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ABSTRACT 

Research on individual differences in attachment—and their links to emotion, cognition, 

and behavior in close relationships—has proliferated over the last several decades. However, the 

majority of this research has focused on children and young adults. Little is known about mean-

level changes in attachment orientation beyond early life, in part due to a dearth of longitudinal 

data on attachment across the lifespan. The current study used a Q-Sort-based measure of 

attachment to examine mean-level changes in attachment orientation from age 13 to 72 using 

data from the Block and Block Longitudinal Study, the Intergenerational Studies, and the 

Radcliffe College Class of 1964 Sample (total N = 628). Multi-level modeling was employed to 

estimate growth curve trajectories across the combined samples. We found that attachment 

anxiety declined on average with age, particularly during middle age and older adulthood. 

Attachment avoidance decreased in a linear fashion across the lifespan. Being in a relationship 

predicted lower levels anxiety and avoidance across adulthood. Men were higher in attachment 

avoidance at each point in the lifespan. Taken together, these findings provide much-needed 

insight into how attachment orientations change over long stretches of time. We conclude with a 

discussion about the challenges of studying attachment dynamics across the life course and 

across specific transitions.  

Keywords: attachment, personality development, lifespan development, anxiety, 

avoidance 
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Longitudinal Changes in Attachment Orientation over a 59-year Period 

Attachment theory was originally conceptualized by John Bowlby (1969/1982) as a 

developmental model in which relationship processes unfold across a person’s lifespan, 

influencing us “from the cradle to the grave” (p. 208). Indeed, there are many important links 

between attachment orientation and emotion, cognition, and behavior in close relationships 

(Cassidy & Shaver, 2008). Yet the majority of this work has focused on early childhood and 

young adulthood. How do attachment orientations change across the lifespan? Unfortunately, 

despite the many significant relationship-relevant life events that occur in middle and older 

adulthood that might affect attachment orientations, this critical question has eluded researchers 

(Magai, 2008).  

Attachment orientations, or individuals’ characteristic approaches to close relationships, 

are thought to be forged during initial interactions with caregivers but are nevertheless 

susceptible to change over time and across relationships (Bowlby, 1980). Thus, a lifespan 

perspective can provide a valuable framework for attachment research. Yet the few attempts to 

describe age-related differences in attachment thus far have been cross-sectional in nature 

(Chopik & Edelstein, 2014; Chopik, Edelstein, & Fraley, 2013). Although cross-sectional data 

are important for providing broad, descriptive patterns, the interpretations from these data are 

often unclear—do age differences reflect how people change across the lifespan? Or do these 

differences reflect differences between people who are members of different birth cohorts? 

Unfortunately, longitudinal data, which are critical for addressing this question, are lacking. 

The goal of the current study was to examine longitudinal mean-level changes in an 

individual’s attachment orientation from age 13 to age 72 using five archival data sets on human 

development. Collectively, the data sets comprise 628 individuals, born over 47-year period 
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(from 1920 to 1967) and followed over 59 years in varying intervals across 21 assessments (N = 

1,940 total observations). A newly developed measure of attachment orientation using the 

California Q-Sort (Chopik & Edelstein, 2015) was employed to track mean-level changes in 

attachment across the lifespan. We also examined whether relationship status predicted mean-

level changes in attachment.  

In the following sections, we review the existing evidence regarding lifespan differences 

in attachment orientation and the mechanisms that might drive mean-level changes in attachment 

orientation. 

Developmental Changes in Attachment Orientation 

An individual’s attachment orientation is defined as their position on two dimensions: 

attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance (Fraley & Waller, 1998). Attachment-related 

anxiety reflects concerns about the availability and accessibility of close others (Mikulincer, 

Gillath, & Shaver, 2002). Attachment anxiety is associated with a hypervigilance about 

abandonment and rejection and excessive reassurance-seeking (Fraley et al., 2006; Shaver, 

Schachner, & Mikulincer, 2005). Attachment avoidance reflects a discomfort with emotional and 

physical intimacy and efforts to suppress emotional experiences and expressions (Edelstein & 

Shaver, 2004; Fraley, Davis, & Shaver, 1998). Attachment avoidance is associated with 

difficulties providing emotional support for romantic partners and negative views toward 

intimate touch (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998; Chopik, Edelstein, et al., 2014; Li & Chan, 

2012). Individuals low in anxiety and avoidance are considered secure. 

Roberts and colleagues (2005) suggest that making commitments to and investing in 

social institutions are mechanisms that facilitate personality change over time. These institutions, 

often conceptualized as social roles (e.g., partnership, parenting) are normative, often occur 
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during specific life stages, and are accompanied by an expectation of social maturity (Roberts et 

al., 2005). Across the lifespan, people invest in different types of relationships, and these 

interactions with relationship partners likely change how people approach close relationships 

more generally. Several relationship milestones also occur during a particular life stage or age, 

and by examining how attachment orientations change across the lifespan, researchers can better 

understand how individuals tend to approach relationships at different life stages.  

Based on the idea that investment in close relationships can change psychological 

characteristics, one can make specific predictions about how attachment anxiety might change 

over time. For example, investing in close relationships has the potential to decrease anxiety. 

Close relationships likely facilitate and demand increases in emotion regulation, which may lead 

to decreases in negative emotionality and thus attachment anxiety (e.g., Gross et al., 1997). 

Indeed, there is some support for the hypothesis that older adults would be lower in attachment 

anxiety compared to younger adults (Diehl et al., 1998). In an initial cross-sectional study of age 

differences in attachment orientation (Chopik et al., 2013), we examined age differences in 

attachment orientation as a function of relationship status and gender in a sample of 86,555 

participants that included middle-aged and older adults. Our findings revealed that attachment 

anxiety was highest among younger adults and lowest among middle-aged and older adults, 

suggesting that emotion regulation may indeed increase across the lifespan. These age 

differences were replicated in an independent sample of over 90,000 participants from 81 

different countries (Chopik & Edelstein, 2014). Similar trends are also found when people are 

asked about their attachment orientations with specific people (Hudson et al., 2015). The one 

long-term longitudinal study of changes in attachment anxiety shows similar trends as those 

found in cross-sectional studies, with attachment anxiety declining in women from age 27 to 52 
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(Klohnen & John, 1998). However, to our knowledge, there is no study documenting the 

trajectory of attachment anxiety from adolescence into young adulthood and beyond. 

