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ABSTRACT

Early experiences with caregivers play a crucial role in shaping individual’s
relational functioning, particularly in romantic relationships. This study focuses on
the association between early attachment experiences with the mother and the
quality of adult romantic relationships. The sample consisted of 400 adults aged 18
to 67 who completed the Perceptions of Adult Attachment Questionnaire and the
Experiences in Close Relationships Inventory-Revised. The findings showed
significant gender and age differences; women reported higher levels of avoidance,

vulnerability, and forgiveness concering early maternal attachment experiences,
while men reported higher levels of criticism. Emerging adults reported higher
levels of anxious attachment in their romantic relationships and recalled fewer early
experiences of maternal love. Furthermore, early maternal experiences
characterized by love, and lower levels of rejection, criticism, and vulnerability were
significantly related to avoidant attachment styles in adulthood. In contrast, early
attachment experiences characterized by vulnerability, reverse of roles, and lack of
maternal care—particularly when recalled with anger—were associated to higher
levels of anxious attachment in adult romantic relationships. These findings are of
high importance for research and theory in the field of interpersonal relationships.
They are also crucial for the development of targeted psychological interventions
for new parents, couples, and young adults seeking support to face romantic
relationship challenges and process early relational experiences.
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Attachment experiences with a caregiver

Bowlby (1980), who developed attachment theory, argued that early relationships with caregivers,
particularly the mother, are central in shaping how people later understand relationships. These ways of
relating are created through daily interactions, as infants come to recognize whether their caregivers are
emotionally present, responsive, and reliable. Moreover, Bowlby (1973) further found that attachment styles
begin to form during the first year of life and establish during the second and third year. The main goal of
attachment is to provide a sense of safety, when people feel threatened or distressed (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2012). However, at the same time, attachment supports child’s willingness to explore the world (Fraley &
Roisman, 2019). When caregivers respond consistently and are sensitive to child’s needs, children are more
likely to develop secure attachment. Secure attachment relates to positive views of self and others. However,

when care is not consistent or the caregiver is not emotionally available, children develop insecure attachment

© 2023, Kalliope Kounenou, Christos Perzikianidis, Dimitra Findani, Psychology: The journal of the Hellenic Psychological Society

Antonios Kalamatianos, Ntina Kourmousi https://ejournals.epublishing.ekt.gr/index.php/psychology
Licence CC-BY-SA 4.0

https://doi.org/10.12681/psy_hps.45298



KOUNENOU, PERZIKIANIDIS, FINDANI, KALAMATIANOS, KOURMOUSI (2026)

styles. These styles include negative beliefs about themselves and difficulties in later relationships (Fraley &
Roisman, 2019).

Insecure attachment takes two main forms: attachment-related anxiety and attachment-related
avoidance (Fraley et al., 2013; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2012). People with insecure attachment style often
struggle with closeness in interpersonal relationships and they experience aneed of dependence, fear of
rejection, and vigilance toward others (Bowlby, 1988). For example, in anxious attachment, children may
often complain or take on a caregiving role in an attempt to maintain the relationship. Individuals with
avoidant attachment, on the other hand, usually avoid closeness in order to prevent disappointment or
rejection (Holmes, 2009). Previous studies show that these early patterns of relating influence how people
understand the world and themselves, and relate with the others. Ross et al. (2016) reported that insecurely
attached individuals experience the world as unpredictable and feel unable to gain control of their lives.
Furthermore, research found that avoidant attachment relates to lower levels of psychological insight on
personal emotions and weaker memories of past experiences, while anxious attachment associates with an
increased chance to recall negative events in an exaggerated way (Bourne et al., 2013; Edelstein et al., 2008;
Gentzler & Kerns, 2006).

Adult attachment styles

Adult attachment refers to the internalized representations of self and others that are shaped by early
attachment experiences (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) categorized adult
attachment into four styles, namely: a) secure attachment, which is characterized by low anxiety and low
avoidance, a positive image of the self and trust in others, b) preoccupied attachment that is characterized by
high anxiety, low avoidance, and dependence on others in order to perceive self as worthy, ¢) fearful-avoidant
attachment, which is connected to high anxiety, high avoidance, low trust to others and negative perceptions
of the self, and d) dismissive-avoidant attachment, which is characterized by low anxiety, high avoidance, self-
reliance and avoidance to create close intepersonal relationships. In contrast to this categorical model, recent
theories focus on dimensional models of attachment (Simpson, 1990). For instance, Fraley and Shaver (2000)
conceptualized adult attachment based on two dimensions: avoidance and anxiety. Based on this model,
securely attached individuals tend to score low on both dimensions.

