Ihe Normau\'e Dissociali\"(~Scale). TIle four-factorsolulion, accounting for 40% orthe \'ariancc. yielded a Memory
Disturhance factor (corrclatillg .60, p<.oo I, with the Carlson
et al. Amnesia factor), a Depcrsonalization/Derealization
factor (correlating .91 with thc Carlson Ct al. Depersonalization Derealization faclor), and Absorption and Isolation
faclors (correlating .'II and .63, U's < .01, respectively "ith
the Carlson et al. Absorption factor). The four factors had
high lest-retest c~fficients (r's > .80, I! < .001), and cssen·
tially nonnal disu'ibutions.
The most impOrl<1lI1 conceptual distinct.ion betwccn thc
earlit'r dissociati\'e factors and the present factors is the differentiation bctwecnlsolation and Absorption. Although the>'
IDa\ be relatcd phcnomena, the tendcnC)' to lose oneself in
thccmotional demands ofthe present (Absorption) and the
ahilih or tcndency to divorce onesclffrom the present and
become immersed in related or unrelated intcrnal cvcnts
(Isolation) arc considcred separatcl)' in this research,
Ab~()rptioll items reflected the esperience of becoming so
cllKrossed in a mm'ie, personal story, or newscast that one
is ·caught up· in the emotion of the event, unable to stop
"'~dtl hing, listening 01' thin king, bccomingovcrwhehned and
confused or continuillg to experience strong emotions after
the ~tory is o\'cr. Isolation itcllls pcrtained 10 the ability to
ignorc clivi ron mental stimulation, such as being able to medital(' easily, al.l.ending to tasks without noticing what is going
on Ilearby, becoming lost in thoughtoracthitywith noawart....
Iles..~ of time passing, or ignoring pain.
The n\'o rcmaining subscales were defined as in Carlson,
et at. (1991). Memory Disturbance items reflectcd ex perieUll'S with peoplc, places or things lhal should be bmiliar
bUI "Cem unfamiliar, connicts between one's memury alld
that of a companion, difficlllt}, determining the source of a
mCltlory, etc. Depersonaliz.'uion/Oereali7.ation items rna}'
renl'Cl more scrious ps)'chopathology, and included symptom~ such as not recognizing self. fricnds or famil)' members, fceling one's body doesn't belong 10 the self, feeling
th;lt other people and tile world or nOI real or arc onl)' secn
through a log, or howing no mcmory of major life cvents.

Gools atld Hypotheses of th~ Study
Liotti 's h}pothesis, tr.:Ulsfolllll..-d in to the languagc ofadlll t
att.lchment style measurement, is that adullS with predom.

