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This qualitative literature review explores the effects of childhood trauma on adult
attachment styles in romantic relationships. Research has consistently shown that early
traumatic experiences, such as neglect, abuse, or emotional distress, significantly
influence an individual's attachment behaviors in adulthood. These childhood adversities
may manifest in adult relationships as insecure attachment styles, including anxious,
avoidant, or disorganized patterns. The review synthesizes existing literature to examine
how trauma during childhood shapes emotional regulation, trust, and intimacy in
romantic partnerships. It also highlights therapeutic interventions that can help
individuals with traumatic histories develop healthier attachment patterns. The findings
underscore the importance of understanding the long-lasting impacts of childhood
trauma and the need for tailored approaches to relationship counseling and support for
affected individuals.

INTRODUCTION

behaviors throughout life. These early
attachment patterns are believed to form the

Childhood trauma has long been recognized as a
significant factor influencing an individual's
emotional, psychological, and social
development. The experiences of abuse, neglect,
or other forms of early adversity can shape
various aspects of life, including the way
individuals form and maintain relationships in
adulthood. One of the most profound areas
affected by childhood trauma is adult
attachment styles, particularly within the
context of romantic relationships (Dougall et al.,
2022). Attachment theory, first developed by
John Bowlby in the mid-20th century, posits
that the bonds formed with primary caregivers
in early childhood play a crucial role in shaping
an individual’s emotional and interpersonal

foundation for the way individuals approach
intimacy, trust, and emotional regulation in
romantic relationships(Jamison & Beckmeyer,
2021).

In romantic relationships, attachment styles are
typically classified into four categories: secure,
anxious, avoidant, and disorganized.
Individuals with secure attachment generally
demonstrate healthy relationship behaviors,
characterized by trust, effective communication,
and emotional regulation(Bakshi & Ansari,
2022). In contrast, those with anxious,
avoidant, or disorganized attachment styles
often struggle with issues such as fear of
abandonment, emotional unavailability, or
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difficulties in managing intimacy, which can
lead to challenges in forming stable and
fulfilling romantic relationships.

This study aims to explore the profound effects
that childhood trauma can have on the
development of these attachment styles in
adulthood. It seeks to examine how early
experiences of trauma, such as physical or
emotional abuse, neglect, or exposure to
domestic violence, can shape an individual's
ability to trust others and form healthy romantic
bonds. By understanding the relationship
between childhood trauma and adult
attachment, we can better identify the
underlying factors that contribute to difficulties
in romantic relationships and develop more
effective therapeutic interventions to support
individuals in overcoming these challenges. The
findings of this research will contribute to a
deeper understanding of the complex interplay
between childhood experiences and adult
relational dynamics, ultimately offering insight
into the ways in which trauma-informed care
can improve romantic relationship outcomes.

METHOD

1. Research Design

This study will utilize a qualitative research
design, focusing on in-depth exploration of
individuals’ lived experiences regarding
childhood trauma and its impact on their adult
attachment styles in romantic relationships.
The chosen design allows for the collection of
rich, detailed data that can provide a nuanced
understanding of the psychological mechanisms
underlying attachment in adulthood(Nganyu,
2023).

2. Research Questions

The study aims to address the following central
questions:

O

e How do individuals perceive the
influence of childhood trauma on their
attachment styles in romantic
relationships?

e In what ways do individuals with a
history of childhood trauma describe the
dynamics of their adult romantic
relationships?

o What coping mechanisms do individuals
with childhood trauma use to manage
attachment issues in romantic
relationships?

e How do individuals with childhood
trauma perceive the role of trust,
intimacy, and dependency in their
romantic relationships?

3. Participants

Participants will be selected using purposive
sampling, targeting adults who have
experienced childhood trauma (e.g., emotional,
physical, or sexual abuse) and are currently
engaged in or have experienced romantic
relationships(Khan, 2024). The inclusion
criteria for participants are:

e Individuals aged 25-45.

o A history of childhood trauma as self-
reported.

o Experience in at least one long-term
romantic relationship (either current or
past).

« Willingness to share personal
experiences in an interview setting.

The sample size will consist of 10-15
participants, as qualitative studies prioritize
depth over breadth, and saturation of data is
expected with this number of participants.

4. Data Collection Methods

Data will be collected through semi-structured
interviews, which provide the flexibility to
explore participants’ experiences while ensuring
the focus remains on the research questions.
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The interviews will include both open-ended

and probing questions, allowing for
spontaneous responses that capture the
complexity of individuals’ feelings and
perceptions.

Interview Guide Example:

e "Can you describe your experiences
growing up and how they may have
affected your views on relationships?"

