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Abstract

This paper presents the results of an exploratory study that examined attachment and couple 
adjustment in pre-adoptive parents. The objective of this research was to analyze the style of 
attachment, both generalized and specific, and the level of dyadic adjustment in couples judged 
capable of adoption and awaiting a baby. The research focused within the theoretical paradigm of 
attachment that connects these constructs to parental capabilities. The sample included 60 Italian 
individuals (30 couples]. The research includes the Adult Attachment Interview and the Current 
Relationship Interview to evaluate feelings and behaviors connected with attachment in relation
ships and the Dyadic Adjustment Scale to measure the construct of couple adjustment.
The results indicate the strong association between the generalized attachment quality and the 
specific one, confirming, in general terms, the prototype hypothesis (Bowlby, 1980, 1988). Nev
ertheless, the results also show little consistency in the relationship between style of attachment 
and dyadic adjustment.
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Several research studies in adoption that refer to the paradigm of attachment have applied vari
ous tests to support the hypothesis that an environment care that is stable and able to function 
as a “secure base” may have a positive effect on the representations of attachment in adopted 
children (Fava Vizziello and Simonelli, 2004), changing their patterns of attachment that, be
cause of the deficiencies exposed, are located mainly in the context of insecure types (Steward 
and O’Day, 2000) or are disorganized (Scholfied and Beek, 2005).
Several authors also agree that the representations of attachment to an adult subject depend 
not only on the significant relationships of childhood; it is also assumed that they undergo con
stant revisions in the light of subsequent interactions with other significant figures (Crowell et 
al., 2002, Crowell and Waters, 2005; Santona and Zavattini, 2007), not least those involved in 
emotional ties.
It should be noted that Bowlby (1980, 1988), for one, drew a line of continuity between child
hood attachment patterns and the quality of relationships taken, if conceptualized the theme of 
the prototype and subsequently taken up by Ainsworth.
Attachment theorizing and research suggest that individuals’ more highly generalized and ab
stracted attachment models are “superordinate” to their more contextualized and relationship- 
specific models. According to attachment theory (e.g., Bowlby, 1969), these more generalized 
attachment models have formed over time as a function of early experiences in familial rela
tionships and later experiences in peer relationships. As individuals mature and extend their
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network of relationships, these general models are then assumed to influence the more contex
tualized attachment models that are likely to develop for the specific relationships individuals 
form (e.g., Collins and Read, 1994).
It is likely, however, that the influence of the different attachment models on each other is bidi
rectional in nature. Bowlby (1988) has suggested that just as early attachment experiences will 
have contributed to the formation of individuals’ general attachment models, these models can 
continue to change in response to important relationship experiences later in life, including adult
hood. More specifically, in response to salient attachment experiences, the relationship-specific 
models of individuals are likely to change, which in turn should influence their more abstract and 
generalized models, particularly if the experiences happened in an important attachment rela
tionship. Recent research provides evidence for this type of "bottom-up effect,” indicating that 
relationship-specific models are much more powerful in shaping general models over time than 
general models are in shaping relationship-specific models (Pierce and Lydon, 2001).
The study of adoptive couples and their parenting falls within the broader theoretical research 
framework that deals with couple and parental relationships. An important component of this 
field focuses on the analysis of “relational devices” to pre-assess potentiality, vulnerability, and 
paths of well-being. The key questions motivating such research are whether it is possible to 
identify dynamic characteristics in a couple relationship that may be predictive of a favorable 
beginning of the adoptive process and whether it is possible to assess if a couple is well prepared 
for the adoptive project/process. The adoptive process, as parenting itself, is subject to a variety 
of factors that add complexity to the analysis of the elements showing predictive value in the 
adoptive process.
The analysis of family relationships in a transforming society poses theoretical challenges as well 
as challenges in both methodology and interventions for researchers and practitioners alike. To
day’s society is undergoing gradual change in both meanings and patterns of relationships. With 
increasing frequency individuals start and end relationships with more ease. This contributes 
to a vaguer definition of affective life and its organizational characteristics that are no longer 
viewed, not even conceptually, as permanent -  permanence being the presumed nature of par
enthood, the true passage into adulthood (Settersten, Furstenberg, Rumbaut, 2005).
The perceived relationship between life stages and the progressive achievement of adulthood by 
the individual has become less defined. Today’s development towards adulthood is more diversi
fied and less determined by specific events or stages, both in a societal and psychological sense, 
resulting not into less defined individual, couple, and family group trajectories (Migliorini, Ra- 
nia, 2008). Couple relationships are based on fiduciary agreements anchored in reciprocity. The 
core is the couple itself, its relationship as such and the affective bond on which it is founded 
(Cigoli, Scabini, 2006).
Developmental obligations expected of a couple, from the initial falling in love to the subsequent 