Transitions in life roles may also have implications for how attachment avoidance 

changes with age, although the evidence for age-related changes in avoidance is more mixed. 

Adolescents and young adults begin to explore their identities and develop more independence 

and autonomy as they approach their mid-twenties (Erikson, 1968; Whitbourne & Tesch, 1985). 

As adolescents transition toward adulthood, these individuation processes trigger a shift of 

attachment needs from parents to peers and romantic partners (Fraley & Davis, 1997). As a result 

of these higher levels of independence and autonomy, individuals might become more self-

reliant, which is a defining characteristic of attachment avoidance (Wardecker et al., 2017). 

Because individuation processes are heightened among adolescents and young adults, avoidance 

might be highest during these life stages. However, in older adulthood, individuals’ attention and 

effort is more focused on maintaining close relationships, which could be reflected in lower 

levels of avoidance (Carstensen, Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999). Thus, avoidance may show less 

mean-level change across the lifespan but decline into older adulthood.  

Although there are some theoretical reasons to expect that attachment avoidance might 

decline across the lifespan, this association might not be straightforward (Mickelson, Kessler, & 

Shaver, 1997). Several studies with large age ranges find that avoidance is positively correlated 

with age (e.g., Birnbaum, 2007). Other studies show either no relationship or inconsistent 

relationships with age (e.g., Noftle & Shaver, 2006). In the aforementioned large study of age 

differences, attachment avoidance showed less dramatic age differences (compared to anxiety), 

but was higher in middle-aged adults and lower in younger and older adults (Chopik, Edelstein, 

& Fraley, 2013). These cross-sectional patterns also replicate in several different cultures and 
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across relationships (Chopik & Edelstein, 2014; Hudson et al., 2015). However, one of the few 

longitudinal studies to date provides little evidence for mean-level changes in avoidance in 

women from young to middle adulthood (Klohnen & John, 1998). As with anxiety, there is little 

work examining the trajectories of avoidance through adolescence and into adulthood. 

Unfortunately, given that most of the work on age-related differences in attachment is 

cross-sectional (Fraley, 2002; Zhang & Labouvie-Vief, 2004), it is impossible to know whether 

age differences in attachment orientation result from developmental processes (Klohnen & John, 

1998) or pre-existing differences between birth cohorts (Konrath et al., 2013; Magai et al., 2001). 

For example, higher levels of attachment anxiety among younger adults could be specific to 

members of a particular birth cohort (i.e., those born in the 2000s). Likewise, lower levels of 

attachment anxiety among middle aged and older adults could be specific to members of a 

different birth cohort (i.e., those born in the 1970s or earlier). Thus, age differences in attachment 

would not reflect a developmental process (e.g., increases in emotion regulation skills over time), 

but rather static differences in psychological characteristics of birth cohorts that arise from the 

different sociocultural norms to which they are exposed. The universality of age differences in 

attachment across cultures somewhat alleviates this concern, by showing that attachment 

develops in a similar way across different sociocultural contexts (Chopik & Edelstein, 2014). 

Nevertheless, longitudinal data remain the gold standard for understanding developmental 

changes in attachment orientation. 

The Moderating Role of Relationship Status 

Relationships can influence people in important ways. For instance, social norms and 

romantic partners reward appropriate behavior and admonish inappropriate behavior (Roberts et 

al., 2005). By investing in these social roles, individuals adhere to the rules and appropriate 
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behavior of close relationships and may change how they approach relationships accordingly, 

perhaps becoming more secure. Indeed, partnered individuals often report lower levels of anxiety 

and avoidance compared to single individuals (e.g., Edelstein & Gillath, 2008). This pattern of 

findings may be attributable to close relationships increasing attachment security (Kirkpatrick & 

Hazan, 1994). However, prospective data on relationship status and mean-level changes in 

attachment orientations are rare. With age, relationships become increasingly more central to 

development and functioning and individuals shift their efforts toward forging and preserving 

close, meaningful relationships (Carstensen et al., 1999). Thus, people in relationships may 

experience greater increases in attachment security across the lifespan. 

Consistent with this premise, attachment security generally increases over the first few 

years of marriage (Davila, Karney, & Bradbury, 1999). These increases in security are 

attributable to increases in the perceived stability of the relationship and the security-enhancing 

functions that spouses enact to promote closeness. Attachment orientation predicts relationship 

initiation as well, as avoidant individuals are less likely to transition from casual to committed 

relationships (Schindler, Fagundes, & Murdock, 2010). These findings suggest that when people 

are in relationships, they should have lower levels of anxiety and avoidance than when they are 

single.  

In the aforementioned cross-sectional study of age differences in attachment, people in 

relationships were indeed lower in anxiety and avoidance at every point in the adult lifespan 

(Chopik et al., 2013). Further, associations between avoidance and relationship status were 

stronger in middle adulthood compared to young adulthood. Although previous research suggests 

that relationship status may have security-enhancing effects on people across the lifespan, the 

short time frame of existing longitudinal studies and the cross-sectional nature of most data limit 
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our ability to make definitive statements about mean-level changes over time. Does relationship 

status exert a static influence on attachment over time (Davila et al., 1999) or do relationships 

enhance security primarily during particular developmental periods (Chopik et al., 2013; Chopik, 

Moors, & Edelstein, 2014)? We examined this question by examining the degree to which 

changes in relationship status moderated age-related changes in attachment orientation across the 

lifespan. 

The Current Study 

 We made several hypotheses about changes in attachment across the lifespan based on 

cross-sectional and longitudinal evidence of age-related differences in attachment orientation. 