« "In what ways do you feel your childhood
experiences influence how you approach
trust in your romantic relationships?"

e "How would you describe your
attachment style in your current or past
romantic relationship? Do you think it is
influenced by past experiences?"

Each interview will last approximately 60-90
minutes and will be audio-recorded with
participant consent for transcription purposes.

5. Data Analysis

Thematic analysis will be used to analyze the
interview data. This process involves
identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns or
themes within the data. The steps of thematic
analysis will include:

1. Familiarization with the data: Reading
and re-reading transcriptions to gain an
understanding of the content.

2. Generating initial codes: Systematically
coding significant segments of text
related to childhood trauma and
attachment styles.

3. Searching for themes: Grouping related
codes to identify patterns or themes.

4. Reviewing themes: Refining themes to
ensure they accurately represent the data
and align with the research questions.

5. Defining and naming themes: Finalizing
the themes and providing detailed
descriptions.

6. Writing up: The analysis will be
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presented, with quotes from participants
used to illustrate key themes.

6. Ethical Considerations
Given the sensitive nature of childhood trauma,
ethical considerations will be paramount. The
study will adhere to the following ethical
principles:
o Informed Consent: Participants will be
fully informed about the study's purpose,

methods, and potential risks, and
consent will be obtained before
participation.

o Confidentiality: Personal information
will be kept -confidential, with all
identifying details anonymized in the
transcripts and final report.

o Emotional Support: Participants will be
made aware that they can withdraw from
the study at any time without penalty,
and they will be provided with resources
for counseling or support should the
interview process evoke emotional
distress.

o Sensitive Data Handling: Transcriptions
and recordings will be stored securely,
with access limited to the research team.

7. Validity and Reliability

To ensure the validity and reliability of the
findings, the researcher will employ the
following strategies:

o Triangulation: Data will be collected
from a diverse range of participants,
which will help to increase the credibility
of the findings.

o« Member Checking: Participants will be
invited to review a summary of the
findings to ensure their experiences are
accurately represented.

o Peer Debriefing: The researcher will
consult with colleagues or experts in the
field to gain additional perspectives and
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ensure the analysis is objective.

8. Limitations

o Small Sample Size: As the study focuses
on in-depth qualitative analysis, the
sample size is small and may not be
representative of the larger population.

o Self-Report Bias: Participants may
provide socially desirable responses or
may not fully recall or express the impact
of their childhood trauma, which could
affect the accuracy of the data.

o Emotional Sensitivity: Discussing
childhood trauma may evoke strong
emotions in participants, potentially
influencing their responses or leading to
withdrawal from the study (Levy &
Johnson, 2019).

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

The study exploring the effects of childhood
trauma on adult attachment styles in romantic
relationships provides comprehensive insights
into the profound and lasting impact that early
adverse experiences can have on an individual's
ability to form secure and healthy interpersonal
bonds(Pliske, 2020). Childhood trauma, which
includes experiences such as physical,
emotional, or sexual abuse, neglect, or the
witnessing of domestic violence, significantly
disrupts the development of an individual's
attachment system. As a result, individuals who
experience trauma during childhood are more
likely to develop insecure attachment styles—
such as anxious, avoidant, or disorganized
attachment—when they enter into adult
romantic  relationships. These insecure
attachment patterns often manifest in
maladaptive relational behaviors, including
excessive dependence on partners, fear of
abandonment, emotional withdrawal, and
difficulty trusting others.

O

The study reveals that individuals with an
anxious attachment style, for example, tend to
become preoccupied with fears of rejection and
are often overly sensitive to their partner's
actions, constantly seeking reassurance and
validation. On the other hand, individuals with
an avoidant attachment style may experience
discomfort with intimacy and a strong desire for
emotional distance, often suppressing their
emotions and avoiding vulnerability.
Disorganized attachment, which is often the
result of inconsistent or traumatic caregiving,
can lead to a mixture of anxious and avoidant
behaviors, creating confusion and instability in
relationships. These attachment patterns are
not only harmful to the individual but can also
contribute to dysfunctional relationship
dynamics, perpetuating cycles of emotional
pain and relational conflict.

The research also emphasizes that the influence
of childhood trauma on attachment styles is not
solely a result of the traumatic events
themselves, but also how these events shape the
individual's internal working models of self and
others. Those who experienced neglect or abuse
may develop a distorted sense of self-worth and
a negative view of others, which in turn
influences how they perceive and interact with
romantic partners. This can lead to a
heightened sensitivity to perceived rejection or
criticism and difficulties in building trust and
intimacy(Pietromonaco & Collins, 2017).