phases of evolution and maturation of their affection and establishment of their relationship 
(Hazan and Zeifmann, 1999), include the development of a common identity through reciprocal 
adaptation, a strong protection of their intimacy, and a balancing of both intimacy and independ
ence based on the requirements of the two partners (Crowell, Treboux and Waters, 2002). 
Social expectations associated with the speed and stages of development have both personal and 
societal implications for the well-being and behaviors of individuals whenever what is viewed as 
a key developmental stage is achieved. Today, however, we are witnessing a significant change 
in the perception of the objectives and life choices defined by biological and societal times. The 
progress from life at home to adulthood occurs in a very complex social context that is charac
terized, much more than in the past, by uncertainty and challenges that make adulthood more 
fragile in itself and within the couple.
The study of dyadic relationships identifies both fundamental processes that support relation
ships and aspects that contribute to defining a relationship as satisfactory, a key influencer of the 
quality of care given to children (Curran et al. 2005; Carli, Cavanna, Zavattini, 2009).
The birth of a child can be viewed as the most important event in the couple’s life: it differs from 
all others because it is an irreversible choice (Vegetti, Finzi, 1992) at a time when life paths are pro
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gressively more reversible starting at the planning stage. While parenthood is no longer an unavoid
able life stage but a couple’s choice, becoming parents still implies a transformational evolutionary 
step that cannot be reversed (Malagoli, Togliatti and Zavattini, 2000; Zaccagnini, Zavattini, 2007). 
The adoption process involves both couples with children and infertile couples. If in couples 
with natural children the emerging issues may concern the motivations of the adoption by mem
bers of the family and the relationship between brothers, the condition of absence of children 
affects the transition to parenthood and modifies internal relations on the basis of the impact 
this has had on both spouses.
Here it was decided to deepen the condition of the couple without the children for two reasons: 
firstly, potentially these couples are more fragile, and secondly, in the Italian context, to these 
couples is given an adoptive baby more frequently.
What happens when birth parenthood is prevented by sterility or infertility? A couple applying 
for adoption has completed a joint-journey to arrive at this decision. The journey often starts 
with acknowledgment of the inability to procreate, often a source of suffering and conflict (Fava 
Vizziello and Simonelli, 2004). This is linked to the necessity for the couple to develop an adop
tive project through the re-formulation of the original idea of biological generativity. 
Specifically, the couple must go through a specific developmental task that leads from infertility 
to the definition of an adoption project in terms of social generativity. This engages the couple 
in an evaluation and maturation process affecting both its values and expectations. Adoptive 
parenthood therefore has very different characteristics from birth parenthood.
There is general agreement that adoption constitutes a stressful experience for both the minor 
and the family. This is held as true by both theoretical and research works focused on ad
justment problems of the adoptive couple and on the outcomes for adopted children (Howe, 
2002), including psychosocial analysis and attachment theory.
Infertility, uncertainty with respect to the completion of the adoption project, and the stigma 
associated with adoptive parenthood are reviewed in the literature (Bozzo, Cavanna, Diotti, 
Migliorini, 2001), together with other factors such as additional sources of stress associated 
with the move to adoptive parenthood, which could have a negative impact on the parent-child 
relationship in the early years of the adoption experience (Hanna, 2007).
The last decade has seen a significant increase in the number of couples applying for adoption 
as the cases of infertility and sterility increase, as does the social acceptance of adoptive par
enthood. However, many couples seeking this "affective fecundity” need to acknowledge the 
considerable gap between adoption requests and available children. This has made the adoption 
of an Italian child a long and difficult process, with similar challenges recently affecting the 
adoption of foreign children.
This causes many requests to go unmet and implies that adoption requests will have to be as
sessed on the basis of the child’s needs versus the aspirations of applying couples.
In the last few decades, in addition to the increase in couples applying for adoption, we have 
also witnessed a profound cultural shift. The traditional approach of providing young babies to 
childless couples has evolved into an approach centered on the child and the search for families 
suitable for older children often experiencing difficulties, such as physical or mental disabilities 
or multiple fostering experiences (Kaniuk, Steele, Hodges, 2004). This change in the population 
of children for adoption gives greater consideration to the children's needs but has also gener
ated a substantial increase in “failed” adoptions (Cavanna, 2003).
This occurrence leads to further reflection upon the ways to assess the individual’s and the 
couple’s disposition to tackle the parenting issues associated with a child different from that en
visaged and with “special needs” (Meins, Fernyhough, Fradley, Tuckey, 2001). These situations 
involve the additional challenge of confronting one’s ability to accept and live in perpetuity with 
the past of a child who might have been mistreated or abused.
The increase in failed adoptions and in the number of couples willing to take a baby who has 
been deprived proper family care leads to the consideration of the stresses and difficulties chal
lenging adoptive couples in order to identify opportunities and resources that are predictive of 
successful adoptions. It is also important to understand when and why an adoption is successful.