Adult attachment and romantic relationships

Several studies agree that individual's attachment style plays a significant role on how they perceive security
in close interpersonal relationships (Holmes & Johnson, 2009). Based on the similarity hypothesis, individuals
tend to select partners with similar attachment styles in order to enhance their sense of self and feelings of
self-worth and this leads them to align with their goals for their relationship and their desired levels of
closeness. This, in turn, leads to obtain positive feedback, which further enhances their self-esteem. This need
for affirmation by the others in order to enhance one’s self-image is also in accordance with Baumeister’s self-
enhancement theory (1982). Furthermore, the self-consistency theory provides evidence on these relational
patterns focusing on the fact that individuals are attracted to partners who validate their expectations, which
is a way to maintain a consistent perception of their selves (Swann & Read, 1981). Regardless of attachment
style, individuals generally prefer partners with a secure attachment, as security fosters emotional stability
and deeper relational bonds (Chappell & Davis, 1998).

Apart from the partner selection, even though individuals initially seek security in romantic relationships,
as relationships progress, they tend to experience early distressing emotions, such as disappointment, and
they actively search for healing experiences (Austin et al., 2022). This finding has its roots to Bowlby’s theory
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(1980), which suggests that attachment remains stable, even though it evolves with maturity. During
adulthood, the romantic partners become the primary attachment figures (Holmes, 2015; Umemura et al.,
2017). Thus, research suggests that adult attachment patterns predict how individuals behave in both
romantic relationships and parenting roles (Szepsenwol & Simpson, 2019). However, Booth-LaForce et al.
(2014) argue that secure attachment in adulthood is not determined only by early caregiver experiences. While
early attachment experience play an important role, they do not always have a fixed impact on the first two
decades of life. Disruptions in individual’s development because of changes in the caregiving environment,
further shape attachment style.

Gender differences in adult attachment

Research suggests that women report higher levels of anxious attachment than men, while men report higher
levels of avoidant attachment (Feeney, 2016; Haydon et al., 2014; Scharfe, 2016). However, these findings are
not consistent, since Chopik et al. (2013) found that women had higher levels of both anxious and avoidant
attachment compared to men, while Gleeson and Fitzgerald (2014) found that both men and women report
high levels of avoidant-fearful attachment, while women report high levels of secure attachment, as well.
Additional studies found that men report high levels of preoccupied attachment that lead to experiencing
lower levels of meaning in life, while women report high levels of avoidance and difficulties in interpersonal
relationships, especially under stress, during early adulthood (Bodner et al., 2014). Finally, Del Giudice (2015,
2016) noted that avoidance can be interpreted as autonomy by men, or as a fear of intimacy by women and
suggested that gender differences may not necessarily relate directly to the two dimensions of avoidance and
anxiety, but rather to undetectable aspects of attachment.

Adult attachment and romantic relationship experiences from emerging to late adulthood

Emerging adulthood describes a distinct developmental phase among ages 18 and 29, which is characterized
by exploration of personal identity, frequent changes in employment and romantic relationships, increased
focus on the self, and a sense of being in-between adolescence and adulthood (Arnett, 2014; Arnett et al., 2014;
Sommantico et al., 2018). The quality of romantic relationships during emerging adulthood are affected by
the relationship functions during childhood and adolescence, such as social support, trust, and intimacy
(Brumbaugh, 2017). Moreover, Guarnieri et al. (2014) found that young adults balance their desire for
independence with their dependence on parents as a secure base, while Kumar and Mattanah (2016) found
that a secure attachment to one’s mother leads to higher levels of satisfaction in romantic relationships during
emerging adulthood. This secure attachment promotes a sense of fulfillment and a better psychosocial
development compared to individuals with ambivalent or avoidant attachment styles. Finally, Konrath et al.
(2014) suggest that young people may prefer casual relationships over stable, long-term ones, which could
explain lower levels of anxious attachment among them.