inantly Fearful altadlll1clltorganization will have grealer dissociati\'c tendencies. Fearful adults are also likely to report
frightening experiences in childho<Kl, including exposure
to\iolencc.lfthis iscon'ecl. measures ofchildhood violence
histol')' and current dissociative experiences should predict
Fearful atlachment in adullS. In particular, dissociative experiences that iuvolve disorganization, such as symptoms of
depcrsollalization and dcrcalizatioll, should be associatcd
with the Fearful attachmcl'll patterll.
The utility of mcasuring independent typcs of dissociation was further examint."ll b)' predicting particular reL-ltionships
belween types of dissociation and the two other m;yor patterns of inseCllrc auachment. Bowlb)' (1980) discusses the
dctached child's need 10 shut oIT aWMeness of any distress
or need for cOllifort from an attachmcnt fIgure, Subsequent
research on avoidantor Dismissing individuals has portrd)'ed
them as defensive and untrusting, aITeclivelyconstricted and
unexprt.-ssh·e, aloofand com pulshoelyself-rclian t. \'3.lui ng \'I'ork
more than relationships, etc. (C.'\SSidy, 1988; Collins & Read,
1990; Dozier & Kobak, 1992; Hal:lII & Shavcr, 1987, 1990;
Kohak & Sceery, 1988). Their descriptions and memories of
significant relal iOllShips arc less clear and specific thall those
of patjents with other attachment styles, \'I'hich rna)' result in
addc."ll difficulties during ps)'chotherap>' (Hol'O\'oitz, Rosen berg,
& Bartholomew, 1993), In a thorough stud}' of the a\'oidance ofintimacy, H..1.rthololllc\'l' (1990) summarizes thisvicw:
As Bowlbr (1980) points Olll. the strongest human
emotions, both positive alulllcgative. typical1yari~
within al....lchment relationships, TIlUS, a defensive
5t}'le characterized b)' an exclusion from awarcncss
of negath'e affect mOl}' be maintained b)' an avoidance of close relationships. Corn'crscly, defensive
exclusion of ill formation and feelings which would
be likel)' to activale aLtachlllCl1tneeds permits thc
lnaintcnance ofa detached intel'pcrsOlla1 stance (cf.
Bowlby, 1969/1982). A dcfensi\'c emotional st}'le
and dismissing illlerperson'll style may thereby
mutually support and reinforce one another. (p.
168).
Given this pcrspecti\'c, it was predicted that subjects who
were especially proficicllt at dissociative iSOlation would be
more likely to also report a prcdominantly Dismissing attachment st),le,
Finally, individuals classified as l)rcocCllpied with
attachment (or Allxious/ Ambi\~d.leltt in three<ategoryclassification systcms) are noted for having higher levels of ,IIlXiet)', being hypervigilant for signs of abandonf1lelll, rcjection, or criticism, being obsessivel), preoccupied with thcir
attachment figure. having difficulty focusing 011 tasks unlcss
accompanied alld pnlised b}'others. experiencingextremcs
of emotion especially regarding idealization and de\'aluadon ofpotential attachment figures, and maintaining to\'l'ard
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TABLE 1
Demographics of Sample

Variable

Final Sample

Total Subject Pool

410

447

N

M = 25.6 (SO

Age

=

9.0)

26.0 (9.2)

Race
Caucasian

356 (80%)

356 (87%)

Hispanic

50 (11 %)

50 (12%)

Asian-American

25 (6%)

Middle Eastern

7 (2%)

African-Amet;can

5 (I %)

Sex
Male

165 (37%)

148 (36%)

Female

282 (63%)

258 (63%)

Undergrad

318 (71 %)

283 (70%)

Graduate

129 (29%)

123 (30%)

83 (19%)

77 (19%)

Cohabiting

45 (10%)

43 (11 %)

Committed

113 (25%)

100 (25%)

83 (19%)

75 (18%)

121 (27%)

109 (27%)

Education

Relationship
.. Married

Dating
Not Involved

Note: minor discrepancies in column totals are due to missing
values.

others a constant stream of signals for help (Bartholomew
Horm\~tz, 1991; Collins & Reed, 1990; Feeney & Noller,
1990; Hazan & Shaver, 1987, 1990). Accordingly, subjects
classified as Preoccupied might be expected to report more
occurrences of single-minded absorption ,,~th persons and
events in their environo1ent.

&

Method
Subjects
The subjects consisted 0029 first-year graduate students
and 318 community college studen IS from two graduate schools
and two community colleges in California. Two hundred
eighty-two females and 165 males ranging in age from 14 to