150 Donatella Cavanna, Laura Migliorini & Chiara Napoli



These questions open up a field that is not exclusive to the adoptive family but encompasses the 
analysis of processes of well-being and lack of well-being of any communal living strategy and 
the quality of affective transactions between individuals connected by stable relationships in 
light of a confirmation of “schemas of being-with” (Stern, 1995) significant others (Paley, Cox, 
Kanoy, Harter, Burchinal, Margand, 2005).
Adoption failure is defined as the permanent or temporary taking of the minor away from the 
adoptive family. The adoption interruption, in its extreme forms, is understood as the statement 
by the family of its incapability to proceed with the adoption, with the consequent “restitution” 
of the baby, or with the removal of the baby from the family by social services. However, the 
failure can also be understood in a more qualitative sense to indicate those cases in which the 
relationship difficulties between the child and the couple indicate that neither partner has found 
an answer to its emotional needs.
Adoption, however, seems to be affected by a multitude of variables so interconnected as to make 
it particularly difficult to identify objective parameters indicative of success or failure. Besides the 
extreme decision of taking the minor away from the adoptive family, there is, in fact, a range of 
circumstances that could be defined as characterized by high "emotional complexity”, in which 
there can be frequent varied levels of dysregulation between parents and adopted child, whenever 
the parental responsivity is coupled with the capacity for “affective attunement” (Stern, 1995). 
The latter is appropriate for sharing adopted children’s emotional states, these being the means of 
expressing the deprivation experiences they have lived in their early development.
In the last decades the adoption literature has paid particular attention to the potential parent
ing capabilities of the adopting couple. These not only include responsiveness to the needs and 
signals of the child but are also viewed as a more articulated and complex relational pattern that 
enables the parent to understand the emotional, even negative, states of the child, which are 
then accepted and detoxicated (Schofield, Beek, 2005). This capability to validate emotions 
(Emde, 1999) based on complex cognitive and affective processes has signaled the change from 
an exclusively representational model of attachment to the parents to a more communication- 
oriented perspective. Within the relationship with the parents and according to the attachment 
quality, the child does not acquire internalized contents, but rules of interactive functioning and 
affect regulation strategies (Fonagy et al. 2005; Barone, 2007).
In the literature we find other variables that appear to play a role in determining maternal re
sponsiveness and the transmission of regulation models between parents and children. Among 
these, reference can be made to the parenting background of the couple and the role of the 
father, as yet not sufficiently studied. Other contextual variables, such as support networks in 
the extended family, education structures, grandparents, and important friends, are among the 
subjects of study as relevant to a successful adoptive experience (Cowan, Cowan, 2000).
The couple’s quality of life is also viewed as crucial to parenting, and, within attachment theory, 
the choice of a partner is viewed as an expression of the quality of the Internal Working Model 
built in infancy (continuity hypothesis), which variously influences the quality of an attachment. 
A different very recent perspective (discontinuity hypothesis) pays particular attention to the 
coexistence of generalized primary attachment bonds with specific subsequent ones (Crowell, 
2007). This perspective is based on the hypothesis of permeability of the representations of at
tachment to the partner, in a way that, as to the attachment bond with significant others, it is 
possible to foresee a shift of the Internal Working Model from insecure to secure and vice versa. 
The capacity of the couple to be attuned to one another and to respond, reciprocally, to the base 
function and secure refuge has major implications on the developmental tasks and the quality of 
the parenting function (Benzies, Harrison, Magill-Evans, 2004)
Various authors underscore the importance of the presence of solid levels of intimacy, trust, 
and communication between the partners to face major life stressors (Rholes, Simpson, 2004), 
among which they list the transition to adoptive parenting. The quality of individual and partner 
attachment in the adoptive couple can be either a strong or a weak point in the ability to face 
and share the challenges stemming from the child’s difficult experiences and to protect the joint 
emotional construct between parents and child that is the adoptive experience. These dynamic
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characteristics are specific to adoption, which is not simply a wish that becomes reality but an 
event that outlines a relational configuration that is highly specific.