First, we predicted that attachment anxiety would be highest in adolescence and young adulthood 

before decreasing across the lifespan. Second, we predicted that attachment avoidance would 

show less dramatic mean-level changes across the lifespan, but would generally decline in older 

adulthood. Finally, we expected that when in relationships, individuals would be higher in 

security (i.e., lower anxiety and avoidance) and become more secure over time compared to 

when they are single. In the current report, we focus our attention on mean-level changes in 

attachment orientation given the lack of such data currently available in the literature, rather than 

rank-order stability over time. Nevertheless, we report the average rank-order stability of anxiety 

and avoidance in our current data (see Fraley, 2007; Fraley & Roisman, 2015; Fraley, Roisman, 

& Haltigan, 2013; Fraley et al., 2011; for extensive discussions and examinations regarding the 

rank-order stability of attachent over shorter intervals of time). 

 To examine these hypotheses, we assessed mean-level changes in attachment orientation 

using five longitudinal data sets, each of which spans from 9 years for the shortest study to 47 

years for the longest study. Each study included the California Q-Sort, a broad, card-sorting 
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measure of personality, throughout the data collection. The California Q-Sorts were implemented 

independently by different research teams. A Q-Sort-based measure of attachment orientation 

was constructed using expert ratings and a validation sample of self- and observer-reported 

measures (see Chopik & Edelstein, 2015, and below for more details). We used this measure to 

assess attachment orientation from existing Q-Sort data from the five longitudinal studies from 

age 13 to 72.  

Method 

 The current study includes data from multiple widely used data sets (i.e., the Block and 

Block Longitudinal Study of Cognitive and Ego Development, the Intergenerational Studies, the 

Radcliffe College Class of 1964 study). Many papers have been published using the personality 

data from these samples (Block, 1971; Block & Block, 2006; Eichorn et al., 1981; Haan, 

Millsap, & Hartka, 1986; Stewart & Vandewater, 1993). However, the current analyses do not 

overlap with this past research with respect to mean-level changes in attachment orientation, with 

one exception: The examination of mean-level changes in attachment from ages 14 through 23 in 

the Block and Block Longitudinal Study as a function of early caregiving environments (Chopik, 

Moors, et al., 2014). Thus, portions of the data have been published elsewhere but have not been 

used in integrative analyses like the ones reported below. Because the study utilized existing data 

sources, it was considered exempt from oversight of an ethics review board.
1
 

Participants 

Block and Block Longitudinal Study of Cognitive and Ego Development. One 

hundred and seven individuals (50.5% female, 47.1% partnered at age 18) were participants in 

the Block and Block Longitudinal Study of Cognitive and Ego Development, which was initiated 

in 1968 at the University of California at Berkeley (for full description, see Block & Block, 
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2006). The sample was recruited from two preschools in Berkeley, California. Q-Sort measures 

were collected at ages 14, 18, and 23. The ethnic composition of the sample was 68.3% 

Caucasian, 24% African-American, 4.8% Asian-American, and 2.9% other ethnicities.  

Intergenerational Studies. Three hundred and fifty four individuals (53.7% female; 

90.5% partnered at first adult wave [~ages 30-40]) were participants in the Intergenerational 

Studies, an umbrella study combining participants from the Berkeley Guidance Study (N = 171), 

the Oakland Growth Study (N = 121), and the Berkeley Growth Study (N = 62). The three 

longitudinal studies were started in the late 1920s and early 1930s and continued for over 70 

years. The Berkeley Guidance and Growth Studies sampled infants born in the Berkley area in 

1928-1929. The Oakland Growth Study began in 1932 and sampled fifth and sixth graders 

(approximate birth year = 1921). Frequency of Q-Sort assessments was high in each study: 

Berkeley Guidance (ages 13, 16, 30, 40, 52), Oakland Growth (ages 13, 16, 40, 50, 60), and 

Berkeley Growth (ages 13, 16, 36, 52), respectively. Eighty-eight percent of participants were 

married at the first wave of each study when this information was first collected (age 30 and 

later). All participants from the Berkeley Growth and Oakland Growth Study were Caucasian; a 

small percentage of participants from the Guidance Study were African American (3%). 

Socioeconomic status was similar across the three samples: Forty percent of Oakland Guidance 

Study participants and 33% of participants from the remaining two samples came from 

households classified as working-class; the remaining participants were from upper-class 

households. The Intergenerational Studies are considered landmark studies in human 

development; their history and sampling have been extensively documented elsewhere (Block, 

1971; Eichorn et al., 1981; Haan et al., 1986). 

Radcliffe College Class of 1964. One hundred and sixty seven individuals (all female, 
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43.7% partnered at age 43) were participants in a longitudinal study of members of the 1964 

graduating class of Radcliffe College (see Stewart & Vandewater, 1993, for full description). Q-

sort measures were collected at ages 43, 53, 62, and 72. All but one woman was European 

American. Eighty percent of the sample had completed at least some graduate-level education. 

Combined Sample. Sample sizes at each assessment wave, study design, and the number 

and timing of assessment points are presented in Table 1. The average age of the combined 

sample, across assessment waves, was 38.80 years (SD = 18.58; 65% female; 67.9% partnered at 

the first wave at which relationship status information was collected). A substantial portion of 

the combined sample changed relationship status over each study (~30% in each sample) and this 

is modeled in the moderation analyses below. A series of supplementary analyses examined the 

role of education (a z-scored index of education created within each sample) on mean-level 

changes in attachment orientation. These supplementary analyses suggested that the results 

reported below are largely independent of education with respect to both main effects (ps > .15) 

and interactions with time (ps > .35). Unfortunately, income data were not reliably available 

across the samples. 

Measures 

Attachment Orientation. At each wave, attachment orientation was assessed using items 

from the California Adult Q-Sort (CAQ; Block, 1961, 2008). The CAQ is a broad personality 

measure comprised of 100 descriptive items. These 100 items are sorted using a forced 

distribution into nine categories, ranging from 1 (extremely uncharacteristic) to 9 (extremely 

characteristic). Evaluations were completed by study personnel, who included clinicians, 

graduate students, and psychologists. The basis of the evaluations were in-depth interviews and 

observations conducted during a variety of experimental tasks. Q-Sorts from multiple observers 
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were averaged within each participant at each assessment wave. Scales for anxiety and avoidance 

were created from these averaged composites. Attachment orientation measures assessed through 

the CAQ were previously developed and validated in a separate sample of participants created in 

consultation with expert ratings (see Chopik & Edelstein, 2015; for full details).  