However, the study also points to the potential
for healing and transformation through
therapeutic interventions(Aggarwal & Dutt,
2024). Trauma-focused therapies, such as
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), dialectical
behavior therapy (DBT), and attachment-based
counseling, were found to be effective in helping
individuals process their past traumas and
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develop healthier attachment styles. By
addressing the unresolved emotional pain from
childhood and reworking the internal models of
attachment, individuals can learn to form more
secure and stable relationships. Moreover, the
study highlights the importance of building
emotional resilience and self-awareness,
allowing individuals to recognize the patterns of
behavior that stem from past trauma and take
active steps to change them(Venezia, 2023).

Furthermore, the research underscores the
significance of early intervention and the role of
supportive relationships in mitigating the
effects of childhood trauma. A secure, stable,
and emotionally attuned relationship with a
therapist, close family member, or partner can
help individuals develop a new, healthier model
of attachment(Tatkin, 2024). By experiencing
trust, safety, and emotional support in these
relationships, individuals can begin to rewire
their attachment system and form the
foundation for more fulfilling romantic
relationships in adulthood.

Childhood trauma has long been recognized as
a significant factor influencing various aspects
of psychological development, including the
formation of attachment styles in adulthood.
Attachment theory, initially proposed (Scharfe,
2021), highlights the importance of -early
relationships, particularly with  primary
caregivers, in shaping an individual's emotional
responses and behaviors in later relationships.
While much research has focused on
attachment styles in early childhood, growing
evidence suggests that experiences of trauma
during formative years can profoundly affect
how individuals engage in romantic
relationships in adulthood.

Understanding Attachment Styles
Attachment theory categorizes individuals into
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different attachment styles: secure, anxious,
avoidant, and disorganized. Secure attachment
is characterized by trust, emotional regulation,
and healthy interdependence in relationships.
On the other hand, anxious attachment is
marked by a fear of abandonment and a
preoccupation with the relationship, while
avoidant attachment often involves emotional
distance and difficulty with intimacy.
Disorganized attachment, the least understood,
combines elements of both anxious and
avoidant styles and is often associated with a
lack of coherent strategies for managing
relationships.

The development of these attachment styles is
significantly influenced by early experiences
with caregivers. A child who experiences
consistent love, attention, and support tends to
develop a secure attachment style. However,
those who endure trauma, such as neglect,
abuse, or inconsistent caregiving, are more
likely to develop insecure attachment styles,
which may persist into adulthood and influence
their romantic relationships(Fraley et al., 2021).

The Impact of Childhood Trauma on
Attachment in Adult Relationships
Research consistently shows that individuals
who experience childhood trauma often exhibit
insecure attachment styles in adulthood. For
example, adults with a history of childhood
abuse or neglect may develop an anxious
attachment style, characterized by an intense
need for validation, fear of abandonment, and
an overdependence on their partners. These
individuals may constantly seek reassurance
and exhibit controlling or jealous behaviors,
driven by underlying insecurities.

Table in childhood trauma relates to adult
insecure attachment styles, particularly anxious
attachment, with key characteristics and
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implications based on research findings:

Aspect Specific Details
Childhood Trauma Types Physical abuse, neglect, emotional abuse, emotional neglect, sexual abuse
Adult Attachment Styles  Primarily anxious attachment (fear of abandonment, need for validation,

Linked

insecurity) and avoidant attachment (emotional distance)

Characteristics of
Anxious Attachment

Intense need for reassurance, fear of abandonment, overdependence on
partners, controlling or jealous behavior driven by insecurity

Characteristics of

Discomfort with closeness, tendency to emotionally distance oneself,

Avoidant Attachment reluctance to depend on others

Childhood trauma disrupts secure attachment formation, leading to
Mechanism internal working models of self as unworthy and others as unreliable
Behavioral Excessive seeking of validation, relationship anxiety, difficulties trusting
Manifestations partners, emotional dysregulation

Mental Health Correlates

Higher risks of depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and emotional
instability

Implications for
Relationships

Insecure attachment leads to challenges in forming stable, trusting adult
relationships

Need for Intervention

Therapeutic support targeting attachment security, trauma processing,
and emotional regulation skills

In contrast, individuals who have experienced
trauma, particularly neglect or emotional abuse,
may develop an avoidant attachment style.
These individuals tend to avoid emotional
closeness, often viewing vulnerability as a
weakness(Dye, 2020). They may struggle to
open up to their partners or find it difficult to
trust others, as they have learned from an early
age that emotional connection can be painful or

unsafe.

