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Abstract: The capacity to form strong intimate relationship with others is considered as an essential developmental task and 

a principal feature of effective personality development. Consequently, there are different theories that attempted to explain 

how social relationship is formed. However, review of related literature on such relationship shows that attachment theory has 

become prominent theory to explain it. The purpose of this study is to examine the influence of early parental (care giver) 

attachment experience on adult romantic attachment using attachment theory as a framework. Cross-sectional descriptive 

survey design was used. A total of 306 (159 female and 147 male) participants were included from community based sample. 

Three Kebeles in Yeka sub-city of Addis Ababa were selected randomly. Data were collected on adult attachment and 

perception of early parental attachment experience. The constructs were measured by Experience in Close Relationship Scale-

Revised and Inventory of Parent Peer Attachment. Pearson correlation and linear multiple regressions were run to investigate 

the association and prediction among variables under study respectively. The result confirmed that perception of early 

attachment experience did not predict adult romantic attachment but insignificantly related. Consequently, the relationship 

between perception of early parental attachment experience and adult romantic attachment style should be studied by fellow 

researchers to make the study more replicable in the future. 
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1. Background of the Study 

Close relationships is essential to health and well-being. 

The capacity to form intimate relationship with others is 

considered as an essential developmental task and a principal 

feature of effective personality development [2, 4, 13]. Adult 

intimate relationships are highly complex phenomena and 

span manifold level of analysis including; the person, his/her 

social, cultural and historical context of their interactions and 

the systemic interplay among those levels of analysis [12, 

16]. Consequently, there are different theories that attempted 

to explain intimate relationship. However, review of related 

literature on intimate relationships shows that attachment 

theory is becoming prominent theory to explain such 

relationship [5, 13]. 

Bowlby in his attachment theory [2] suggests that 

attachment is the deep emotional bond formed between 

infants and one or more adults; usually a parent or caregiver. 

This attachment provides a sense of security to children and 

allows them to explore their environment, returning to the 

adult during periods of distress. Development of this 

emotional bond or attachment involves parents providing 

love, nurturing, trust, safety and respect to their children and 

sensitively responding to their children’s needs. The quality 

of the early parent-child relationship creates a framework of 

internalized expectations and beliefs about the self and the 

self in relation to others. The blueprint of such framework is 

long lasting and extended to adult romantic relationship [9, 

11, 15]. Therefore, attachment system affects the cognitive, 

emotional and behavioral responses in romantic relationship 

and expressed in an individual’s internal working model of 

self and others [6]. The model of self and model of others can 

exist in conscious and unconscious level, which is relatively 

stable and influences later social and environmental 

interactions as well as personal developmental experiences. 

There is a substantial amount of theoretical evidence 

suggesting a relationship between early attachment 

experience and subsequent social functioning. Prominent 
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figures of the attachment theory [1, 2, 10] reported the effect 

of early attachment experience on adult romantic attachment. 

However, few studies have been conducted to support the 

theoretical framework in practice. Some works that had been 

do so far are supportive while others could not. Therefore, 

this study investigated the interrelationship between 

perceptions of early attachment experience with the adult 

romantic attachment. 

2. Research Methods and Material 

2.1. Study Area 

The study area is Addis Ababa and was selected purposively. 

Addis Ababa represents a heterogeneous population in many 

social characteristics. Addis Ababa is the capital city of 

Ethiopia established in 1886. It is geographically located at the 

heart of the country. It accommodates about 35% of the total 

urban population in Ethiopia. Addis Ababa City has a total 

population of 2,738,248 with a growth rate of 2.1 percent per 

annum (additional 57,503 people per year), where around 52% 

of the populations composed of children and adolescents 

below age 25 years old. From the total population, 48 percent 

are males and 52 percent are females [7]. This study included 

heterosexual couples. 

2.2. Research Design and Population 

A non-experimental descriptive survey design was used to 

investigate the question of interest. The design is non-

experimental because there is no manipulation of 

independent variables, which were investigated in the study. 