59 participated, with a mean age of 25.6. Of the 447
subjects, 356 reported themselves as being Caucasian
50 Hispanic, 25Asian-American, seven Middle Eastern'
and five from Mrican American ethnic origin. Eigho/
three Subjects described themselves as being married
45 as living together, 113 "in a committed relation:
ship," 83 dating, and 121 "not currently involved." Sex
and race demographics reflected the groups being tested, rather than reflecting differential response rates.
Subjects ofAsian-American, Mrican-American, and
Middle Eastern ethnic backgrounds were too few to
allow an analysis of potential differences on the primary variables, and were dropped from the sample.
Demographic characteristics of the total subject pool
and the final sample are presented in Table 1. Results
of the pure Caucasian sample (i.e., excluding the
Hispanics) replicate the findings to be presented here;
however, inclusion of the varied ethnic groups represented in the 8% excluded subjects increased thevariance and decreased significance on many findings.
Measures
Dissociation was measured with four factors derived
from a factor analysis of the Dissociative Experiences
Scale (DES) (Bernstein & Putnam, 1986) togetherwith
a 13-item Normative Dissociation Scale. The recent
change in item format by the authors ofthe DES (Carlson
& Putnam, 1993) from marks along a continuous lin
to a Likert scale occurred subsequent to our own data
collection; our own edition of the DES made a simi!
change (due to subject difficulties in understanding
the original version). However, since our scale used a
different (6-point) Likert scale, the means of the two
instruments are not comparable. Duvenage an
Dalenberg (1993) did establish that our response format change alone did not alter the instrument significantly (alternate form reliability between DES with our
Likert format and tlle original DES was over .90 in each
of two samples). Further, as earlier stated, the fom
obtained factors were correlated witll those obtained
by earlier analyses of the original scale. In three replications
in our lab, the DES original and the DES including the normative dissociation items correlated .86 to .94. Thus, the correlational results obtained here can be compared to other
DES findings.
The two scales were en tered together to strengthen the
factor structure of the DES. New items were more normative
than the DES items (average endorsement was 1. 78 on a 6point scale), but correlated with tlle original scale (r..= .60,
12 < .001). The factor loadings used to create the factors were
those reponed in Dalenberg et al. (1994) and were obtained
in a four-factor solution using a varimax rotation. The four
factors, labeled Memory Disturbance, Absorption, Isolation,
and Fragmentation, account for 40% of tlle variance in the
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41 itelllS of the twO scales.
,\dullf\ttachrnelll Style \''<IS
rnca~lIrt::d llsing self-report
attadullent style protOtypes
dcn·loped by Bartholomew.md
Horowin (Barthololllc"', 1990:
Bartholomew & 1-101'0\,;12, 1991)
foIlO\"ing theworkorl-Iazan mid
ShaH'r (1987: S(;c Brenll,lIl et aI.,
1991). SubjeclS were presented
";th four short descriptions of
protOl\"picd.1 beliefs <llid bella\"io..... in attachment relationships.
The questionnaire contained
both c:ucgonC:11 and COli ti nuous
items. In one item the subject
isa~kcd to rate which ofthe fOUl"
attach ment st)'les best descri bes
them. On four Liken scale items
subjeclS arc asked to mte -the
degree towhich )'011 arc like the
description ~ on a sc\'en-point
scale, anchored at tile ends with
~ntll at all like lIle- and -"er)'
mll("h like me. -This type ofsclfreponauachmentqucstionnail"c
has heen shown to have moderate convergent \"alidit)' with a
more complex inter'dew·based
Ob"t'IYottiOllall1leaslIreofattadlmellt to peers based on ehe same
tlH:orctical model (e.g.. Bartholol11ew & I-Iorowitl., 1991)
although the cOlltilll1011S ieems
an: more stable alld appropriall' for most research purposes
(Bn:nnan et aI., 1991:Collins&
Read. 1990).
The Violence Hislory
QUl.:St;onnaire (VI-IQ: Dalenberg.1982),ascalewith 12itellls
lIll"'l~uri ng disci pi ille tech II iq lies
<llid familyviolenceexpcrienced
ill childhood. \\'<lS uscd to assess
childhood physicd.1 abuse. O\"er
a lhree--monl..h period thisinstmnlt'nt was found to have ac!t;qu:uc
Il·\t-rctCSI reliabililY (r's > .82, U
< '(){)I). This test distinguished
22% of a colk-gc frcshm.m sampit· (ll = 1260) and 100% ofa
C\lUn referred physicall)':lbuscd
",ullple (u = 42) and 100% ofa
~llh'lallliated abuse 5;uuple as

TABLE 2
Proportions of Attachment Styles in Final Sample

n

Fearful

Preoccupied

Dismissing

Secure

410

27%

13%

15%

45%

~-fa1e

148

28%

13%

19%

40%

Female

258

26%

13%

13%

48%

Undergrotduates

283

25%

14%

18%

43%

Male

120

24%

15%

21%

40%

Female

167

25%

14%

18%

43%

123

31%

9%

9%

51%

Malc

30

43%

3%

17%

37%

Female

93

27%

11%

7%

55%

Sample
Total

Graduates

TABLE 3
ResullS of Multiple Regressions Predicting Adult Altachmene Serle Scores

Overall Regression

E

Atladuncllt
Critcrion

R2

Fearful

.10

Preoccupied

.07

(9,385)