Adults experience a stronger sense of competence and a better understanding of how to engage with
partners who fulfill their needs for care, attachment, and sexual satisfaction comparing to emerging adulthood
(Furman & Wehner, 1997). The early life experiences do not determine the nature of adult romantic
attachment, since repairing experiences in romantic relationships, social support systems and high-quality
friendships also play a crucial role in shaping attachment style in later adulthood (Fraley et al., 2013; Fraley
& Roisman, 2019; Hudson et al., 2015). Moreover, research shows that anxiety in close interpersonal
relationships decrease over time, particularly for individuals that formed a stable romantic relationship
(Chopik et al., 2013). On the other hand, avoidant attachment seems to increase during middle adulthood,

especially for men, because of the life challenges faced by individuals, like raising children and relationship
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conflicts (Del Giudice, 2011; Hill & Roberts, 2012; Konrath et al., 2014). However, levels of avoidance decrease
in old age (Chopik et al., 2013). In addition, securely attached individuals seem to maintain their secure
attachment in future relationships (Pinquart et al., 2013).

The purpose of the present study

The primary objective of this cross-sectional quantitative study is to explore the relationship between
perceptions of early attachment experiences with mother and the quality of romantic relationships during
adulthood (Rousos & Tsaousis, 2011). Gender and age differences in both variables are also addressed. Another
goal of this study is to examine the association between perceptions of early attachment experiences and adult
romantic relationship quality in both emerging adulthood (ages 18-29) and later life stages, since various
factors may significantly influence this relationship. Based on this rationale, the present study aims to adress
the following research questions:

RQz1: Are there gender differences on the perception of early attachment experiences and the quality of
romantic relationships among Greek adults?

RQ2: Are there differences among emerging adults and adults over 30 years on the perception of early
attachment experiences and the quality of romantic relationships among Greek adults?

RQ3: Do the perception of early attachment experiences significantly associate to the quality of romantic
relationships among Greek adults?

RQ4: Are there differences between emerging adults and adults over 30 years on the associations between
early attachment experiences and the quality of romantic relationships among Greek adults?

Method

Participants

A total of 400 participants ranged in age from 18 to 67 years took part in the study. Of these, 180 were male
(45%) and approximately 66% were between the ages of 18 and 29, while 33% were over the age of 30. In
terms of employment status, 76% of the participants were currently employed. Regarding educational
background, the majority (89%) were enrolled in or had completed tertiary education, while 8.5% had
completed secondary education, and 2.3% had only completed primary education. Most participants (92.5%)
resided in urban areas, with 6% living in suburban areas and 1.5% in rural areas. The vast majority identified
as heterosexual (92.5%), while 3% identified as homosexual and 3.3% as bisexual. Regarding relationship
status, 38.8% reported being in a romantic relationship, 23.5% were single, 18.1% were married, and 12.8%
were not currently in a romantic relationship. Additionally, 89.8% of the participants indicated they had been
in at least one stable romantic relationship in the past.

Measures

Demographics. A questionnaire was used to gather information regarding gender, age, occupation, current
employment status, educational level, place of residence, sexual orientation, as well as personal life

experiences both in the present and the past.

Perceptions of Adult Attachment Questionnaire (PAAQ). The PAAQ consists of 60 items and it is designed
to assess individuals’ beliefs about their early attachment experiences, particularly in relation to their

maternal figure, who typically serves as the primary caregiver during childhood. The instrument was
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translated into Greek by Kygeridou (2014) and evaluates adults’ internal representations of attachment across
three core dimensions: perceptions of early attachment experiences, current evaluations of attachment
relationships, and the accessibility of childhood memories. These dimensions are captured by six subscales,
namely: Rejection, Loved, Role reversed, Vulnerable, Balancing/Forgiving, Angry, Derogating Attachment
Experiences, and Reporting no memory. Higher scores indicate stronger endorsement of the corresponding
dimension of attachment experiences or evaluations. Cassidy et al. (2009) evaluated the psychometric
properties of the original scale, reporting both internal consistency and test-retest reliability for each subscale.
In the present study, the subscales showed an acceptable internal consistency reliability ranging from a = .71
to .80 except for the Balance-Forgiving subscale (o = .63) and the Avoidance subscale (a = .62).

