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The Family Attachment Network: 
Risk & Resilience Processes

Resilience is a dynamic process involving “the interplay of multiple risk
and protective processes over time, including individual, family and larger
sociocultural influences.” (Walsh, 2003, p. 400)
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Thanks, Linda. I’m going to talk about the role of the Family Attachment Network in risk and resilience. My favorite definition of resilience comes from Froma Walsh who defined it as a  dynamic process involving “the interplay of multiple risk and protective processes over time, including individual, family and larger sociocultural influences.” I’ll first review the theoretical foundation of the family attachment network, then describe some of my research findings that support the model. With this audience I’m assuming basic knowledge of the two theories and apologize to any of you who do not have this familiarity.
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“A relationship system may 
be far more powerful than a 

single relationship in 
shaping development 

toward health or pathology.” 
(Sroufe, 1988, p. 26)

“Parents are resilient. So 
many of them are able to 
overcome negative early 
experiences and provide 

good care for their 
children.” (Jacobvitz, 2008)

“OOPS!!” 

“Attachment 
relationships and family 
systems are fundamental 

contexts for risk and 
resilience processes.” 
(Riggs & Riggs, 2011)

Intergenerational Influences

Alan Sroufe

Deborah Jacobvitz

Me!
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Before I start, I thought it would be appropriate to acknowledge some intergenerational influences along the path that got me here in front of you today. Those of you familiar with attachment theory know that Alan Sroufe is an internationally recognized expert in the field, and he was one of my idols in graduate school.  This quote from 1988 is one of my favorites and had a big impact on me.  Deborah Jacobvitz was one of his students and in turn was my research mentor, which makes me one of his “grand-students” so to speak. When I finally had the chance to meet him, I was really nervous. I had thought a lot about what to say and came up with this great idea, but instead of introducing myself as his “grand-student” as I intended, I blurted out that I was his grandchild. When his eyes popped and his jaw dropped, I realized what I had said and quickly corrected myself but the damage was done. Fortunately, he didn’t hold it against me despite almost giving him a heart-attack, and he even trained me in the Strange Situation, so I guess I can still say I come from good academic stock!  I want to also acknowledge other attachment and family psychologists who have influenced my career.  In my second year of graduate school, I read several papers by scholars who examined the intersections of attachment theory and family systems theory. I also began training in family therapy with Cindy Carlson that year and read Walsh’s book on normal family processes, which I actually still use with my own students. All of these folks have shaped my conceptualizations of family relationships, so I just want to salute and thank them.



• Concerned with child 
development

• Individual & dyad
• Focus on dynamics of 

protection, care, felt 
security

• Early research primarily on 
normative development

• Concerned with family 
interaction patterns

• Triad & larger system
• Focus on dynamics of 

communication, roles, 
boundaries, power

• Early research primarily 
clinical case studies

Family Systems & Attachment Theories:
Complementary Differences?

(Marvin, 2003; Rothbaum, Rosen, Ujiiie, & Uchida, 2002)

ATTACHMENT THEORY FAMILY SYSTEMS THEORY

In recent years, both fields have acknowledged the importance of the other and
have moved toward integration. This cross-fertilization has the potential to
contribute significantly to our understanding of risk and resilience processes.
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Attachment theory and family systems theory developed as separate lines of thought and inquiry, so it’s easier to start by looking at their differences.  Historically, attachment theory was concerned with individual child development and the parent-child dyad, while family systems theory was concerned with family interaction patterns in triadic subsystems and the larger family system. They looked at different interpersonal dynamics and used different research strategies with different types of samples.Despite these differences, family systems theory offers a contextual element that complements and extends our understanding of the attachment network, while attachment theory offers greater consideration of internalized representations and emotion regulation which enriches our understanding and treatment of the family.In recent years, both fields have acknowledged the importance of the other. Cross-fertilization and integration of these two theories can provide us with a broad theoretical and empirical base that allows comprehensive consideration of multiple risk and resilience factors.  



Family Systems & Attachment Theories:
Common Principles 

(Marvin & Stewart, 1990; P. Minuchin, 1985; Stevenson-Hinde, 1990)

• Focus on close [family] relationships
• A system is an organized whole > sum of parts.

– Members of system are interdependent
• Complex systems composed of systems and subsystems
• Open systems evolve, balancing change and stability
• Systems are self-regulatory
• Behavior patterns are circular, not linear.