4.[, I

3.34

e
<.00 I

<.00 I

Individual Predictors

h

e

Violence

.148

<.01

DeplDer

.189

<.001

McmDist

.186

<.001

Violence

.111

<.03

Absorption

.172

<.01

Predictor

Dismissing

.06

2.99

<.002

Absorption

-.177

<.002

Securc

.05

2.10

<.03

Violcnce

~.118

<.03

Dep/Der

-.128

<.02

Nott: Variallct' a.JSOl'iall!t/,L'l.·'" fllf'. Sl'X, "lut:flliOIl II/lfl rtlrt if IHlrtifllktl
olll oj tI.~ arlOl)'ses. 0J'~ Jour di.ssocifllioll Jo(lors olld Iliolmet history, (111)' pmlidors

wl.ieh co,,'ribu'l!tl siJPlifiamt lwil/ut variarlCf' (Ill' lisll!tl. Mall1)ist - Mf'mQ')' Diflurlx.H/u,

fJI'p/Dtr _lHpf'rsorwliultio,,/lkrf'aliullioll, I'ioln." _ VflQ \'iolnu:t.
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abies. Younger subjects reported
more preoccupation with attach.
FIGURE 2
ment (r = .12, E (1,398) = 5.85,
Means for Attachment Style Groups on Four Types of Dissociation,
J!
< .02), higher scores on the
Adjusted to Remove the Effects of Race, Sex, Education and Age
Memory Disturbance dissociation
factor of the dissociation measure
(r= .24,E(l,400) =25.27,J!<.00I)
and higher scores on the Isolation
factor (r = .20, E(I,400) = 17.27,
4
J! < .001).
Foarlul
Students beginning their grad3
uate education in clinical psy_
2
chology were significantly differ.
entfrom undergraduate students
on several variables. Graduate students reported lower scores on
Z=O
Dismissing attachment style (r =
-1
.17, E(1,397) = 11.60, J! < .001)
and
on Memory Disturbance (r =
-2
.30, E(I,400) = 39.17, J! < .001).
-3
Both age and education had independent effects on the Memory
-4
Disturbance factor.
Females reported higher scores
on
Absorption (r = .42, E(I,400)
Depersonalization!
Memory
Absorption
Isolation
Derealization
Disturbance
= 83.06, J! < .001) and marginally higher scores on Preoccupied
attachment (r = .08, E(1,398) =
2.69,J!< .11). Males reported more
abused (cf. Dalenberg, 1982). The latter sample consists of
Dismissing attachment (r = .11, E(I,397) = 4.91, J! < .03),
47 parents and children who filled out the VHQ as part of
higher scores on the Memory Disturbance factor (r = .27,
E(I,400) = 32.17, J! < .001) and marginally higher scores on
ongoing research within our laboratory. Each family had
been adjudicated as abused, had medical evidence of this
Violence History (r = .08, E(I,400) = 2.72, J! < .10).
Caucasian and Hispanic subjects were not statistically
abuse on file witll social services, and had confessed to tlle
abuse. The VHQthus is one ofthe few instruments with demondifferent on attachment style variables. Hispanics reported
strated validity in the discrimination of physical abuse.
higher Memory Disturbance (r = .14, E(I,400) = 8.22, J! <
.01) and Isolation scores (r= .17, E(I,400) = 11.74, J! < .001),
Three subscales from the Eating Disorder Inventory
and marginally higher Absorption scores (r = .08, E(I,400)
(Garner, Olmstead, & Polivy, 1983) were administered to
subjects for use in a related study (Reto, Dalenberg, & Coe,
= 2.60, J! <.11).
Age, education, sex, and race were partialled out in each
1994).
of the main analyses below to control their effects on the
hypotheses in question. Proportions ofsubjects in each attachProcedures
ment category are presented separately by sex and educaThree hundred and seventy-four subjects participated
in a classroom survey in which they completed ademographic
tion in Table 2.
questionnaire, the dissociation scales, the attachment items,
the tluee ED! subscales, and the VHQ. The remaining 83 stuViolence, Dissociatian and Attachment
dents were subjects in a related experiment, in which they
Multiple regression analyses were performed using the
four dissociation factors, reported violence history, and the
individually filled out the measures above, then completed
demographic co-variates to predict each of tlle four contina series of other memory-related tasks.
uous attachmentstyle items. Significant portions ofeach attachment style were captured using these predictors, with perRESULTS
centages ofvariance accounted for m,2) ranging from 4.7%
for secure attachment to 9.6% for fearful attachment. Results
Demographic Variables
are summarized in Table 3.
Age, sex, race, and education (undergraduates vs. gradAs can be seen, the VHQ did uniquelycorftribute to three
uate students) were significantly related to the main vari148
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of lhe fOil I' regressions. p05ith'Cly predicting Fearful <tuachIfIcnt alld I~reo<:cupicd attachment ancluegati\'c1y predicting
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TABLE 4
Condilional Probabilities for AtUlchments and Dissoci.ltion CaLegories