Experiences in Close Relationships Inventory-Revised (ECR-R). The ECR-R is a self-report measure that
consists of 36 items measuring how individuals feel and behave in the context of close romantic partnerships.
Specifically, it evaluates two primary dimensions of attachment: anxiety and avoidance. The anxiety
dimension reflects a heightened concern with relationship security, including preoccupations with
abandonment, fears of rejection, and emotional over-involvement with a partner. In contrast, the avoidance
dimension reflects discomfort with intimacy, reluctance to depend on others, and difficulty in trusting or
approaching one’s partner emotionally. The psychometric properties of the ECR-R have been evaluated in
multiple samples across different cultural contexts showing high reliability and validity levels. In Greece, the
study of Tsagarakis et al. (2007) proved that the measure is psychometrically sound in this cultural context,
as well. In the present study, the subscales demonstrated adequate internal consistency levels (a = .81 and
.80, respectively).

Procedure

The present study was conducted during the 2022-2023 academic year. Data collection was carried out
through an online survey hosted on the Google Forms platform, which participants accessed via a link
distributed on social media. Prior to participation, individuals were presented with an informed consent form
outlining the purpose of the study, the intended use of the data, assurances of anonymity and confidentiality,
and the voluntary nature of their involvement. Participants were required to provide their informed consent
before proceeding to complete the questionnaires and confirm that they are above 18 years old.

Results

Gender differences

To answer the first research question, potential gender differences across perceptions of early attachment
experiences and the quality of romantic relationships were examined using a series of Kruskal-Wallis H tests
since the data did not follow a normal distribution. Results indicated that women reported significantly higher
levels of Avoidant Attachment than men, x%(1) = 10.34, p < .001, as well as greater feelings of being Vulnerable
with their mother, ¥?(1) = 21.94, p < .001, and greater tendencies to Balance negative feelings and Forgive
past hurts in their relationship with their mother, x*(1) = 10.78, p < .001. Women also reported significantly
more feelings of Love and acceptance from their mother, ¥%(1) = 4.88, p < .027. Conversely, men scored

significantly higher on Derogating perceptions and criticism of their mother, ¥*(1) = 16.97, p < .001.
Age group differences

To address the second research question concerning the age group differences across perceptions of early

attachment experiences and the quality of adult romantic relationships, a series of Kruskal-Wallis H tests
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were conducted comparing two age groups: individuals aged 18-29 and those aged 30 and above. Statistically
significant differences were observed in specific subscales of the PAAQ. Significant age group differences were
found for Anxiety Attachment, y*(1) = 10.62, p < .001, with emerging adults reporting higher levels than older
adults. Older adults reported significantly more feelings of Love based on their early attachment experiences,
x*(1) = 6.29, p = .012, and more detailed childhood attachment experiences recall, X*(1) = 5.73, p = .017, while
younger adults were more likely to report gaps or vaguer recollections.

Associations between perceptions of early attachment experiences and the quality of adult
romantic relationships

To address the third research question, Spearman’s rho correlation analyses were conducted between the
Anxiety and Avoidance subscales of the ECR-R and the subscales of the PAAQ. As presented in Table 1, Anxiety
Attachment in romantic relationships was significantly and positively correlated with several early attachment
experiences with the mother. These included feelings of rejection, role reversal (feeling responsible for the
mother), vulnerability, anger toward the mother, criticism of her, reporting no clear memories of early
interactions, and efforts to balance negative feelings by forgiving past relational hurts. In contrast, Avoidant
Attachment in romantic relationships showed statistically significant negative correlations with all of these
same early maternal attachment experiences.

Table 1. Spearman’s correlations among perceptions of early attachment experiences and the quality of adult
romantic relationships (N = 400)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 i 8 9 10
1. Attachment: Anxiety 1

2. Attachment: Avoidance  -.28** 1

3. Rejected 26%% - 25*%* 1

4. Loved .04 -.04 .59%% 1

5. Role Reversed 27%% - 16%*  19%* - 16* 1

6. Vulnerable .36*%*%  -21%*  37**  10*  36%F 1

7. Balancing/Forgiving .10* .03  -.11*  -29%* 26%* [18** 1

8. Angry .209%% - 25%%  G** 49%*  14* 44FF -a7F* 1

9. Derogating A1% 0 -22%F g1%* 29%* 11* 1% - 20%*  36%* 1

10. Reporting No Memory IS T RS Ly Ak by AN} < LA Ly AG N b Ak .02 .34** .36%* 1

To further investigate the associations between perceptions of early attachment experiences and the
quality of adult romantic relationships, two multiple regression analyses were conducted. The dependent
variables were the two adult attachment styles: anxiety and avoidance. The independent variables were
various perceived early attachment experiences with the mother: feeling rejected, loved, role-reversed,
vulnerable, balancing/forgiving, angry, derogating, or reporting no memory of early attachment.