Objectives
This research is part of a large project to study the development of adoptive parenting within 
a sample of couples and their children in order to examine the processes that might improve 
our understanding of the characteristics that make a couple “well equipped” for adoption. This 
work investigates the quality of individual and couple attachment relative to the adjustment 
skills in relation to a multidimensional construct (Spanier, 2000) that evaluates, through the use 
of Cohesion, Affective Expression, Dyadic Agreement and Perceived Satisfaction Scales, some 
of the key features of adult couple relationships.
With reference to theoretical assumptions and in line with previous research work, which has 
identified adoptive couples’ specific resources giving value to affections both in important cur
rent relationships and in childhood experiences (Salcuni, Ceccato, Di Riso, Lis, 2006; Zavattini, 
Boselli, Luzzatto, Pace, Santona, Vismara, 2003), we hypothesize that couples interested in 
adoption share the following characteristics:
a) the prevalence of a secure attachment model in terms of both generalized and specific at

tachment;
b) a bigger number of participants who have a specific secure attachment to the partner, rather 

than generalized attachment;
c) a high score for couple adjustment; and
d) a correlation between the Adult Attachment Interview results, Current Relationship Inter

view, and couple adjustment (Dyadic Adjustment Scale).

Participants
The study used a sample of 30 couples (60 individuals) viewed as capable of adoption. They 
were all in the pre-adoption phase. The group was homogeneous with respect to the following 
variables: age between 30 and 50 years, stable relationship for at least five years, lack of biologi
cal offspring and previous adoptions, middle class.

Procedures
The subjects were recruited by an association for international adoption. After a brief presenta
tion of the aim of the study, the subjects were interviewed according to the research protocol.
The questionnaire was answered anonymously.

1) Measures
The data collection involved the use of the following instruments:
a) Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS, Spanier, 2000). This scale provides a multidimensional 

assessment of the level of dyadic adjustment of both married and stable couples, based on 
the representation of the relationship that each member holds. The questionnaire consists of 
32 items on a Likert scale, in which the respondent has to assess four components that are 
included in the dimension of dyadic adjustment: 1) Dyadic Agreement, which evaluates the 
degree of agreement or disagreement of the partners with regard to topics such as finances,
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free time, religion, friends, domestic administration, and management of the time spent 
together; 2) Dyadic Satisfaction, which measures the perceived happiness or unhappiness 
in the relationship, the frequency of arguments, the pleasure or lack of pleasure in being 
together, the taking into account the possibility of split-up or divorce; 3) Dyadic Cohesion, 
which measures the quantity of time in which the partners share pleasant activities, such as 
social interests, dialogue, and working together towards shared objectives; 4] Affective ex
pressions, which measure the way in which the couple displays and communicates feelings, 
love, and sexuality. The scale has been adapted to the Italian context by Gentili, Contreras, 
Cassaniti, D ’Arista (2002).
The couple’s adjustment is a multidimensional construct and is understood as the partners’ 
ability to settle again into a dimension of balance, faced with changes that follow one an
other throughout their lives. For the evaluation of the dyadic adjustment of couples, the 
cut-off value indicated by Spanier (2000) was used, which corresponds to a score of 114.8 
and which several studies confirm is a threshold below which you can identify situations of 
distress for couples.

b) Adult Attachment Interview (AAI) (George, Kaplan & Main, 1985; Main & Goldwin, 1998). 
This is a semi-structured interview aimed at assessing the mental state of the parent in rela
tion to early attachment relationships; it is based on the hypothesis that the narrative reflects 
the modality through which the attachment experiences have been psychically organized. 
The interview is roughly an hour long and consists of 20 questions related to the respondents’ 
childhood attachment experiences with their parents, the evolution of the quality of the 
relationship throughout life, and the preoccupations and wishes regarding their own children. 
This procedure, according to Main and Goldwin’s method (1998), involves the coding by two 
independent raters, who are reliable on the AAI and obtained the required reliability.

c) Current Relationship Interview (CRI) (Crowell & Owens, 1998). This is a semi-structured 
interview aimed at assessing the quality of the attachment relationship to the partner. The 
interview lasts roughly one hour and consists of 15 questions, which are elaborated taking 
into account the reciprocal nature of adult relationships, in relation to six areas. These areas 
investigate the sentimental background of the respondent, the perceived quality of the current 
relationship, the quality of the secure refuge and of the secure base, the quality of the conjugal 
relationship of the parents, and the expectations regarding the future of the children.