$cellri!\, ~llpp0l'ling hypothe-

ses. Further. as in the Duvcnagc
and Daknberg (1993) research,
the dissociation factors opcrtllcd independently to predict
attachmellt, "-lth Absorption
entering: the regression cqua[ions for I'reoccupied (positive)
and Dismissing (negative),
Dcper....lIIalization/Dcrcalizalioll predicting Secure allach·
IIIcnl (negative) and Fearful
alt;lchlllCnl (positive), and
"",emory dislurballce positively
predicting Fearful atlachment.
Resul (S ,,'cre essen lially the same
with or \l..ithout the comriation
ofrace. sex. age, and t:d ucalional
le"el. A(ljUSICd means for allach-

Dissociation Profile Category
Attachment
No

Category

DepersonalizaLion Isolation

Fearful

Secure

mCIlI groups on each dissociation factor are graphed in Figure

2.

Dismissing

Dissociatioll Profiles

E1evaLions Classified

n=75

0=52

n=108

13.7a

13.7

21.6

23.5

27.5

IO.Ob

9.3

15.3

11.1

17.5

25.5

10.9

18.2

23.6

21.8

40.0

16.0

27.8

24.1

30.0

13.7

21.3

19.7

27.3

18.0

35.7

52.0

50.0

46.3

41.3

16,4

27.9

8.2

32.8

14.8

14.3

22.7

6.9

18.5

11.3

n=70

Preoccupied

AbsorpLion

Not
n=80

The availability of four
a ConditiO/wi probnbilil)' ojdi.'i..wcialiOlI categof)' given allaclllnlmi rtlll'gory
onhogonal dissociation factors
b Collditio1/aIIJrobabilit), of(lllac/mumi culegOlY gilNm dissorialioll
allo\\"s the comparison of multipic profilcsofdissociath'c st),les.
In the most complex form currently in usc in Ollr lab. each of
wcre c1ml1lctcrisLic of 17.8% of the sample.
the four factors could bc considered spiked positive (.67 standanl deviations or more alx>\'e the mean. the LOp 25% of a
3. Thc Isolation profile included subjects shownormall)'distribtllcd population). spiked negative (.67 SUlning a neg-dli\'c spike 011 Absorption (and no posiliud devi.ations or more below the me.III). or Ileuual, creitive spikcs). or an ele\'auon on lsolatioll COIllatinK the potential for 81 differcntiable prolilcs. Four probilled with neutral scores or neg'dtivc spikes 011
file categories, including 59 of lhc 81 possible profiles and
the rcmainillg three factors. Thegroup includ80.7% of subjects. were chosen as concepwall)' related to
ed 18.9% of the subjccl'i and was theoretic'llly
Ill(' attachment sl)'les.
linked to Dismissing style.
I.