In this design, the levels or categories of the independent 

variables were already defined or classified so that the 

researcher has no opportunity to manipulate or randomly 

assign individuals to certain groups. Moreover, cross-

sectional method was used to collect data at a time to make 

comparisons across different categories of respondents. The 

target population of this study was adult heterosexual couples 

while the study population was adult heterosexual couples in 

Addis Ababa Administrative City. The study site overview 

and sampling techniques are presented hereafter. 

2.3. Sample Size Determination and Sampling Procedure 

Single proportion population was used to derive the sample 

size. The proportion of the population in the attributes was not 

known and 50% of it was taken. Then at 95% confidence 

interval and 0.05 significance level, the sample was size 

calculated and became 384. Thus, 384 married (cohabited) 

from a total of 384 households were included in the study. 

n= {Z
2 

x
���

�	�
 } 

Where: n = sample size 

z = Confidence interval (95%) 

p = Expected prevalence (as fraction of 1) 

q = 1- p (expected non-prevalence) 

d = relative desired precision 

Yeka sub city was taken purposely among the 10 Woredas 

in Addis Ababa city. In the sub city, a Woreda with three 

Kebeles were selected using simple random sampling 

method. To reach households which are the analysis unit of 

the study, systematic simple random sampling was used 

based on the sampling frame obtained from Keble household 

registration database. 

2.4. Data Collection Tools and Process 

The researcher used a demographic questionnaire and two 

structured questionnaires. The demographic questionnaire 

contains nine items that elicits personal information from 

each respondent. The structured questionnaire includes: 

Perception of Attachment experience with Parents (IPPA) and 

Experiences in Close Relationships-Revised (ECR-R). 

IPPA measures the degree of closeness between the child 

and mother and father [2]. Three broad dimensions are 

assessed: degree of mutual trust; quality of communication; 

and extent of anger and alienation. Participants were asked to 

think about their relationships with their mothers and fathers 

or parental figures before they reached 18 years old. An 

overall score of positive relationship with each parent (high 

trust, high communication, and low alienation) was 

calculated to determine the closeness of the mother or father 

to the respondent. 

ECR-R measure the level of adult romantic attachment 

with two dimensions. ECR-R subscale scores for the two 

attachment dimensions of anxiety and avoidance. They have 

18 items each and are determined by calculating mean 

scores; lower scores on both dimensions reflect more secure 

attachment styles and higher scores on one or both suggest 

more insecure attachment styles [2].  

Open-ended Questions 

The open-ended questions were focused on whether 

perception of early parent attachment has effect on adult 

romantic attachment style. The intention was to compensate 

the drawback of structured questionnaire by letting 

respondents to express their personal opinion, attitude and 

experience freely in their own words. 

2.5. Methods of Data Analysis 

Prior to conducting the analyses, the data collected were 

examined for accuracy of data entry, normality, missing values 

and collinearity. The data were found to have dependable data, 

normal distribution, no significant missing values and the 

scales and subscales which were considered as independent 

variables were not collinear. Person correlation was run to 

examine the relationship adult attachment and relationship 

satisfaction. Multiple regressions were run with attachment 

anxiety and attachment avoidance as the independent variables 

and relationship as dependent variables. 

3. Results 

The majority (71.9%) of the respondents were in the age 

category of 26 to 40 years old, which is relatively in early 
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adulthood category of chronological age. The other 56 

(18.5%) fall in the age category of 41-60 years old which is 

congruent to the chronological age of middle adulthood. 

Therefore, most, 90.2% of the respondents were in early and 

middle adulthood chronological age. The majority, 245 

(81.1%) of the respondents reported that they are married, 30 

(9.8%) reported that they are single, 19 (6.2%). Sixty five 

percent of the respondents reported that they were reared by 

both biological mother and father, while 21.6% of the 

respondent reported that they were reared by only their 

biological mother. Two percent the respondents reared by 

their biological fathers and 6.3% of the respondents were 

reared by others like uncles and aunts. Therefore, most 

participants involved in this study are reared by their 

biological parents (mother and father) together. 