Results
Descriptive statistics were calculated relative to some socio-demographic variables; we used the 
Chi Square test to compare the distributions of AAI classifications and the CRI. Finally, a corre
lational analysis was performed to measure the association between the constructs investigated. 
The coding protocols of the AAI, as well as the protocols of the CRI, were undertaken using two 
independent and qualified judges (Prof. Cavanna and Dott. Napoli), who signed the interviews 
according to the system of Main and Goldwyn (1998) and according to the method of Crowell 
and Owens (1998). The agreement between judges was 85%.
The statistical analyses were performed with the SPSS 13.0 statistical package. The participants 
had an average age of 39,92 years (ds =  4,622); the women were on average (38,83; ds =  4,27) 
younger than their husbands (median 40,90; ds =  4,82), although the differences were not 
significant. As to the academic level, 7% of the sample obtained a middle school diploma, 58% 
obtained a high school diploma, 25% obtained a degree or other titles, and 10% went through 
postgraduate education. With respect to the profession, classified according to the categories 
shared at a national level in 2001, most of the adopting couples were employees (48,3%, N =  
29), and some were involved in a commercial (21,7%, N =  13), technical (10%, N =  6), or 
intellectual (8,3%, N =  5) activity.
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The average length of the stable love relationship, including the years they lived together before 
getting married, corresponds to 9,5 years (ds =  4,3). As to the background of infertility, 15% of 
the participants experienced spontaneous miscarriages. Infertility was diagnosed for 53,3% of 
the couples. The participants, at the time of this study, had started the adoption procedure on 
average 2,58 years earlier (ds =  1,24).
The analysis of the adult attachment highlighted a prevalence of secure attachment models at 
65%, against the 35% that resulted as insecure (see Table 1). The interviews were coded by two 
independent raters.

Table 1

Generalized attachment style distribution (two ways Adult Attachment Interview)

Frequencies Percentage
Secure 39 65%

Insecure 35%

Total 60 100%

The analysis of the distribution of attachment models, based on a five-way classification, high
lighted the following results: 61,7% of the participants were secure, 25% were dismissing, 8,3% 
of the participants were preoccupied, and 5% were classified as unsolved (see Table 2).

Table 2

Generalized attachment style distribution (five ways Adult Attachment Interview)

Frequencies Percentage
Secure 37 61,7%

Dismissing 1 5  25,0%

Preoccupied 5 8,3%

Unresolved ,.  3  5%

Cannot classified

Total  60  100%

As to the distribution of specific attachment, namely, the attachment to the partner, the preva
lence of the secure model emerged within a two-way classification (Secure: 80%; Insecure: 
20%). By contrast, within a three-way classification a distribution of insecure participants re
sulted as follows: 11,7% dismissing; 8,3% preoccupied (see Table 3).

Table 3

Specific attachment style distributions (three ways Current Relationship Interview)

Frequencies Percentage
Secure 48 80%

Dismissing  7 11.7%

Preoccupied 5 8,3%

Total 60 100%
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As to the data relative to the couple's adjustment, a mean of 54,73 was found within the agree
ment scale, 42,10 within the satisfaction scale, 10,08 within the affective expression scale, and 
18,83 within the cohesion scale. As to the results relative to the adjustment, a couple profile 
with a tendency for high adjustment emerged; in fact, the total score of adjustment for the 
couple was equal to 126,25, and 90% of the participants were located within a high level of 
adjustment (see Table 4).

Table 4

Mean Scores and Standard Deviations on Dyadic Adjustment Scale dimension

Dyadic Dyadic Dyadic Affective Dyadic
Agreement Satisfaction Cohesion expressions Adjustment tot

Mean 54,73 42,10 10,08 18,83 126,25

StDeviation 5,1 5,6 1,5 3,07 10,70

The correlation analysis between the main constructs that were investigated shows, as hypoth
esized, an association between generalized and specific attachment, whereas, on the contrary, 
correlations with the couple adjustment were not found.

Table 5
Correlation coefficients between generalized (AAI) and specific (CRI) attachment style and couple adjustment (DAS)