2.

Depersonalization Proliles showed positi\'c
spikcsOll this subscale and an)'combinatioll of
scores on the other three fanors. This marc
sc\"cre form of dissociatioll was thought to be
related to Fearful atL."1chlllcnt and was chal-dCteristic of 17.3% of the smnple,
Absorption Profiles (positive spikes 011
Absorption and neutral scores or negative
spikes on the Otller three factors). Iheoretically related to the Preoccupied Altachmentstyle,

4.

Non-dissociaters had no elcvationsOIl any scale.
and constituted 26.7% of the sample. Subjects
who cOllld fall in Category 3 or 4 were cbssilied as c."1tego'1' 3.

The frequency of the profiles of illlercst within each
aHachment category arc presented in Table 4. TIiC log likelihood Chi S<\uare for Ihe full model was 22.43, significant
<II 12 < .05. Logistic regressions predicting attachment st)'le
from dissociation profile corrcctly classified 72% of the
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Preoccupied, 68% of the Secure, 89% of the Fearful and
61 % of the Dismissing. The Kappa coefficients for Secure,
Fearful and Dismissing were significant at I! < .05.
Incremental chi square tests reveal that the results stem
most strongly from those relationships hypothesized earlier. Fearful attachment style increased the likelihood of the
Depersonalization Profile (Likelihood Ratio Chi Square= 6.64,
I! < .01), and Dismissing attachment style incremented the
likelihood ofan Isolation profile (Chi Square= 3.81, 12< .051)
and decreased the likelihood of an Absorption Profile (Chi
Square =5.27, I! < .05). The predicted incremen t in Absorption
for Preoccupied subjects was not obtained.

DISCUSSION
The data from this sample provide support for the idea
that insecure attachment is linked to increased levels of dissociation as well as to exposure to violence in childhood.
Higher levels of secure attachment were found in subjects
with lower violence exposure and fewer experiences ofdepersonalization and derealization. Conversely, insecure attachment styles were predicted by higher levels of dissociation
and reports of childhood exposure to violence.
The hypothesis advanced by Liotti (1992) that severe
dissociative disorders are related to multiple, incoherent models of self arising from disorganized attachment schemas is
consistent with the results reported here. Fearful adult
attachment was predicted by disturbances in memory and
experiences of depersonalization and derealization, as well
as by childhood violence history. The effect accounted for
10% of the variance in Fearful attachment scores. The dissociative profile pattern of a depersonalization/ derealization spike was incrementally predictive ofsubjects with a Fearful
attachment style, who made up 27% of the full sample and
40% of those with the Depersonalization dissociation profile. Moreover, at extreme levels the Fearful-avoidant's combination ofhigh anxiety (which would normally trigger attachment behavior) with high avoidance is reminiscentofLiotti's
discussion ofthe "paradox thatcannotbe solved" which "may
lead to the collapse of behavioral and attentional strategies
observed in disorganized/disoriented attachment behavior"
(Liotti, 1992, p. 198).
The findings with regard to other patterns of insecure
attachment were also consistent with previous theoretical
and empirical work from an attachment perspective. Scores
on Preoccupation with attachment were positively related to
Absorption, a dissociative factor consisting of items reflecting high sensitivity and engagement with affective stimulation. These items describe the weakening or loss of internal
monitoring and control functions during the course ofemotionally overwhelming absorption in the environment, such
as movies, newscasts, personal stories told by others, or crowd
phenomena. Similarly, Preoccupied or Anxious-Ambivalent
subjects in previous studies have reported frequent extremes