In this validation study, five experts familiar with attachment theory rated each of the 100 

items in the CAQ with respect to how much each item characterized anxiety and avoidance, 

respectively. The top 14 rated items for both anxiety and avoidance were chosen to comprise 

scales for attachment orientation. No items overlapped between anxiety and avoidance. In a 

validation sample, a group of observers filled out the CAQ and an observer-based version of a 

widely used attachment measure (Brennan et al., 1998). The targets of these judgments were also 

contacted and given self-report measures of attachment and personality. We then compared the 

correspondence of self- and observer- ratings of attachment between the CAQ instrument and the 

more established attachment measure. The anxiety and avoidance composites from the CAQ 

correlated highly with other self-report measures of attachment. Sample items include “Seeks 

reassurance from others” (anxiety) and “Keeps people at a distance; avoids close relationships” 

(avoidance). Internal consistency of the anxiety and avoidance scales was high at each wave and 

within each sample (αMean = .80; see Supplementary Table 1 for a full list of alphas for each 

sample at each wave). 

Results 

How do attachment orientations change over time?  

Test-retest (i.e., stability) correlations, correlations between anxiety and avoidance, and 

descriptive statistics are provided in Table 2. Across all intervals and ages, anxiety (rmean = .40) 

and avoidance (rmean = .44) showed moderate levels of stability over time. As the interval 
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between two assessment points increased, the stability of anxiety (β = -.58, p < .001) and 

avoidance (β = -.44, p < .001) decreased, replicating similar work on other psychological 

characteristics (e.g., Big Five personality traits; Fraley & Roberts, 2005). Given that men tended 

to score higher in avoidance in these preliminary correlations (rs > .18) and in prior work using 

CAQ measures of attachment orientation (Chopik, Moors, et al., 2014), participant gender was 

included as a covariate in all analyses. 

The five samples were combined for the purposes of multi-level analyses in a variant of 

an accelerated longitudinal design, in which data sets with overlapping ages are combined to 

estimate growth curves across the entirety of the data (Helson, Jones, & Kwan, 2002; 

Hirschberger et al., 2009; Miyazaki & Raudenbush, 2000; Raudenbush & Chan, 1992; 

Terracciano et al., 2005). The samples were combined because of the similarity and overlap 

between the samples, to maximize power, and to present the data in the most parsimonious way. 

Given that smaller intervals of time might not be sufficient to capture the security-enhancing 

effects of close relationships, combining the data also enabled us to test the long-term 

moderating effects of changes in relationship status on mean-level changes in attachment. 

Following the observation that it is more appropriate to examine research questions within one 

larger sample rather than smaller, separate samples (which sacrifices power and increases the 

number of false positive findings; see Schimmack, 2012), we present only the results from this 

larger combined sample. Nevertheless, subsample analyses can be provided upon request from 

the first author. Sample source was added as a covariate in all the analyses reported below. The 

Radcliffe Sample (the eldest sample) was added as the reference group against which the other 

samples were compared. Sample source did not moderate any of the associations between age 

and attachment orientation.  
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This variant of accelerated longitudinal design can assess broader developmental 

questions (i.e., how does attachment change from age 13 to 72?) as well as more specific, cohort-

sequential questions (i.e., does the attachment orientation of participants born in the late 1920s 

change at a different rate than the attachment orientation of participants born in the late 1960s?). 

Below, we focus on the former question and moderators of mean-level changes in attachment 

from age 13 to 72. 

Age was grand-mean centered based on the mean from the overall combined sample and 

scaled in terms of decades of life (i.e., (centered age)/10); thus, all age coefficients can be 

interpreted as the expected increase or decrease in anxiety/avoidance per decade of life (see 

Hudson et al., 2015; for a similar approach). Worth noting, this transformation does not affect 

the direction or significance of any effects, but rather aids in interpretation of the effects. Gender 

was contrast coded (-1 = men, 1 = women) prior to computing the interaction terms and treated 

as time invariant. Attachment orientation (anxiety, avoidance) was predicted from age, age
2
, 

gender, and the interaction between these variables.  

We hypothesized that anxiety would be higher in adolescence and young adulthood 

before declining across the lifespan. We also hypothesized that avoidance would show fewer 

mean-level changes across the lifespan, but would generally decline. To test these hypotheses, 

we used growth curve modeling in the SPSS Mixed command (Peugh & Enders, 2005), which 

enabled us to model intra-individual changes and moderators of these changes (Roberts & 

Chapman, 2000; Willett, 1988).  Degrees of freedom were computed using the Satterthwaite 

(1946) method.  

Results from the growth curve analyses for anxiety and avoidance are presented in Tables 

3 and 4, respectively. For anxiety, the effects of age, age
2
 and age × gender emerged as 
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significant predictors. As seen in Figure 1a, anxiety was relatively stable throughout adolescence 

and young adulthood before declining throughout middle age and older adulthood. The effect of 

age on anxiety was moderated by gender such that men showed more dramatic declines in 

anxiety (b = -.16, SE = .03, t(694.31) = -4.97, p < .001) compared to women (b = -.05, SE = .02, 

t(917.69) = -2.56, p = .01). For avoidance, only the effects of age and gender emerged as 

significant predictors. As seen in Figure 1b, avoidance declined in a linear fashion across the 

lifespan. Men were higher in avoidance overall.  

Does relationship status moderate changes in attachment orientation in adulthood? 

To test moderation, we ran separate growth curve models that included relationship status as a 

time-varying moderator of mean-level changes in attachment orientation. Age (ages 18 through 

72) and relationship status (-1 = single, 1 = partnered) at the adult assessments were treated as 

within-subjects factors and participant gender was included as a between-subjects predictor. Age 

was re-centered again, as these analyses included only the adult-wave data. Attachment 

orientation (anxiety, avoidance) was predicted from age, age
2
, relationship status, and the 

interaction between these variables. Because relationship status was treated as a time-varying 

moderator of changes in attachment orientation, the effect of relationship status (and its 

interactions with age) can be interpreted as estimating the effect of being in a relationship at a 

particular wave and whether changes in status within individuals across the study were 

associated with mean-level changes in attachment orientation over time. Gender was included as 

a covariate. 