Measure of attachment
Mi CRI

Dyadic Agreement .127 .100

Dyadic Satisfaction .136 .058

Dyadic Cohesion .122 .028

Affective expressions .132 .178

CRI ,332(**) .100

r p <  .05
* * p  <  .01

Discussion
Love relationships are characterized by stability and endurance, which are typical traits of those 
couples who are willing to adopt. The sample average age and length of the relationship are 
aligned with the data included in previous studies on adoption (Santona et al., 2006); such 
couples are characterized by a particularly long affective life, considering that most couples 
who decide for adoption have already attempted a birth pregnancy or artificial insemination 
(Cudmore, 2006).
By comparing the results on adult attachment with those of other Italian studies regarding adop
tion, it is possible to observe that a study carried out on a sample of 40 couples in the pre-adop
tion period (Salcuni et al, 2006), displaying a distribution of 47,5% of secure participants, 30% 
of dismissing, 17,5% of preoccupied, and 5% of unsolved loss or trauma, highlighted a smaller 
percentage of secure participants and a more significant percentage of preoccupied participants.
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Another study (Santona, Zavattini, et al., 2006) conducted on a sample of 50 couples, to whom 
the AAI was administered during the assessment period of adoption suitability, presented the 
following distribution: 76% secure, 10% preoccupied, 9% dismissing, 4% unresolved, loss or 
trauma. Compared with this study, the data show a smaller percentage of secure participants 
whereas the dismissing category was larger.
Furthermore, it should be considered that the literature provides evidence of the influence of 
the individual’s early attachment representation involving the parent on the adult parenting ca
pacity (Schofield, Beek, 2005). A secure model of attachment is characterized by sensitivity and 
valorization of the affects surrounding a care-giving behavior. This model is considered the pro
totype of “well-equipped” parenting skill, including responsiveness and attunement, facilitating 
the capacity to metalize the emotional states of the child (Allen & Fonagy, 2006). Ffowever, 
other models of attachment (dismissing and preoccupied) cannot be simplistically associated 
with completely inadequate behaviors that will lead to psychopathological outcomes in the 
children (Dazzi, Speranza, 2005). In fact, insecure models of attachment can include “islands of 
coherence” (Stern, 2004); it should be acknowledged that among normal populations there are 
changeable percentages of insecure attachments. A rigid classification of the attachment models 
should be avoided, in favor of a dimensional perspective that considers the quality and quantity 
of the subjective experience and the relational patterns of the adult involved in the care giving. 
Moreover, the plasticity of Internal Working Models should always be considered given the 
transformative quality of significant love bonds in adulthood, particularly with respect to the 
couple (Treboux, Crowell, Waters, 2004).
We used the Chi Square test to compare the distributions of AAI classifications of the partici
pants with normative data on population, non-clinical (Bakermans-Kranenburg, van Ijzendoorn
2009); the comparison does not show statistical significance (y 2 (3) =  0.00009 ns) compared 
with normative data, which show the following distribution: 40% of subjects secure/autono- 
mous, under the category of insecure (25%) of subjects and distancing (10%) of subjects wor
ried, and 25% unresolved.
The data concerning the distribution of specific attachment do not match both the normative 
data from Crowell et al. (2002) and the data from an Italian study (Santona, Zavattini, Delogu, 
Castellano, Pace, Vismara, 2006) conducted on a non-adoptive population.
The studies that have utilized the CRI comparing the attachment to the partner with the in
dividual attachment (Grossman, Grossman, Waters, 2005; Roisman, Collins, Sroufe, Egeland, 
2005) have highlighted the strong association between the generalized attachment quality and 
the specific one, confirming, in general terms, the prototype hypothesis (Bowlby, 1980, 1988). 
The latter is based on the assumption that the quality of early experiences with the caregiver 
contributes to modeling of the representations that adults build with respect to love relation
ships in general, as well as the perceptions and expectations related to a specific partner. 
Nonetheless, the increased number of secure participants within the specific attachment clas
sification compared with the generalized attachment brings about a much debated topic within 
the studies on couple attachment. Several studies have in fact hypothesized a bigger plasticity of 
the attachment to the partner compared with the individual attachment. The main hypothesis 
is that the specific attachment is partly based on individual internal working models and partly 
on current experiences with the partner, although it is also affected by events in a couple’s life 
(Crowell et al., 2002; Crowell and Waters 2005). The adoption experience can be considered 
"highly emotionally charged” in the sense that the acknowledgement of infertility, the decision 
to adopt, and the long adoption procedure allow a secure partner to turn to the other for refuge 
and support, facilitating the shift in the mental state from insecure to secure. This aspect is sup
ported by data, in that the percentage of secure AAI (65%) reaches that 80% within the CRI. 
Given the particularly high score concerning couple adjustment, it is possible to hypothesize 
that the couple consciously carries out an effort towards matching criteria of social desirability 
by putting forward an image of the self as hyper-normal and hyper-adaptive. It is possible to 
highlight a tendency of the couples to display few internal variations, a sort of joint enterprise. 
This confirms the a typicality of the population of couples that are waiting to adopt, reflecting
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the necessity to meet bigger expectations of "adequacy” than the future biological parents. This 
aspect can also be found in the data in that secure participants, with respect to both generalized 
and specific attachment, report an inferior score of couple adjustment (mean 125,05}, although 
it is not statistically significant, and locate themselves in the high bracket of the adjustment 
scale. On the contrary, insecure participants have a higher score of couple adjustment (mean 
128,48} that is located, again, at a high level of adjustment. This aspect is particularly interest
ing and seems to indicate that a secure mental state protects the individual, to a certain extent, 
from excessive proximity that could represent, as supported by Spanier, an atelicity of the bond 
and a potential risk factor.
Concerning the relationship among the investigated constructs, some studies have attempted to 
individuate the possible mediating variables that could affect the relationship between attach
ment and couple adjustment (Scott, Cordova, 2002}, indicating social support as a mediator 
within the direct relationship (Meyers, Landsberger, 2002}, whereas others (Mikulincer et al., 
1998) have investigated the mediating role of confirmed infertility. It is possible to conclude 
that the impact of other mediating variables in the relationship between attachment models and 
couple adjustments is in part still to be investigated.