– No one person orchestrates the interaction
– No one person can be blamed for distress

A

B

C
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Family systems theory and attachment theory are compatible in many ways, most obviously that they are both interested in close relationships.  Other overlapping concepts noted by others include: A system is an organized whole, which is greater than the sum of its parts.  So we may look at a family and see a mother, father, son & daughter, or 2 grandparents and 2 grandchildren, or...lots of different compositions. But really, it’s not just these 4 people.Members of the system and relationships between them are interdependent, with each member/relationship affecting the others. To understand members and their interactions, we must look further to the context of the system itself. So with four family members, that’s 6 relationship dyads, 4 triads and 1 whole 4-member family system, and then all the connections between each relationship. So clearly, this family is much greater than the sum of its parts.Family systems have multiple subsystems, each simultaneously interacting with other parts of the systemOpen systems continually evolve in a balance between change and stabilitySystems are self-regulatory & try to maintain stability via corrective feedback. We know this as homeostasis.Finally, behavior patterns are circular, rather than linear, so the basic unit of interest is the cycle of interaction. This means thatNo one person orchestrates interactions = no blame is placed.



Integration of Theories
• Early efforts noted similarity of patterns

• Problem:
– Multiple attachments: Patterns may differ by dyad
– Attachment dyads may differ within same family

• Possible Solutions? 
– Capra’s (1997) network paradigm for living systems
– Walsh’s (2003) developmental-systemic perspective

ATTACHMENT PATTERNS FAMILY STRUCTURES
Secure Adaptive
Avoidant/Dismissing Disengaged
Ambivalent/Preoccupied Enmeshed
Disorganized/Unresolved Chaotic
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Early efforts at integration noted the similarity of patterns identified by attachment researchers and Minuchin’s patterns of family structure.  The parallels are pretty striking. Secure attachment and adaptive family patterns both entail openness, flexibility and cohesiveness or turning toward others.Avoidant/Dismissing attachment and Disengaged family patterns entail closed relations and a turning away from othersAmbivalent/Preoccupied attachment and Enmeshed family patterns entail over-dependence, clinginess, possibly role-reversalDisorganized/Unresolved or Fearful attachment and chaotic families lack identifiable patterns or mix incompatible strategies, possibly demonstrating approach-avoidance conflicts.These observations are intriguing and useful for clinicians, but problems arise when we try to apply these in a one-to-one correspondence.  Within the family system, one member is likely to have multiple attachment bonds and each attachment relationship is unique, such that a child’s attachment behaviors toward different caregivers can vary, siblings can demonstrate different attachment strategies with the same caregiver, and parent– child attachment relationships often diverge from spousal attachment patterns.So what are possible solutions to this dilemma? The Family Attachment Network Model relies on two broad perspectives to guide integration of attachment and family systems theories.



Integrative Framework

Sociocultural

Family 
System

Subsystems

Dyads

Individual

Family Attachment Network Riggs

Network Model
Multilevel systems within systems

Distinct, but interconnected

Developmental-Systemic Model
Biopsychosocial Systems

Life Cycle
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First, the Developmental Systemic perspective combines ecological & developmental concepts incorporating ideas regarding biopsychosocial systems and the individual & family life cycles. Second, the Network model is an application of general systems theory to living systems, which have the tendency to form multileveled structures of systems within systems that are distinct in their own right, but at the same time connected to one another in many ways and part of a more complex system.The 4 inner circles of this diagram comprise the family attachment network, which is situated within the broader sociocultural and historical context. The network consists of multiple relationships at multiple system levels, including individual functioning, dyadic attachment relationships, triadic subsystems, and system-wide interaction patterns.  The diagram depicts nested circles that represent the distinctiveness of the various subsystems. The circles are all touching at some level, reflecting the network of connections to other levels & larger system with reciprocal influences among subsystemsSo, integration of attachment and family systems theories involves the recognition that each system level evolves over time, and is distinct yet interconnected and nested within a larger structure. This means that we must consider multiple, co-existing patterns and explanations in order to sufficiently describe a family and its members.



Family Attachment Network Model
Central Assumptions: 

– Attachment and family processes function and 
interact simultaneously at multiple system levels

– Attachment relationships and family systems are 
fundamental contexts for risk & resilience.

Secure 
Attachment

Adaptive 
Family 

Patterns
Resilience

Family Attachment Network Riggs
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Central Assumptions: Attachment & family processes function & interact simultaneously at multiple system levelsAttachment relationships and family systems are fundamental contexts for risk & resilience.