 Results from the growth curve analyses are presented in Tables 5 (for anxiety) and 6 (for 

anxiety). Relationship status was associated with lower anxiety and avoidance throughout 

adulthood. For both anxiety and avoidance, a significant age
2
 × relationship status interaction 
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emerged as significant. Decomposing this interaction revealed that being single was associated 

with slightly sharper declines in older adulthood (b = -.15, SE = .03, t(183.05) = -6.06, p < .001); 

the effect of age
2
 was not significant for individuals when partnered (b = .02, SE = .02, t(620.35) 

= .98, p = .33).  For avoidance, decomposing this interaction revealed that the age
2
 estimate was 

non-significant for both being single (b = -.03, p = .15) and partnered (b = .02, p = .15). The 

model-implied trajectories for this pattern are presented in Figure 3.  

Discussion 

In the current study, we drew on data from five longitudinal studies of human 

development to examine mean-level changes in attachment orientation from age 13 to age 72. 

Anxiety was high throughout adolescence and young adulthood before declining throughout 

middle age and older adulthood. Avoidance showed smaller mean-level changes overall, but 

declined in a linear fashion across the lifespan. Being in a relationship was associated with 

greater attachment security over time. The current study is one of the first truly longitudinal 

investigations into lifespan changes in attachment orientation and the antecedents of these 

changes.  

Worth noting, the magnitude of mean-level changes in attachment was relatively small. 

This observation, in combination with the moderate levels of stability we reported earlier, 

suggests that attachment may be relatively stable across the lifespan, although these average 

patterns may mask larger individual differences. Thus, attachment orientation could be 

conceptualized as a relatively stable disposition across the lifespan (Fraley, 2002; Zhang & 

Labouvie-Vief, 2004). Nevertheless, the magnitude and direction of mean-level changes at each 

developmental period may provide additional insights into the role attachment plays in 

interpersonal behavior across the lifespan. In the following sections, we focus on how 
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relationships at each stage may predict how and why attachment changes. We close with some 

considerations for examining attachment orientations across the lifespan using Q-Sort methods in 

archival data. 

Early Life 

During adolescence, people begin to explore their identities and become increasingly 

independent from their parents (Erikson, 1968).  Adolescents and young adults seek out new 

relationships and environments that challenge their existing views of the world (Arnett, 2000).   

These new relationships and environments are particularly important from an attachment 

perspective. One of the most important transitions that occurs in early life involves shifting 

attachment needs away from parents and toward peers and romantic partners (Fraley & Davis, 

1997). Adolescents start depending more on their peers to serve certain functions (Allen & Tan, 

2017; Heffernan et al., 2012): they enjoy spending more time with friends than with their parents 

(i.e., proximity-seeking functions), they increasingly want to be around friends when they feel 

sad or need advice (i.e., safe-haven functions), and they are more likely to feel that their friends 

are people they can count on (i.e., secure-base functions)(Rubin et al., 2004). This transition can 

be very stressful for adolescents as they navigate new relationships, forge new friendships, and 

test the strength of these bonds (Furman & Shaffer, 2003; Furman et al., 2002a, 2002b). Starting 

romantic relationships for the first time can also be the cause of great anxiety as adolescents and 

young adults learn the social norms around dating and have their first dating experiences (Laner 

& Ventrone, 2000). Because of these shifting roles and new experiences, adolescents may 

experience higher and more stable levels of anxiety, as they are unsure about the reliability and 

availability of new relationship partners (Brenning et al., 2013).  

 People in our study did not change as dramatically with respect to attachment avoidance 



LONGITUDINAL CHANGES IN ATTACHMENT                                                                    19 

during the early part of life, but generally decreased. People’s avoidance could change more after 

they have gained additional relationship experience. Future research can examine the antecedents 

of changes in attachment throughout this period as well as the consequences for individual 

differences in rates of mean-level changes in attachment orientation (Arriaga et al., 2017).  

Middle Life 

From an attachment perspective, the increased social responsibility of midlife has the 

potential to change individuals’ approaches toward social relationships. Starting long-term 

relationships, having children, and various occupational transitions place pressure on individuals 

to be more responsible, mature, and affectionate, particularly with respect to their loved ones 

(Boyce et al., 2015; Wood & Roberts, 2006). For example, people generally become more 

emotional and sociable toward close others following the birth of a child (Jokela et al., 2009; 

Roberts & Caspi, 2003).  

Perhaps the largest piece of evidence supporting the premise that social responsibility 

increases attachment security is that individuals in relationships had lower levels of anxiety and 

avoidance across middle age. As Davila and colleagues (1997; 1999) note, increases in security 

often result from people becoming more comfortable in their relationships, gaining more 

evidence that the relationship will last, and having spouses who serve attachment needs and 

functions that promote close relations. Midlife is arguably the time during which individuals 

spend the most time and effort in gaining experience with respect to reciprocal interpersonal 

relationships. The influences of other, non-spousal relationships that occur in midlife on 

attachment orientation are less clear (Chopik, 2017). Are spousal relationships the greatest 

determinants of security in middle age? Or do other relationships contribute to security above-

and-beyond one’s current romantic relationship (Hartup & Stevens, 1999)? Future research can 
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examine how relationships with spouses, friends, extended family, and children influence 

attachment orientations in midlife.  

Examining how and why relationships change in midlife is particularly important given 

the growing body of literature showing the influence of these relationships on health. For 

instance, stressful relationships with friends, family, and children during midlife are associated 

with troubled sleep patterns, poor health and disability, greater allostatic load (i.e., a multi-

system index of biological risk), inflammation, cortisol (i.e., a stress hormone), lower well-being, 

and even mortality (Ailshire & Burgard, 2012; Bookwala, 2005; Brooks et al., 2014; Donoho, 

Crimmins, & Seeman, 2013; Friedman et al., 2012; Greenfield & Marks, 2006; Selcuk & Ong, 

2013). Given these associations, isolating the pathways through which attachment orientation, 

relationships, and changes in both attachment and relationships affect health and well-being is an 

important next step for future research (Bourassa, Sbarra, & Whisman, 2015; LaBelle et al., 

2015; Pietromonaco, Uchino, & Dunkel Schetter, 2013). 