The results showed that the Anxious Attachment style in adulthood was significantly predicted by higher
levels of anger and vulnerability toward the mother, greater feelings of being responsible for her (role
reversal), more reports of having no clear memories of early interactions, and lower levels of perceived
maternal love, R? = .21, F(5, 395) = 20.565, p < .001 (see Table 2).

148



WYXOAOTIA | PSYCHOLOGY, 31(1), 143-158 EMnviky Wuyxohoykr) Etatpeia @
Hellenic Psychological Society
In contrast, the Avoidant Attachment style was significantly predicted by lower levels of perceived
rejection and vulnerability, less criticism of the mother, and higher levels of perceived maternal love, R? = .13,
F(4, 396) = 15.033, p < .001 (see Table 3).

Table 2. Multiple regression analysis for perceptions of early attachment experiences with mother explaining
anxious attachment style in adult romantic relationships (N = 400)

(&

Predictors of Anxious

Attachment in Adult b SE b B t p
Romantic Relationships

(Constant) 2.906 .18 16.330 <.001
Vulnerable 113 .04 .16 2.927 .004
Angry .205 .05 .27 4.505 <.001
Role Reversed .149 .05 .16 3.084 .002
Reporting No memory .076 .03 12 2.435 .015
Loved -.116 .05 -.12 -2.156 .032

Table 3. Multiple regression analysis for perceptions of early attachment experiences with mother explaining
avoidant attachment style in adult romantic relationships (N = 400)

Predictors of Avoidant

Attachment in Adult b SE b B t p
Romantic Relationships

(Constant) 4.733 .09 50.816 <.001
Rejected -.152 .04 -.30 -4.303 <.001
Loved 131 .03 .23 3.830 <.001
Derogating -.074 .03 -.14 -2.739 .006
Vulnerable -.047 .02 -.11 -2.203 .028

The role of age group on the association between perceptions of early attachment experiences
and the quality of adult romantic relationships

To examine whether age group (emerging adults vs. adults over 30 years) moderates the associations between
perceptions of early attachment with the mother and adult attachment styles, moderation analyses were
conducted using the PROCESS macro for SPSS. The independent variables were those identified in the
regression models above, and the dependent variables were anxious and avoidant attachment in romantic
relationships. The analyses revealed no significant moderating effect of age group.

Discussion

The present study aimed to examine the relationship between perceptions of early attachment experiences
with the mother and the quality of adult romantic relationships, while taking into account gender and age
differences (Rousos & Tsaousis, 2011). The findings indicated that there is a strong association between early
attachment perceptions and the attachment styles applied in adult romantic relationships. More specifically,
higher levels of negative perceptions of early attachment with the mother were significantly associated with
anxious attachment in adulthood. On the other hand, avoidant attachment was significantly associated with
more positive perceptions of early experiences with the mother. In addition, significant gender and age group

differences were found in both the perceptions of early attachment experiences and the attachment styles in
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adult romantic relationships. These findings have important implications for theory, research, and clinical
practice in the fields of interpersonal relationships, social development, and psychotherapy.

More specifically, the findings of the present study indicate that higher levels of perceived vulnerability,
anger, reversing of roles, and lack of memory, as well as lower levels of perceived maternal love, were
significantly associated with anxious attachment in adulthood. Previous research lays the ground to explain
these associations since it indicates that early-life difficulties in the attachment with the caregiver predict
insecure attachment during adulthood and patterns of mating, in turn (Szepsenwol & Simpson, 2019).
Individuals with insecure attachment tend to carry a pervasive fear of rejection throughout their lives (De
Paoli et al., 2017). Early childhood trauma and feelings of vulnerability associate with anxiety in adult romantic
relationships and leads to more frequent reports of deficits in memory and the ability of recalling early life
attachment experiences (Chiu et al., 2018; Ogle et al., 2015; Ross et al., 2016). Furthermore, the expression of
anxiety in adult romantic relationships seems to increase when the early-life interactions include reversal of
roles in the relationship with the caregiver, where the child feels responsible for the mother (Holmes, 2009).
Adult individuals with such early experiences often hold strong early maladaptive schemas of rejection and
other-directedness and experience anxiety in their romantic relationships and insecurities about whether
their emotional needs are being met (Karatzas et al., 2023). Moreover, they may exhibit dependent behaviors,
seek constant reassurance, and experience distress or even hostility when their expectations are not fulfilled
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2012). Taking everything into account, there is a strong connection between negative
early attachment experiences and experiencing anxiety in romantic relationships during adulthood.