Table 1. Demographic Data (Categorical) (n=306). 

Demographic Variable Frequency Valid Percent 

Sex   

Female 157 51.3 

Male 149 48.7 

Total 306 100 

Age   

20- 25 years old 21 6.9 

26-40 years old 218 71.9 

41-60 years old 56 18.5 

>60 years old 8 2.6 

Total 303 100 

Marital status   

Married 245 81.1 

Cohabited 19 6.3 

Divorced 7 2.3 

Single 30 9.9 

Total 302 100 

Caregiver during childhood   

Mother 65 21.6 

Father 8 2.7 

Both father and mother 197 65.4 

Grandmother 9 3.0 

Grandfather 3 1.0 

Others (uncle, aunt, step father, step 

mother) 
19 6.3 

Total 301 100 

Table 2. Bivariate Correlation among Variables. 

Measures 1 2 3 4 

Aanx 1    

Aavo .55* 1   

CM -.21* -.13* 1  

CF -.11 -.01 .65* 1 
 

Note: Aanx= Attachment anxiety, Aavo=Attachment avoidance, 

CM=closeness with mother, CF= closeness with father. 

 
 

Attachment anxiety had statistically significant negative 

association with closeness to mother (r=.21, p<.001). 

Attachment avoidance had statistically significant negative 

association with closeness with mother (r=.13, p<0.01). 

However closeness with the father had no statistically 

significant relationship with neither attachment anxiety nor 

attachment avoidance. 

To triangulate this quantitative relationship analysis of 

early attachment experience and adult romantic attachment 

style, an open-ended question was forwarded for the same 

informants. Exclusively almost all informants explained the 

impact of early attachment experience on adult attachment 

style. Sample selected description given by key informants 

are given below. 

Informant 1: No questions about it. Child rearing practice 

has great impact on children life style especially on their 

friendly relationship. A child who grows in a family 

characterized by transparency, free discussion, tends to 

reflect these behaviors when he/she grown up in their own 

relationship. In the contrary, the one who grows in 

authoritative and ignorant family, will not give place for 

others, reflect no self confidence and no free discussion 

rather became self absorbent and remain silent until the 

problem became roofed. Moreover, to get acceptance from 

the partner, he/she might perform wrong and unacceptable 

acts. In his/her relationship no expressed love, no 

transparency, no trust and lives always in discomfort in 

his/her relationship (a 45 years old male informant). 

Informant 2: In my opinion the attachment that children 

have had with their parents has great contribution in their 

adulthood life. For instance my mother devoted herself while 

she was nurturing me. I was growing without a father. Now I 

have children. I am reflecting my strong personality to rear 

my children like my mother did for me. Moreover, I am not 

only striving to be good mother but also good wife because I 

do not want my children to grow without a father and I want 

to be a model for them, (a 36 year old female informant). 

These explanations given by informants imply how much 

early attachment experience influence later interpersonal 

functioning. Therefore, the qualitative result obtained from 

informants is much stronger than the quantitative analysis 

(correlation) but still within the same realm. Lower score in 

the perception of early attachment experience (low score in 

closeness with mother and low score in closeness with father) 

relate in insecure attachment during adulthood and higher 

score in perception of early attachment experience (closeness 

with mother and closeness with father) related to secure 

attachment during adulthood romantic relationship. 

Table 3. Regressions with Closeness with Parents on Adult Attachment. 

 Beta t p F R-Square 

Regression 1      

DV: Anxiety      

IV: Closeness with Father -.059 -.719 .473 
2.946 .023 

Closeness with Mother -.105. -1.284 .200 

Regression 2      
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 Beta t p F R-Square 

DV: Avoidance      

IV: Closeness with Father .081 .979 .328 
1.492 .012 

Closeness with Mother -.142 -1.717 .087 
 

Note: *P<0.01 

Regression analysis of both closeness with mother and 

closeness with father did not predict significantly adult 

attachment styles. This implies the level of closeness with 

parents and parental figures has no more statistically 

significant impact on the adult attachment style with their 

romantic partners. 