Late Life 

 In older adulthood, anxiety and avoidance continued to decrease. Early research 

suggested that personality development might be most dramatic in early life and more stable in 

middle age and older adulthood (Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006). However, recent 

evidence suggests that the many transitions that occur in older adulthood can also precipitate 

large changes, comparable to those found in young adults (Specht et al., 2014). The personality 

changes that occur later in life likely result from several processes, like new transitions (e.g., 

grandparenthood, retirement) or declines in health toward the end of life (Jokela et al., 2014; 

Lockenhoff, Terracciano, & Costa, 2009; Somary & Strieker, 1998; Wagner et al., 2015). 

 With respect to attachment security, the process of aging has clear implications for how 
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much and how well individuals invest in close relationships. As individuals age, there is an 

increasing sense that one’s time becomes more limited (Carstensen et al., 1999). As such, 

individuals focus more on present-oriented goals that maximize well-being at the expense of 

future-oriented goals that maximize the acquisition of information and broadening one’s 

horizons. One of the best ways to maximize well-being in old age is to invest in positive 

relationships with close loved ones rather than negative relationships or relationships with 

acquaintances (Fung, Carstensen, & Lutz, 1999).  

 Because attachment insecurity can be a barrier to the formation and maintenance of close 

relationships (Davila & Bradbury, 2001; Kirkpatrick & Hazan, 1994; Schindler et al., 2010), 

declines in anxiety and avoidance may reflect the efforts of older adults to become closer to their 

close friends and family. Indeed, secure older adults are more selective with respect to their 

social networks, and this often translates to greater levels of familial support, more positive 

emotion, and lower levels of depression (Consedine & Magai, 2003; Gillath et al., 2011; Merz & 

Consedine, 2009).  

Future research can examine how changes in attachment orientation throughout older 

adulthood can affect relationships and well-being within and between individuals. An 

individual’s attachment orientation is related to how they respond to adverse experiences and 

how their loved ones interact with them in older adulthood (Van Assche et al., 2013). In older 

adulthood, one of the most obvious attachment-related life events that can occur is spousal 

bereavement (Shaver & Fraley, 2008). The few studies examining how attachment predicts 

reactions to bereavement suggest that high levels of insecurity (i.e., high levels of anxiety and 

avoidance) and negative experiences with caregivers in childhood predict lower well-being 

(Fraley & Bonanno, 2004; Sable, 1989). Despite this, the few studies conducted have been cross-
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sectional or rely on individuals’ distant memories of their early attachment relationships, rather 

than their proximal attachment orientation prior to bereavement predicting adjustment across the 

bereavement experience. Thus, research on individual differences in attachment and reactions to 

life events in old age is relatively rare (Bradley & Cafferty, 2001).  

The Measurement of Attachment Orientation in Archival Data 

 We examined mean-level changes in attachment orientation across five different data sets 

to give a more comprehensive picture of how attachment orientation changes from age 13 to age 

72. Nevertheless, limitations of the current study should be acknowledged. Many of the same 

limitations that befall accelerated longitudinal designs are also present in these data, but 

additional concerns about combining these data sets in particular are worth noting. The largest 

considerations that must be made is that this design combined data from (1) different sources, (2) 

from different researchers collected during (3) different time and historical periods from (4) 

different participants on which CAQ judgments were made on (5) different source material. 

Thus, there is no single individual for whom there are data available at both age 13 and age 72. 

Rather, the data were combined to estimate age-related trends as if it were one contiguous 

sample. Sample source was added as a covariate in every analysis. Given the many ways in 

which these samples differed, the amount of consistency across the samples in estimating 

changes over time in attachment is even more remarkable. The converging evidence is a 

testament to the robustness of these results, such that they were found under different conditions 

in samples collected between 1936 and 2016.  

The original researchers also did not necessarily intend to examine changes in attachment 

orientation across the lifespan. For example, many of the Intergenerational Studies were initiated 

to study the normal physical and intellectual development of children in the Berkeley/Oakland 
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area. However, the flexibility in data collection and broad measures of personality that they 

included have enabled researchers to examine a wide array of topics, including the psychological 

effects of the Great Depression, women’s work transitions, physical growth, and personality 

development (Elder, 1999; Elder, Downey, & Cross, 1986). Although attachment orientation was 

not the explicit focus of any of these longitudinal studies, the fact that these results align well 

with studies in which attachment was the explicit focus also highlights the robustness of our 

results. Nevertheless, it should be noted that a more contemporary measure of attachment 

orientation would be a better standard of measurement, even though our CAQ measure of 

attachment correlates well with other, widely used measures of attachment. Further, studies in 

which attachment and relational behavior are the focus can assess additional variables that might 

predict changes and stability in attachment orientation over time (e.g., relationship quality). 

Modeling concurrent changes in relationship characteristics and attachment orientation across the 

lifespan is a useful direction for future research (Davila et al., 1999; Hirschberger et al., 2009). 

 Perhaps the greatest contribution of the current work is that a new measure was created to 

investigate longitudinal changes in attachment using data that had been collected over 80 years 

ago. The data collection window of these studies preceded not only the current conceptualization 

of individual differences in attachment but also the establishment of attachment theory (Bowlby, 

1969/1982; Brennan et al., 1998; Chopik & Edelstein, 2015). Relatedly, there is no single 

measure that adequately captures attachment orientation across the entire lifespan, making it 

particularly difficult to study changes over long developmental periods (Crowell et al., 2008; 

Magai, 2008). Fortunately, the prospective correlations between CAQ attachment measurements 

over long periods of time suggest that attachment-related dispositions can be assessed from 

adolescence until older adulthood (see Table 2 for a full list of test-retest correlations across the 
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lifespan). Because there is some degree of stability in attachment over such long intervals, we 

can confidently say we are assessing the same underlying construct across the lifespan using this 

Q-Sort based measure of attachment. Nevertheless, researchers can explore other ways in which 

attachment can be reliably measured longitudinally from early life to late life. 