The findings concerning avoidant attachment in romantic relationships indicated, in some cases,
avoidance is a result of positive early attachment experiences. More specifically, avoidant attachment was
associated with lower levels of perceived rejection and vulnerability, less criticism of the mother, and higher
levels of perceived maternal love. These results diverge from the traditional understanding of avoidant
attachment that is a result of emotional distance or rejection in early caregiving (Ainsworth, 1978; Bowlby,
1988). One possible explanation is that individuals with avoidant tendency may have developed their
independence and emotional self-sufficiency within caregiving environments that were not rejecting, but
instead emphasized autonomy. Fraley and Roisman (2019) suggest that avoidant attachment may not always
springs from negative caregiving, but can also emerge from environments where emotional expression is
discouraged or independence is encouraged. This leads children to learn that intimacy or emotional closeness
are potentially threatening or negative. This alternative pathway is in line with previous research indicating
that avoidant individuals may not always report traumatic childhood experiences. However, they describe
their early relationships as emotionally neutral or idealized. In such cases, autonomy as a core relational value
may lead to an avoidant attachment style during adulthood (Grossmann et al., 2006). Moreover, the tendency
of avoidant individuals to minimize the importance of their emotional needs possibly affects how they
retrospectively perceive and report their early experiences with their caregiver (Bourne et al., 2013;
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). These findings highlight the complexity of attachment development from infancy
to adulthood and suggest that avoidant attachment may not always result from traumatic caregiving, but can
also emerge from relational experiences that prioritize emotional autonomy over intimacy.

Furthermore, the findings of the present study indicate significant gender differences in both early
attachment experiences and adult attachment styles in romantic relationships. In particular, women reported
higher levels of avoidance in romantic relationships when comparing to men, while at the same time women
reported perceptions of their early interactions with their mothers characterized by greater feelings of love,

vulnerability, and a tendency to forgive past relational difficulties with their mother. In contrast, men reported
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higher levels of derogating attitudes toward their mothers. However, previous findings have not reached a
consensus regarding the gender differences on attachment. Some studies indicate that women report higher
levels of attachment anxiety and lower levels of avoidance in romantic relationships than men (Del Giudice,
2011), while other studies suggest a shift in levels of avoidance among women because of a greater emphasis
on autonomy and ongoing changes on gender norms and the expectations by others and society towards
women (Bonder et al.,, 2014). Increasing educational and occupational opportunities have transformed
women's roles and concept of self, since career and independence are now core parts of their identity (DiPrete
& Buchmann, 2013). These changes in gender roles could lead to changes in relational patterns in romantic
relationships. Bonder et al. (2014), for example, found that women, especially when facing high relational
stress or conflicting role expectations, may adopt avoidant strategies as a form of emotional protection.
Moreover, increasing social acceptance of diverse romantic behaviors may also affect how women feel and
behave in their close interpersonal relationships (Calzo, 2013).

Regarding early attachment experiences, the findings indicated that women reported more positive
emotional memories with their mothers, such as, feeling loved, being able to forgive, and experiencing
vulnerability, when compared to men. These findings are in line with research suggesting that women are
more emotional in their relationships and they tend to internalize more their caregiving experiences
(Thompson & Meyer, 2007). In contrast, men tend to derogate their mothers, which is in accordance with
findings from previous studies showing that men are more likely to underappreciate their caregivers,
especially when their early attachment experiences were characterized by inconsistency or emotional distance
(Fraley & Shaver, 2000). Moreover, girls are generally encouraged to express their emotions, which may
enhance their ability to access early attachment memories (Brody & Hall, 2008). Boys, on the other hand, are
often encouraged to suppress their emotions and their vulnerability, which possibly creates a path to
avoidance or derogation (Cassidy & Shaver, 2016).