4. Discussion 

It was hypothesized that early attachment experience 

predicts adult romantic attachment style. Higher score in 

closeness with mother and higher score in closeness with 

father will result in lower score in attachment anxiety and 

lower score in attachment avoidance (secure attachment). 

Lower score in closeness with mother and lower score in 

closeness with father will result in higher level attachment 

anxiety and higher level of attachment avoidance. 

The direction of correlations is consistent with those 

reported in the literature [6, 10, 16]. Individuals who get 

trust, communication and less alienation (higher score on 

closeness with father and closeness with mother) are more 

likely to approach later interpersonal relationship in a 

positive way, secure attachment style. Although the degree of 

impact depends on attachment figures, based on attachment 

theory, both mother and father figures should have an impact 

on children's formation of attachment style. Unlike what was 

predicted, early attachment experiences with parental figures 

were not strong predictor of current attachment style. 

Therefore, neither closeness with the father nor closeness 

with the mother predicts adult romantic attachment style. 

This result is analogous to some of the previous research 

results studies [16] and is contrary to other previous research 

reports [6, 10]. 

One possible explanation for the non-confirmation of this 

hypothesis could be, even though early child parent 

attachment is essential in the construction of an adult 

romantic attachment related behaviors and feelings in close 

relationships, any given intimate relationship experience with 

a specific romantic relationship provides an opportunity to 

reconstruct or work through the attachment memory 

established during infancy and childhood. Change toward 

attachment security is always possible if an adult has the 

opportunities to repeatedly engage in model disconfirming 

relationship experience and partners. Moreover, the scarcity 

of empirical evidences done on this area created a challenge 

to the present researcher to compare and contrast the 

findings. 

The unexpected weak associations and prediction between 

early attachment experience and adult romantic attachment 

style could be attributed to different reasons. Some of them 

perhaps might be related to lack of recalling their past 

memory of the respondents, social desirability or 

unsuitability of the measure used to collect perception of 

early attachment experience. 

5. Conclusions and Implications 

The result had very weak association and prediction power 

between perception of early parental attachment experience 

and adult attachment style.. Hence, early attachment 

experience did not significantly predict adult attachment and 

other functional relationships during adulthood in the present 

study. 

The present finding suggests that although the construction 

of adult’s romantic attachment style is partly based on early 

parent-child attachment, there is an opportunity to reconstruct 

or work through the attachment memory established beyond 

infancy or childhood. The present research result shows that 

early parent-child attachment had very little impact in 

couple’s romantic attachment. Actually, this result is 

relatively inconsistent with most of the previous conceptions 

of the relationship between early attachment experience and 

adult romantic attachment style. The findings from the 

qualitative analysis however, supported the previous 

conceptualization. The quantitative analysis also supported 

the hypothesized relationship but fails to predict significantly. 

Therefore, researchers who want to extend or replicate this 

issue shall focus on the instrument (IPPA) used to collect 

data from adults about the perception of early attachment 

experience. 

6. Limitation of the Study 

There are two major limitations of the present study. First, 

the present researcher more relay on self-report measures and 

open-ended questions. However, it may result in some 

inaccuracy in report of attachment style due to social 

desirability effect. Because insecure attachment involves 

defensiveness, participants with insecure attachment styles 

may under-report their sense of insecurity. Moreover, it 

would be necessary to assess the importance of attachment 

style relative to other factors like social desirability that may 

influence attraction and partner’s choices. Another potential 

problem could be in the retrospective attachment measure 

used in the perception of early attachment experience. 

Individuals retrospective account of early attachment 

experience may have more to do with their current state of 

mind or a function of reconstructed and reinterpreted 

memory of early parent child attachment than the actual 

reflection of the early attachment experience in their 

childhood. Therefore, the degree to which the retrospective 

attachment assessment is meaningfully related to the early 
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parent attachment needs to be addressed specifically in the 

future studies. 
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