Conclusion 

 The current report examined mean-level changes in attachment orientation from age 13 to 

age 72. Combining data from five different data sets allowed us to examine how attachment 

orientation changes over the longest interval to date, 59 years. Attachment anxiety was high 

throughout adolescence and young adulthood before declining across the lifespan. Attachment 

avoidance declined in a linear fashion across the lifespan. Being in a relationship was associated 

with greater attachment security. The current study provides a bird’s eye view of how attachment 

changes across the lifespan. Future research can examine the influence of attachment orientation 

at each life stage and the enduring effects of early experiences, as well as address measurement 

issues inherent to assessing attachment orientation across the lifespan. By examining these future 

directions and identifying the conditions under which attachment orientations change, we can 

finally start taking seriously Bowlby’s (1969/1982) claim that attachment experiences are 

important from the cradle to the grave. 
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Table 1. Summary of Study Designs and Sample Sizes 

  Block Guidance Growth Oakland Radcliffe   

Approximate 

Birth Year: 1969 1929 1929 1923 1943 

Total 

Observations 

at Each Wave 

Age      n 

13 

 

73 39 97 

 

209 

14 106 

    

106 

16 

 

66 40 94 

 

200 

18 104 

    

104 

23 103 

    

103 

30 

 

133 

   

133 

36 

  

50 

  

50 

40 

 

136 

 

99 

 

235 

43 

    

103 103 

50 

   

97 

 

97 

52 

 

142 50 

  

192 

53 

    

109 109 

60 

   

91 

 

91 

62 

    

99 99 

73 

    

109 109 

Total n: 107 171 62 121 167   

Note. Ns based on number of individuals with at least one assessment of attachment and 

thus do not sum to the total N for each sample. 
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Table 2. Test-retest Correlations of Attachment Orientation at Every Time Point 

               Age 13 Age 14 Age 16 Age 18 Age 23 

  
M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

 
1. Gender -- -- 

           
Age 13 2. Anxiety 5.01 .86 -.15* 

          

 
3. Avoidance 5.00 .84 -.28** .41** 

         
Age 14 4. Anxiety 4.64 .87 -.003 

          

 

5. Avoidance 4.97 .75 -.28** 
  

.38** 
       

Age 16 6. Anxiety 4.93 .92 .05 .55** .10 
        

 
7. Avoidance 5.05 .90 -.22** .28** .51** 

  
.33** 

    
Age 18 8. Anxiety 3.99 .69 -.11 

  
.54** .14 

      

 
9. Avoidance 4.68 .61 -.28** 

  
.30** .59** 

  
.39** 

  
Age 23 10. Anxiety 4.69 1.19 -.12 

  
.44** .13 

  
.55** .29** 

 

 
11. Avoidance 4.57 1.02 -.24* 

  
.30** .48** 

  
.35** .63** .45** 

Age 30 12. Anxiety 5.11 .85 .01 .25* .13 
  

.28* .08 
    

 
13. Avoidance 5.05 .83 -.24** -.05 .25* 

  
.04 .40** 

   
Age 36 14. Anxiety 5.11 1.02 -.20 .51** .10 

  
.44** .29t 

    

 
15. Avoidance 5.14 .77 -.34* .48** .36* 

  
.25 .33t 

    
Age 40 16. Anxiety 4.83 .97 -.01 .31** .11 

  
.27** .04 

    

 
17. Avoidance 4.89 .86 -.42** -.01 .14t 

  
-.10 .25** 

   
Age 43 18. Anxiety 4.37 .95 

           

 
19. Avoidance 4.86 .95 

           
Age 50 20. Anxiety 4.67 1.00 .19t .33** .05 

  
.29* -.08 

    

 
21. Avoidance 4.60 .82 -.46** .21t .42** 

  
-.03 .40** 

   
Age 52 22. Anxiety 4.89 .86 .12t .18t .04 

  
.39** .12 

    

 
23. Avoidance 4.73 .99 -.34** .004 .18t 

  

.18 .36** 

   Age 53 24. Anxiety 4.12 .59 

           

 

25. Avoidance 4.50 .76 
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Age 60 26. Anxiety 4.66 .92 .14 .23t .17 

  

.06 .003 

    

 

27. Avoidance 4.70 .76 -.28** -.03 .38** 

 

-.06 .33** 

   Age 62 28. Anxiety 4.11 .63 

           

 

29. Avoidance 4.40 .58 

           Age 72 30. Anxiety 3.98 .59 

             31. Avoidance 4.27 .66                       
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Table 2 (con’t) 

  

Age 30 Age 36 Age 40 Age 43 Age 50 Age 52 Age 53 Age 60 Age 62 

Age 

72 

  

12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 

Age 30 12. Anxiety 
     

              
 

13. Avoidance .35** 
    

              Age 36 14. Anxiety 
     

              
 

15. Avoidance 
  

.55** 
  

              Age 40 16. Anxiety .25** -.01 
   

              
 

17. Avoidance -.01 .36** 
  

.14* 

              Age 43 18. Anxiety 
     

              
 

19. Avoidance 
     

              Age 50 20. Anxiety 
    

.69** -.04 

             
 

21. Avoidance 
    

-.06 .57** 

            Age 52 22. Anxiety .36** -.02 .26 -.02 .40** -.05 

             
 

23. Avoidance .13 .30** .22 .37* .05 .46** 

   

.30** 

       
Age 53 24. Anxiety 

      

.59** .32** 

          

 

25. Avoidance 

      

.29* .74** 

   

.23* 

     
Age 60 26. Anxiety 

    

.56** -.07 

  

.50** -.02 

         

 

27. Avoidance 

    

.06 .41** 

 

.14 .51** 

   

.28** 

   
Age 62 28. Anxiety 

      

.49** .07 

    

.53** .14 

     

 

29. Avoidance 

      

.22t .60** 

   

.29* .71** 

 

.29** 

 
Age 72 30. Anxiety 

      

.54** 0.1 

    

.40** .30** 

 