Finally, significant age group differences were found in attachment anxiety, with emerging adults
reporting higher levels of anxious attachment compared to older adults. This finding is consistent with
previous findings indicating that attachment insecurity, and particularly anxious attachment, is more frequent
during young adulthood and may decrease with age (Chopik et al., 2013). Since emerging adulthood is a period
characterized by identity exploration and instability (Arnett, 2014), individuals are prone to experience
emotional fluctuations, dependence on romantic partners in order to obtain validation and increased fear of
getting abandoned (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). On the other hand, older adults in the present study reported
significantly higher perceptions of receiving maternal love during their early attachment experiences and
more clear recallings of relational memories with their mother. This possibly means that autobiographical
memory and attachment are more and more intertwined with age (Fivus & Haden, 2003). Younger individuals
frequently report fragmented or vague early attachment memories, while older adults had adequate time to
self-reflect, process and make sense of their early experiences; this is called "earned security” (Birditt et al.,
2012; Bluck & Habermas, 2001; Habermas & Bluck, 2000; Kennedy et al., 2004; Labouvie-Vief, 2003; Roisman
et al., 2002; Saunders et al., 2011). Additionally, engagement in psychotherapy over the life course may play
a key role in revisiting, reconstructing and making a new meaning from early attachment experiences through
a safe relational context, like the therapeutic alliance, which leads to more positive interpretations and deeper
emotional integration (Levy & Johnson, 2019; Roisman et al., 2002; Saunders et al., 2011). Even though, in the
present study, age groups were not found to moderate the associations between early attachment experiences

and attachment in adult romantic relationships. Taking everything into account, as individuals age, they tend
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to view early attachment experiences with greater insight but it is not yet clear if this process directly affects
adult romantic relationship quality.

However, the present study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting its
findings. Firstly, self-report questionnaires were used increasing the potential for response biases, such as
social desirability or lack of introspective accuracy. These instruments capture participants' subjective
perceptions of their attachment experiences and relational dynamics, which may not always align with the
actual behaviors or interactions that could be observed in everyday interacions. Additionally, some items on
the Perceptions of Adult Attachment Questionnaire required participants to retrospectively evaluate their
early-life attachment experiences with their mother figures. Such retrospective reporting could be influenced
by memory reconstruction, current emotional state, current relationship status, and intervening life
experiences, which may alter or bias individuals’ answers. Moreover, the study employed a cross-sectional
design, collecting data at a single point in time. This fact limits the potential to gather information on causal
relationships or track developmental changes in attachment patterns across the lifespan. Consequently,
longitudinal studies that follow individuals over time could provide more robust data on how early attachment
experiences evolve and influence adult relational functioning.

In addition, future research could benefit from incorporating multi-method and dyadic analysis
approaches, such as relational observations, in-depth interviews, or third-party reports (e.g., from parents or
partners), to enhance this study’s findings and enhance ecological validity. Moreover, future research attempts
to study diverse attachment figures (e.g., fathers), different cultural contexts, and attachment in different
types of relationships, such as friendships, could also lead to a more comprehensive understanding of
attachment dynamics. Finally, future studies might investigate the role of psychotherapy or major life events
in reshaping attachment style, using longitudinal or mixed-method designs in order to explore how
attachment changes over time and in which ways this affects psychological and relational wellbeing.

In conclusion, the findings of this study highlight a strong association between individuals’ early
attachment perceptions and the attachment styles they develop in adult romantic relationships. The results
also reveal important gender and age-related differences in how people recall and interpret their early
attachment experiences, and how these memories influence their relational patterns later in life. These
findings add to the growing body of research showing that early relational experiences have an enduring effect
on adult relationship dynamics, while also suggesting that these patterns are shaped by broader
developmental and social influences. The implications of this study should be understood within the Greek
cultural context, which represents a unique blend of Western individualistic and Eastern collectivistic values.
In such a sociocultural environment, traditional family structures and gender roles often coexist with
emerging values of independence and romantic individuation. The study also offers valuable insights for
psychotherapeutic practice. It emphasizes the role of psychotherapy in helping individuals reflect on, make
sense of, and potentially reshape their attachment narratives and experiences. Since attachment styles and
autobiographical memories are dynamic, they can evolve through personal growth, meaningful life
experiences, reparative relationships, and psychological interventions. Thus, these findings have significant
implications for counselling and psychotherapeutic interventions targeting new parents, couples, and young

adults seeking guidance on romantic relationship issues.
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