Conclusion
The model in the literature based on attachment relationships, both of the individual and of 
the couple, and on the flexibility and the reciprocal adjustment capacity is aimed at locating 
parenting in relation to the specific challenge of the adoption process. The couples involved in 
this study report characteristics of the relational models that put them in a position to poten
tially provide sensitive care giving. It is therefore possible to assume that, in the light of these 
constructs, such future adoptive parents result in being well equipped to deal with the opportu
nities, the challenges, and the critics that the adoption experience normally implies. The birth 
development of this work is represented by the follow-up outcomes of adoption in terms of 
individual and family well-being.
The follow-up study of these couples is in progress and will still take much time, so this work 
is to be considered a preliminary study that has the advantage of reflecting on the equipment 
of the adoptive couple, with the limit of not presenting the results in the face of a real adoptive 
experience.
It should be underlined how this potential skill should be adapted to the specifics of every 
adoption experience, linked to the child’s temperament, the child’s previous experiences, the 
evolution of the couple’s relationship, the family and social support, and the specifics of the 
circumstances.
The adoptive couple has experienced its flexibility through the strategy employed to deal with 
the issue of infertility, which made it capable of accepting the idea of having an adoptive child, 
who often has special needs, reformulating the problem as solvable and accepting the risks and 
potential that this experience implies. The adoption project can represent a catalyst for sharing 
values, aims, priorities, and expectations, offering a point of view of the world.
Couples with a solid project invest heavily on the family unity and give proof of an attitude that 
emphasizes a common “us” rather than “I”, tending to adopt a more realistic point of view and 
to show the availability to accept non-ideal solutions to life challenges (Walsh, 2008}.
Among the resources and criticalities involved in the adoption experience there is the main 
challenge of creating primary bonds that are not based on strong bonds, which are typical of a 
blood bond, both on the part of the parent and on the part of the children, who experience the 
dilemma of origins between biological parents and adoptive parents.
It is possible to hypothesize that within adoptive families there exists a potential for repair that 
is triggered by the project of social generativity that allows for multiplying and transferring re
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sources. In these circumstances the family usually reveals it’s “strength of attraction”. In fact, 
the possibilities offered by new bonds can allow the minors to project themselves in the future 
and to redefine their network of affective investments and meanings, allowing for a revision of 
their past in the light of a new perspective and for modifying relational models previously built.

References

ALLEN J.G ., & FONAGY, P. (2006). Handbook of mentalization-based treatment. Chichester, UK: 
John Wiley & Sons.
BAKERMANS-KRANENBURG,M.J., & VAN IJZENDOORN, M.H. (2009). The first 10,000 Adult At
tachment Interviews: Distributions of adult attachment representations in clinical and non clinical 
groups, Attachment A  Human Development, 11, 223-263.
BARONE, L. (2007). Emotions and development. Typical and atypical paths. Rome: Carocci. 
BENZIES, K.M., HARRISON, M.J., & MAGILL-EVANS, J. (2004). Parenting stress, marital quality, 
and child behavior problems at age 7 years, Public Health Nursing, 21, 111-121.
BOWLBY, J. (1969). Attachment and loss: Vol. 1. Attachment. New York: Basic Books.
BOWLBY, J. (1980). Attachment and loss: Vol. 3, Loss, sadness and depression. New York: Basic 
Books.
BOWLBY, J. (1988). From attachment theory to developmental psychopathology. Review of Psy
chiatry, 23, 57-68.
BOZZO, M.T., CAVANNA, D., DlOTTI, F., & MIGLIORINI, L. (2001). From abandonment to adop
tion: the path of the child before to placement in the family. Journal of Developmental Neuropsy
chiatry, 21, 394-409.
CARLI, L. (1999) (Ed.). From dyad to family. The bonds of attachment in the family network. Milan: 
Cortina.
CARLI, L., CAVANNA, D., & ZAVATTINI, G .C . (2009). Couple relationship Psychology. Theoretical 
models and clinical intervention. Bologna: II Mulino.
CAVANNA, D. (2003). The adoption failure, Childhood SC Adolescence, 2, 147-157.
CAVANNA, D., & MIGLIORINI, L. (2007). The choice not to be parents: When the desire for a child 
there’s not. Journal of Family Studies, 1, 99-111.
ClGOLI, V , & SCABINI, E. (2006). Family identity. Ties, symbols, and transitions. New Jersey: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
COWAN, C.P., & COWAN, P.A. (2000). When partners become parents: The big life change in couples. 
Mahwah, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
CROWELL, J.A. (2007). Perspective of the life span. Elements of continuity and discontinuity in 
the attachment system. In L. CARLI, D. CAVANNA, & G .C . ZAVATTINI (Eds.), Couple relationship 
psychology. Theoretical models SC clinical intervention (pp. 23-38). Bologna: II Mulino.
CROWELL, J.A., & OWENS, G . (1998). Current Relationship Interview and Scoring System. Unpub
lished manuscript. State University o f New York at Stony Brook.
CROWELL, J.A., & TREBOUX, D. (2001). Security of attachment in couple relationships. In C. 
CLULOW (Ed.), Adult attachment psychotherapy and couples. The secure base in clinical practice 
and research (pp. 66-86). Rome: Borla.
CROWELL, J.A., TREBOUX, D., & WATERS, E. (2002). Stability of attachment representations: The 
transition to marriage. Developmental Psychology, 38, 467-479.
CROWELL, J.A., & WATERS, E. (2005). Attachment representations, Secure base behaviour, and 
the evolution of adult relationship, The Stony Brook Adult Relationship Project. In K.E. GROSS
MANN, K. GROSSMANN, & E. WATERS, E. (Eds.). Attachment from infancy to adulthood: The 
M ajor Longitudinal Studies. New York: Guilford Press.
CRUGNOLA, C. (1999). Affective communication among the child and its partners. Milan: Cortina.