of emotion and difficulty with interpersonal concerns inter_
fering with other activities (Hazan & Shaver, 1987, 1990)
and have presented for therapy with interpersonal problems
related to excessive emotional closeness and expressiveness
(Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Horowitz, Rosenberg, &
Bartholomew, 1993).
The results for Dismissing subjects were somewhat different from what was predicted, although they are nevertheless consistent with Barach's (1991) discussion of defensive detachment as a type of dissociation, and with Bowlby's
broad conceptualization of various types of defensively
restricted information processing. It was predicted that
those who strive to eliminate the awareness of attachment_
related emotions and motivations would be more proficient
at blocking out environmental stimulation, and therefore
report frequent dissociative experiences of Isolation. This
effect was marginally present in the profile analysis. More
predictive of Dismissing attachment style was the report of
infrequent dissociative experience of Absorption. Thus,
Dismissing subjects reported their failure (refusal?) to
become absorbed in emotion-laden events around them, rather
than a complete lack of awareness of environmental events
or affective experiences. One wonders whether the dissociating Dismisser would be an exception to the general finding of greater hypnotizability among abused or high dissociating subjects (Spiegel, 1990; Tellegen, 1981).
The lack ofcorrelation between insecure-dismissingattachment and a history of childhood violence can be interpreted in several ways based on previous theory and research in
attachment. It could simply be true that subjects Dismissing
of attachment relations may not have higher levels of childhood exposure to violence than Secure subjects. Previous
studies have associated the anxious-avoidant pattern with cold,
disinterested, and rejecting treatment from parents, while
parental inconsistency was related to the anxious-ambivalent pattern (Collins & Read, 1990; Hazan & Shaver, 1987).
The Dismissing attachment pattern may reflect a consisten tly
barren, ungiving, or neglectful home life, rather than a chaotic, inconsistent home environment characterized by violent
outbreaks and warm reconciliations. Further studies should
be conducted to assess the contributions ofconsistentneglect
versus unpredictable active maltreatment in the development
of particular insecure attachmen t styles; much of the literature on child maltreatment confounds the effects of neglect
and abuse. While it can be argued that abuse is seldom if
ever present in a home uncharacterized by some form of
emotional neglect, the reverse is not true. If the above argument holds true, the neglectful non-abusive hO!TIe may be
as likely to produce Dismissing attachment as a neglectful
abusive environment, bOtll of which might be significantly
different than the non-neglectful home.
On the other hand, avoidant or Dismissing attachment
in adults is defined by some researchers at least in part by
the scarcity of recollections of childhood, 9l' by over-ideal-
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izali01\ of parenr.s and childhood experiences (particularl)'
,,'hell fOllnd in implausiblejuxtaposition with less-than-ideal
histories). Tho~ with'l predominantly Dismissing style in
thi.. \wdy could therefore be less likely to remember child~
hood (\,CIl15, \'iolcllt or othcn\'isc. and 1II0rc likely than others to reconstruct global childluxKllllcmOlics as images of
perfloctiOIl (1\'lain. 1991). Self-reported adult auachmcnl mcasun.'" show moder-lIe cOIwcrgcllcc ....;Ih other-report and obscr\<llionalmcasurcs derived from the sallie theoretical model
ofaduh pccratt:lChmclll. suggesting that self-report isa valid
lcchni<jllc for assessing menial models of attachment rclatioJl'ihips (B:.lI"lholomcw & Horowitz. 1991). Ne\"crtheless.
response biases 011 Glher qucstionnaires may differ according LO attachment style. resulting in spurious effects ofauach"Wilt st) Icon these measures. This possibility should be controlled in designs usingsclf.report mcasures, and is a sllbject
desc.."n;ing additional stud)"
TIle shirt from assessing allachmen\ patterns using three
catt'gories or dimensions to systems based on four p<ntems
crt'atesa need 10 re-examine or replicate o!derstlldies using
tht, newer measures. Brennan et ai, (1991) compared subjcct responses to the t,hrec-category Hazan and Sha\'er (1990)
measure and the fOllr<ategory Bartholomew and Horowiu.
(1991) measure. finding cOlup!ex results. Since lhere was
!lot a simple one·t~ne correspondence between the two
s\stems, it is unclear in lll,lIly GtsCS which ofthe earlier results
cOllcerning a\'oidant or alnbi\~...lent suhjects w111 hold for
Di~missing or Preoccupied subjects, respecth·ely. Some pre\iOHS fi ndi ngs COllcelll ing a\'oidan t or a In bivalen I alt.."1ch men t
pallcms may apply 1I10re close!)' to the Fearful group, while
~()Ine will ha\'e entirel)'difTerent distributions across the modified attachment dimensiolls.
This sludy builds Oil earlier work b~' Du\'cnage and
Dalenherg (1993) ill which diSlinct clusters of dissociati\'e
experiences were fOUlld to have dilferent patleros of correbtion with other psychological variables. Using an earlier
\lT~ion of the presenl dissociation measures, Duvenage alld
Ihlen berg found that both Absorption alld Isolatiou scores
\\ere very strongly rc1ah:d 10 individual differences in statedependent learning elTects. Absorption was positively relat('d and isolatioll illn:rscly related 10 state-dcpellllellt learnillg. Silllilarly. ill tile prescllt dala Ihree of four dissocialion
Clnors conlributed ill dislincl. dilferentiable \\oays to the PR"dinion of aU,lclunellt p'lllerns. and each auaclllnent Style
presenled a dilTerelltiable di~sociation profile, Further
rt'''Carch into the Sl.nlcture and measurement of dissociali\'e
phenomena. perhaps usillg the DES II (which has recentl}'
tx.-en supported b)'Carl'iOn alld PUlnam, 1993) and/or other
c(.mbinations of:w:lilable dissociation measurcs. appears to
Ill' \\oarr.mted.
Despite the intriguing possibilities r.lised b)' Ihe results,
it '\hould be underlincd Ihat the ability to generalize from
/lon-dinic\IIO clinical populations Colli not be assumed. It is
not clear that the dyllamics or consequellct.'S of child abuse