Attachment Patterns in Risk & Resilience
Features Security Insecurity
Internal Models of
Self/Other

Positive models of 
self and other

Distorted, negative
Avoidance:  negative other
Anxiety: negative self

Emotional 
Regulation

Good, flexible Irregular, poor capacity
Avoidance: min emotions
Anxiety: max emotions

Coping Strategy Adaptive Maladaptive, rigid   
Avoidance: Deactivating    
Anxiety: Hyperactivating

Relational Strategy Open, interdependent Avoidance: Hi independence
Anxiety: Clingy, needy

Outcomes RESILIENCE
Balance: autonomy & 

connection
Mental health

AT RISK 
Imbalance: disengagement  

or dependency
Vulnerability to psy distress

Family Attachment Network Riggs
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Attachment theory is one of the most widely accepted and well-supported theories of development.  In this table, I’ve tried to summarize a few of the ways that attachment patterns can contribute to risk and resilience.In the context of sensitive and responsive caregiving, secure individuals develop positive internal models of the self and others. This means that they trust other people to be available and helpful, and they also have a sense of self-efficacy and self-worth. All this contributes to good capacity for emotional regulationadaptive coping strategies, such as seeking helpdesire for close relationships that acknowledges interdependenceConversely, in the context of insensitive caregiving, insecure individuals develop distorted, negative models of self and/or others, which are associated with the dimensions of attachment anxiety or avoidance, respectively. This means that they may not trust others to be available, and may not feel worthy of love and care from others. So basically, a secure attachment system is a resilience factor that will promote effective emotional regulation and coping, psychological health, and positive relationships, whereas insecure attachment increases the risk for poor coping, psychopathology and dysfunctional relationships.



Family Resilience Processes

Family Belief 
Systems 

• Shared meaning, especially regarding adversity
• Positive outlook on life and optimism for the future
• Sense of mastery
• Spirituality/Bigger picture

Communication 
Processes

• Clear, honest, frequent 
• Open expression of emotion
• Collaborative problem-solving & conflict resolution

Organizational 
Patterns

• Adaptability & Cohesion - flexible & interconnected
• Secure family base – reliable support, shared 

responsibility and understanding (Byng-Hall, 1995)
• Strong hierarchical organization – control, discipline
• Clear structural boundaries - clear roles, tasks, 

expectations
• External – between family and outside world
• Internal – between individuals and/or subsystems

(Walsh, 2003, 2012)

Family Attachment Network Riggs
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From a systemic perspective, stressful experiences affect the whole family and the recovery of all members and relationships is mediated by key family processes (Walsh, 2003).   Resilient family processes include belief systems characterized by optimism, shared meaning, and often a sense of spirituality; as well as clear and open communication, and a cohesive hierarchical organization with clear boundaries and the flexibility to adapt to changing circumstances.Research has demonstrated that secure attachment is related to many of these family processes, such as open expression of emotion, positive religious coping, and family cohesion.John Byng-Hall’s concept of the Secure Family Base fits well here. Even when not all family attachments are secure, if the family is able to maintain cohesion in a reliable network of attachment relationships that share responsibility for ensuring every family member will be supported and cared for, this secure family base should contribute to the resilience of the family and its members.



Applications of the 
Family Attachment Network Model

• Theoretical
– Child custody decisions: e.g., Riggs & Gottlieb, 2009

– Military families: Riggs & Riggs, 2011

– Child custody in military families: Riggs & Cusimano, 2014

• Research in the UNT Family Attachment Lab
– Goal: Explore role of attachment, family processes, and trauma in 

relation to mental health
– *Students – AWESOME!! 
– Findings of a few selected studies

• Independent Samples: Clinical &
non-clinical

• Interdependent Samples: Dyads &
whole family systems
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I believe the Family Attachment Network model is ecologically valid and flexible so it can be adapted and relevant to different cultures and types of families.  I’ve published theoretical applications to Child custody decisions, Military families, and guess what? Child custody in military families.  However, I’d like to shift the focus to research conducted in the UNT Family Attachment Lab.I feel like my most important contribution to the field of family psychology is the clinical and research training I provide. So a primary function of the lab is training the next generation of family researchers. And my *Students are ABSOLUTELY AWESOME!! So I’m going to brag on them by describing a few our studies.Like most researchers, I began with studies using independent samples, both clinical and non-clinical.But as a systemic researcher, I was obligated to go beyond that to study dyads and whole family systems, which presented more difficult populations to recruit and generated more complex data to analyze statistically due to the interdependence of data gathered from related participants. 



• Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM; Kenny, Kashy & Cook, 2007)
– Accounts for interdependence within related dyads, e.g. spouses.
– Can examine actor and partner effects using MLM

• Religious commitment moderates effect of attachment on marriage 
(Lopez, Riggs, Pollard & Hook, 2011)

• Childhood emotional abuse, adult attachment, dating relationships 
Mediation Findings

 

Actor Childhood 
Emotional Abuse   

Partner Childhood 
Emotional Abuse 

Actor Attachment 
Avoidance 

Sobel Z = -3.25*** 

Partner Attachment 
Anxiety 

Sobel Z = -2.26* 
 

Partner Attachment 
Avoidance 
Sobel Z = NS 

 

Actor Attachment 
Anxiety 

Sobel Z = -3.22*** 
 

 
Actor Dyadic 
Adjustment 

.34*** 
-.33*** 

.30*** -.34*** 

-.19*** 

-.27*** 

.34*** 

.30*** 

Dyadic Research

– Riggs, Cusimano, & 
Benson (2011)

– Actor-Actor effects 
– Actor-Partner effects: 

Partner’s history of 
emotional abuse also 
indirectly affected ratings 
of romantic relationship 
adjustment through the 
partner’s attachment 
anxiety. Solid Line = Actor effect

Dashed Line = Partner effect
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I was fortunate enough to receive training in the Actor-Partner Interdependence Model from David Kenny and Deborah Kashy. APIM for dyadic data accounts for the interdependence and reciprocal influences between relationship partners. Two studies published in 2011 reflect a move to dyadic research.The first examined belief systems and found that religious commitment buffered the negative effect of both spouse’s avoidant attachment on marital adjustment, but exacerbated the negative effect of attachment anxiety on marital adjustment (Lopez, Riggs, Pollard, & Hook, 2011). The second examined childhood emotional abuse and insecure attachment as risk factors in the dyadic adjustment of dating couples (Riggs, *Cusimano, & *Benson, 2011). 155 heterosexual dating couples (N=310,) dating M=21 months.  College students and their dating partners; Mean age = 22. Ethnic-racial composition: 72% European American. Key findings: Both attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance mediated link between respondent’s childhood emotional abuse and current romantic relationship functioning. Partner’s experience of emotional abuse also indirectly affected ratings of relationship adjustment through the partner’s attachment anxiety.So there were both actor and partner effects



Family System Research
• Family & Kid Connection Project

– 86 two-parent families in middle childhood (child aged 8-11 yrs)
– Questionnaires with multiple informants (parents, child, sibling) 

re: attachment, dyadic/family processes, mental health
– Videotaped and coded family interactions
– Adult Attachment Interview

• Direct associations
– Family processes associated with children’s secure attachment 
– Family processes associated with adult attachment measured by self-

report, but not AAI.

• Greater complexity in the family system requires 
examination of other influential variables
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The move to family systems research is reflected in the Family & Kid Connection Project, where we gathered data from86 two-parent families with 1+ child aged 8-11 yearsWe include a lot of different measures, includingVideotaped family interaction tasks – coded with SCIFFAdult Attachment InterviewLots of self-reports from parents & child assessing attachment, many kinds family processes, and pychological functioning. (Marital Adjustment, Coparenting, Family Functioning, Family Life Events, Sibling relationship)We looked at direct links between family processes and both child and adult attachment and found many of the expected associations, but the greater complexity of the family system requires examination of other influential variables Children’s attachment and parent-reported family processesSecure attachment to both parents was significantly correlated to SFI/FAM family competence (most p < .01); Avoidant attachment to mother (but not father) was significantly correlated with mother-reported SFI/FAM family dysfunction (p < .05);Few significant correlations emerged for children’s preoccupied attachment. Adult attachment and self-reported family processes.ECR attachment subscales and categories were significantly related in the expected direction with many SFI (p < .01) and FAM (p < .05) subscales for fathers and mothers.AAI scales and categories were largely NS Although observational scales were unrelated to parents’ attachment, all SCIFF scales were significantly correlated with children’s avoidant attachment and SCIFF Positive Affect was positively associated with secure attachment. 



Parent 
Marital 

Adjustment

Parent 
Psych

Distress

Parent-
Child 

Attachment

Child Psych 
Dysfunction

F:SA-45

-.18

-.80**

.46**

-.50*

F: CCSQ

BASC-ESI

M:SA-45

M:DAS F:DAS

F: BASC

M: BASC

M: CCSQ

Contributions of executive and parent-
child subsystems to children’s 

psychological functioning
(*Hindman, Riggs, & Hook, 2013)

Jason and family
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For his dissertation, one of my former students, Jason Hindman, examined multiple pathways through which the executive family subsystem may be associated with children’s functioning.  This is a picture of Jason and his family.SEM findings supported the mediating role of parent-child attachment in associations between child outcomes and marital distress. Despite significant preliminary correlations, however, parent psychological distress was only related to marital adjustment. This might be due to the inclusion of other family subsystems with stronger associations, but might also be related to generally low levels of psychopathology in this middle class sample.The mediation results are congruent with the family attachment network model and support the hypothesis that parent– child attachment serves as one mechanism through which the negative effects of marital conflict are transmitted.  