.50*** .20t 

 
  31. Avoidance             .23t .55**       .19t .62**   .17 .62** .21* 
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Table 3. Growth Curve Modeling Predicting Attachment Anxiety from Age and Gender 

  Anxiety 

  b SE(b) df bz t p 

Intercept 4.37 .08 

    Age -.11 .02 1659.56 -.11 -5.70 < .001 

Gender -.01 .04 1182.82 -.01 -.33 .74 

Age × Gender .06 .02 1629.00 .06 3.36 .001 

Age
2
 -.04 .01 1900.02 -.04 -4.00 < .001 

Age
2
 × Gender .02 .01 1913.09 .02 1.91 .06 

Oakland .65 .09 931.73  7.10 < .001 

Guidance .53 .09 991.50  5.92 < .001 

Growth .59 .11 943.64  5.36 < .001 

Block & Block .12 .11 1019.35  1.08 .28 

Note. Gender: -1 = men, 1 = women. The Radcliffe College Sample served as the reference 

group against which the other samples were compared. Age is scaled by decade of life (i.e., 10 

years).  The effect size bz represents the beta coefficient when anxiety is standardized and the 

model is re-run; the coefficients were very similar when standardized for analyses involving 

attachment anxiety. 
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Table 4. Growth Curve Modeling Predicting Attachment Avoidance from Age and Gender 

  Avoidance 

  b SE(b) df bz t p 

Intercept 5.06 .07 

    Age -.09 .02 1694.37 -.10 -5.27 < .001 

Gender -.28 .04 1145.79 -.33 -7.83 < .001 

Age × Gender -.02 .02 1659.06 -.03 -1.46 .15 

Age
2
 -.01 .01 1856.84 -.02 -1.59 .11 

Age
2
 × Gender .004 .01 1877.10 .01 .51 .61 

Oakland -.15 .08 878.59  -1.86 .06 

Guidance -.06 .08 941.75  -.74 .46 

Growth -.09 .10 876.47  -.92 .36 

Block & Block -.40 .10 1003.44  -3.91 < .001 

Note. Gender: -1 = men, 1 = women. The Radcliffe College Sample served as the reference 

group against which the other samples were compared. Age is scaled by decade of life (i.e., 10 

years). The effect size bz represents the beta coefficient when avoidance is standardized and the 

model is re-run. 
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Table 5. Growth Curve Modeling Predicting Attachment Anxiety from Age, Gender, and 

Relationship Status 

  Anxiety 

  b SE(b) df bz t p 

Intercept 4.38 .08 

    Age -.07 .03 1225.06 -.07 -.2.06 .04 

Gender .02 .04 550.18 .02 .42 .67 

Relationship Status -.24 .05 844.90 -.25 -4.98 < .001 

Age × R. Status -.03 .02 1024.88 -.03 -1.59 .11 

Age
2
 -.05 .01 833.87 -.05 -3.62 <.001 

Age
2
 × R. Status .03 .01 1248.94 .03 3.19 .001 

Oakland .72 .11 525.22  6.65 < .001 

Guidance .64 .10 635.33  6.35 < .001 

Growth .75 .13 657.00  5.75 < .001 

Block & Block .06 .18 1282.69  .35 .72 

Note. Gender: -1 = men, 1 = women. Status: -1 = single, 1 = partnered. The Radcliffe College 

Sample served as the reference group against which the other samples were compared. Age is 

scaled by decade of life (i.e., 10 years). The effect size bz represents the beta coefficient when 

anxiety is standardized and the model is re-run. 
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Table 6. Growth Curve Modeling Predicting Attachment Avoidance from Age, Gender, and 

Relationship Status 

  Avoidance 

  b SE(b) df bz t p 

Intercept 5.01 .07 

    Age -.16 .03 1210.75 -.19 -5.95 < .001 

Gender -.27 .03 548.34 -.32 -8.52 < .001 

Relationship Status -.21 .04 835.03 -.24 -4.95 < .001 

Age × R. Status .01 .02 1055.18 .01 .72 .47 

Age
2
 -.0004 .01 827.73 -.0004 -.03 .97 

Age
2
 × R. Status .02 .01 1231.73 .02 1.99 .05 

Oakland .04 .09 521.99  .48 .63 

Guidance .02 .09 623.32  .29 .77 

Growth .15 .11 630.27  1.35 .18 

Block & Block -.76 .15 1278.64  -5.02 < .001 

Note. Gender: -1 = men, 1 = women. Status: -1 = single, 1 = partnered. The Radcliffe College 

Sample served as the reference group against which the other samples were compared. Age is 

scaled by decade of life (i.e., 10 years). The effect size bz represents the beta coefficient when 

avoidance is standardized and the model is re-run. 
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Figure 1. Longitudinal mean-level changes in anxiety. The model implied quadratic function is 

plotted with unconditional means from each individual sample superimposed into the figure. 
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Figure 2. Longitudinal mean-level changes in avoidance. The model implied linear function is 

plotted with unconditional means from each individual sample superimposed into the figure. 
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Figure 3. Longitudinal mean-level changes in anxiety plotted separately for single and partnered 

status at each wave. The model implied quadratic function is plotted. 
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Endnotes 

                                                           
1
 The data sets described here also include a number of childhood waves, some of which include 

Q-Sort data (see Block, 1971; Block & Block, 1980; Block & Block, 2006). However, the extent 

to which attachment exhibits heterotypical continuity and, as a result, can be measured with the 

same instrument across the entire lifespan is currently controversial (Allen & Tan, 2017; 

Crowell, Fraley, & Shaver, 2008). Further, the Q-Sort measure used in the current study was 

validated against self-reported adult attachment measures (Chopik & Edelstein, 2015). Thus, in 

the absence of further validation, it may be inappropriate to claim that we are reliably assessing 

attachment in younger participants. We decided to include all attachment data available for 

individuals 13 and older, given that attachment can be reliably measured by this age (Brenning et 

al., 2011; Feddern Donbaek & Elklit, 2014; Wilkinson, 2011). Nevertheless, we acknowledge the 

heterotypic continuity of attachment and its resulting methodological challenges as a future 

direction in the Discussion. 