arc on a continuulll with lhose of more se\'ere or less sc\'ere
usc of physical dis<.:iplinc (cf. Giovannoni. 1978). nor is it
clear that the rclationship between dissociation and its correlates and consequences is linear throughout the pathologicill ilnd 1l011-P<lthological mllge. While the correlational and relVcssion statistics chosen assume linearity, it isuucial
that more sophisticaled designs be undertaken to im'estigale the rehltiomhips between variables at differcnt points
along thc \iolencc-pmhol<>g}' rangc,
Likewise, further attentioll should be gi\'cn to the interilctiOl1 betwcen the beha\'ioral system for regulating attachment relationships and cognitive systems for regulating Ilw
processillg of information. In a chapter entitled "An
InfollnaliOlI Processing Approach to Defcnse. - Bowlbysummarized e\;dencc for his theoretical framework for dcfensh·e exclusion or segrcg-<ltion of information from processillg (Bowlb}', 1980). DrAwing on experimental cognitive
resc.\rch and ncuroph}'Siological data as well as Hil!r-lfd·s
(1974) neodissociatioll studies and cognitive reformulatiOlls
of psychoall:llytic lhcOly. Bowlb)· argued thaI various defensh'e restrictions of informal ion processing arc -at the hCilrt
of pS}'chopathology- (I" 65). Recent rC\'ie\\'s ofncurocogniLive research bearing on the selcctive processing of emolionally relC\'a1ll information (Cloitre, 1992) and dissociative and cOllversioll disorders (Kihlstrom, 1992) came to
cOlldusiollsesscll1blll)' idclllical to Bowlby's and compatible
wilh 1-li1g;lr<l's. in regard to lhe neurocognilive basis of dissociation. Cloitre argues that the study of dissociative c1illical phenotl1ella will be Ilscful in lesling models of human
information processing de\'eloped h)'cognitive scientisl.'>. \\le
would add that research inlo phenomena such as dissocialiun, repression, ami the mainlcnancc of multiple COIllr.Idictory or incoherent menIal models orthe seiLmd importalll relationships is CClllral La developing lhe cognitin:etilulogicalll)()del (lfpsychllp;ltholoj.,'Y' COlI\'crscly, increasing our understanding ofaltachment regulation will be bell)flll for the study of dissociative phcnomena, since strategies
ofbcha\'iO!~11 ami ;llTcCt ive rq.~ulal iOIl, mClllalmodds of sell'
and others. and monitoring and control of mctacogniti,'c
processes have beell de\'elopmelltall}'linked to auachmelll
experiences.•
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