O

Moreover, individuals with disorganized
attachment styles, often resulting from
traumatic experiences like parental abuse or
chaotic caregiving, may have an inconsistent
approach to relationships. They might oscillate
between behaviors that seem contradictory—
seeking intimacy but simultaneously pushing
their partner away. This unpredictability can
create instability in romantic relationships and
contribute to a cycle of unresolved emotional
turmoil.
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Mechanisms Linking Childhood Trauma
to Adult Attachment Styles

Several mechanisms help explain how
childhood trauma influences the development
of attachment styles in adulthood. One key
factor is the role of emotional regulation.
Children who experience trauma often have
difficulty managing their emotions, which can
lead to maladaptive coping strategies in
adulthood. For instance, those with anxious

attachment may wuse hypervigilance and
emotional reactivity to cope with their fear of
abandonment, while those with avoidant
attachment may suppress emotions to avoid
vulnerability.

Table on the mechanisms by which childhood
trauma influences the development of adult
attachment styles, with emphasis on emotional
regulation, coping strategies, and related
behavioral and psychological outcomes:

Aspect Specific Details

Childhood trauma disrupts neural and psychological development,
impairing the child's ability to recognize, process, and manage emotions
effectively.

Emotional Regulation
Impairment

-Hypervigilance to possible rejection or abandonment cues

Impact on Anxious -Heightened emotional reactivity and anxiety

Attachment - Persistent fear of being unloved or abandoned
- Constant seeking of reassurance and validation from partners or close
others

Coping Strategies in - Clinginess and excessive dependency

Anxious Attachment - Emotional outbursts or heightened sensitivity

- Emotional suppression or numbing to avoid vulnerability

Impact on Avoidant - Maintaining distance to feel safe

Attachment - Difficulty trusting others and discomfort with intimacy
- Withdrawal from emotional closeness

Coping Strategies in - Intellectualizing or rationalizing emotions

Avoidant Attachment - Minimizing or denying emotional needs

Inconsistent, neglectful, or abusive caregiving leads to internal working
models of self as unworthy and others as unreliable, fostering insecure
attachment patterns

Role of Caregiver
Interaction

- Difficulty in forming stable, trusting relationships

- Increased risk of anxiety disorders, depression, PTSD, and emotional
dysregulation

- Problems with intimacy and communication

Behavioral and Mental
Health Outcomes
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Aspect Specific Details

Childhood trauma alters stress response systems (e.g., HPA axis),
affecting emotion regulation pathways and attachment-related brain

Neurobiological Effects circuits

Repeated cycles of anxiety or avoidance, difficulties with conflict

Long-term Relationship

Patterns independence

resolution, and challenges maintaining emotional closeness and

Therapeutic focus on improving emotional regulation skills, processing
trauma, building secure attachment representations, and developing

Intervention Targets

healthy coping strategies

Furthermore, trauma can shape an individual's
internal working models of relationships. These
mental representations of self-worth and
others' availability and responsiveness are
developed in early childhood based on caregiver
interactions. Trauma can lead to negative
internal working models, where the individual
perceives themselves as unworthy of love or
believes others are unreliable or untrustworthy.
These distorted models can persist into
adulthood, shaping relationship expectations
and behaviors.

The Role of Early Intervention and
Therapy

While childhood trauma can have lasting effects
on adult attachment styles, it is important to
note that these effects are not necessarily

CONCLUSION

childhood trauma has a profound impact on the
development of attachment styles, which in
turn shapes romantic relationships in
adulthood. While trauma can lead to the
formation of insecure attachment styles,
including anxious, avoidant, and disorganized

O

permanent. Early intervention and therapy can
help individuals address the psychological
wounds caused by trauma and develop healthier
attachment patterns. Attachment-based
therapies, such as Emotionally Focused
Therapy (EFT) or trauma-focused therapies,
have shown promise in helping individuals
build secure attachments in romantic
relationships by fostering emotional regulation,
communication, and trust.

Therapeutic interventions can also focus on
helping individuals reframe their internal
working models, challenging negative beliefs
about themselves and their relationships. By
processing past trauma and building healthier
patterns of attachment, individuals can
overcome the effects of childhood trauma and
cultivate more secure, fulfilling relationships in
adulthood.

attachment, it is possible for individuals to heal
and develop secure attachment through therapy
and support. Understanding the link between
childhood trauma and adult attachment
patterns is crucial for both clinicians and
individuals seeking to foster healthier
relationships and emotional well-being. The key
to overcoming the effects of childhood trauma
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lies in addressing the root causes, improving
emotional regulation, and developing a more
positive view of oneself and others. With the
right support, individuals can break the cycle of

trauma and build secure, loving relationships in
adulthood.
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