Parent 
Marital 

Adjustment

Parent 
Psych

Distress

Sibling 
Relationship 

Child Psych 
Dysfunction

F:SA-45

-.11

-.30*

.13

-.63**

Intimacy

BASC-ESI

M:SA-45

M:DAS F:DAS

F: BASC

M: BASC

Prosocial Companionship Similarity

Admiration of 
Sibling

Admiration by 
SiblingAffection

-.44*

.08

Contributions of executive and sibling subsystems 
to children’s psychological functioning. 

(*Hindman, Riggs, & Hook, 2013)

Jason graduates!
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In the same paper, results of another SEM indicated that the marital relationship and aspects of sibling warmth were directly and negatively associated with children’s emotional and behavioral symptoms, but sibling relationship quality did not mediate associations between the executive subsystem and child outcomes.   Separate correlational findings showed that children’s attachment to both parents was also directly associated with many aspects of the sibling relationship.Generally, these findings underscore the uniqueness of each of these subsystems, their independent contributions to outcomes, as well as the interconnections between parent-child relationships, marital relationships, and sibling relationships.



Children’s Risk & Resilience
(*Demby, Riggs, & Kaminski, 2015)

• Moderation of Risk: Family Cohesiveness and Positive Affect buffered negative 
effect of insecure attachment to fathers, but not mother-child attachment 
which was strongly and directly associated with emotional symptoms.

• Mediation of Adaptation: Positive family functioning (Cohesiveness, Positive 
Affect, Low Conflict) mediated association of father-child attachment to child’s 
adaptive skills, but not mother-child attachment, which was strongly and 
directly associated with child’s adaptive skills.

Kimberly & twins
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Another student dissertation examined the protective role of whole family processes assessed in a family interaction task. Kimberly Demby, pictured here with her twins, found that family Cohesiveness and Positive Affect buffered the negative effects of insecure father-child attachment on children’s emotional symptoms, but in separate mother models, only mother-child attachment and Positive Affect directly contributed to child outcomes.  A colleague and I expanded on Kimberly’s analyses by examining child and family strengths. Specifically, we looked at the combined contributions of mother and father attachment security, along with a composite score of positive family functioning (cohesiveness, positive affect, low conflict) to children’s adjustment and adaptive skills reported by the child, mother and father.  The figure shows the results of this path model, which demonstrated that mother-child attachment was not related to family functioning and directly contributed to children’s adaptive skills, while the effect of father-child attachment was fully mediated by the family system’s positive functioning.Overall, it is notable that mother-child attachment security was a highly significant direct predictor across models but father-child attachment security did not directly predict child outcomes but rather contributed indirectly through its association with family processes.  While children’s attachment security to mothers and fathers were highly related, the two constructs operated very differently when predicting child outcomes. These findings suggest that mothers and fathers play very different roles in the lives of their children. Now these were 2-parent middle-class families and mostly Caucasian, so how these factors play out in other types of families remains to be seen.  Good research ideas for anyone interested in pursuing family research!



Family Attachment Network
Conclusions

• Findings support Family Attachment Network Model 
– Each relationship/subsystem is unique, but interrelated
– Psychological well-being is related to attachment and family 

processes, which 
• Independently and jointly contribute to risk and resilience
• Together, this network of relationships can better explain outcomes 

than either alone.

• Future Directions
– Continued integration of attachment and systemic principles 

in family research
– Application to different populations
– Longitudinal research
– Social network analysis
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Findings generally support the Family Attachment Network Model of risk and resilience. In particular, these studies highlight one of the models basic premises that each relationship or subsystem is unique, but is inter-related with other subsystems and the whole system. SoSecure attachment and adaptive family processes are related to psychological well-being. They Independently and jointly contribute to risk and resilienceTogether, this network of relationships can better explain outcomes than either alone.Future DirectionsContinued integration of attachment and systemic principles in family researchApplication of the family attachment network model to different populationsAlthough longitudinal research on attachment relationships has been conducted, we need more prospective research examining family processes in conjunction with attachment relationshipsI’d also like to see more social network analysis which is an analytic method that maps and measures relationships and flows between people or groups, so this will prove to be a fruitful approach for examining family systemsI hope that I’ve shown you the value of integrating attachment and family systems concepts into your thinking and that we’ll see a lot more work in this area.



Shelley A. Riggs, Ph.D.
University of North Texas

riggs@unt.edu 
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Thank you so much for your attention and please feel free to contact me if you’re interested in the intersections and integrated applications of attachment and family systems theories.
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