158 Donatella Cavanna, Laura Migliorini & Chiara Napoli



CUDMORE, L. (2006). Thinking about the couple in the context of adoption, Review of Psychology, 
23, 9-29.
CURRAN, M. A., HAZEN, N., JACOBVITZ, D., & FELDMAN, A. (2005). Representations of early 
family relationships predict marital maintenance during the transition to parenthood. Journal of 
Family Psychology, 19, 189-197.
DAZZI N., SPERANZA A.M. (2005). Attachment and psychopathology. Childhood &  Adolescence, 
1, 18-30.
DOZIER, M. (2005). Challenges o f foster care. Attachment and Human Development, 7, 27-30. 
EMDE, R. (1999). Positive emotions in psychoanalysis. In R. CRUGNOLA (Ed.), Affective communi
cation (pp. 99-134). Milan: Cortina.
FAVA VlZZIELLO, G ., & SlMONELLI, A. (2004). Adoption and change. Turin: Bollati Boringhieri. 
FONAGY, P., GERGELY, G ., JURIST, E.L., & TARGET, M. (2005). Affective regulation, mentalization 
and development of the Self. Milan: Cortina.
FONAGY, P., & TARGET, M. (2001). Attachment and reflexive function. Milan: Cortina.
GENTILI, R, CONTRERAS, M., CASSANITI, F., & DARISTA, F. (2002). The Dyadic Adjustment 
Scale. A measure o f couple adjustment. Minerva Psichiatrica, 43, 107-116.
GEORGE, C., KAPLAN, N., &MAIN, M. (1985). Adult Attachment Interview. Unpublished manu
script. Department of Psychology University of California Berkeley.
GROSSMANN, K.E., GROSSMANN, K., & WATERS, E., (2005) (Eds.). Attachment from infancy to 
adulthood: The major longitudinal studies. New York: Guilford Press.
HANNA M.D. (2007). Preparing school age children for adoption: Perspectives of successful adop
tive parents and caseworkers, Adoption Quarterly, 10, 1-32.
HAZAN, C., & ZEIFMAN, D. (1999). The couple bonds as attachments. Data evaluation. In J. CAS
SIDY, & PR. SHAVER (Eds.), Handbook of attachment: Theory, research and clinical applications 
(pp. 336-354). New York: Guilford Press.
HOWE, D. (2002). Adopted children’s behaviour and development in childhood and adolescence. 
Norwich: School o f Social Work and Psychosocial Studies.
KANIUK, J., STEELE, M., & HODGES, J. (2004). Report on a longitudinal research project, explor
ing the development of attachments between older, hard-to-place children and their adopters over 
the first two years of placement. Adoption and Fostering, 2, 61-75.
MAIN, M., & GOLDWYN, R. (1998). Adult attachment classification system. Unpublished manu
script. Berkeley, CA, University o f California.
MALAGOLI TOGL1ATTI, M., & ZAVATTINI, G .C . (2000). Parent-child relations and promotion of 
parenting, Developmental Clinical Psychology, 2, 259-265.
MEINS, E., FERNYHOUGH, C., RUSSELL, J., & CLARK-CARTER, D. (1998). Security o f attachment 
as a predictor of symbolic and mentalising abilities: A  longitudinal study. Social Development, 7, 
1-24.
MEYERS S.A., & LANDSBERGER S.A. (2002). Direct and indirect pathways between adult attach
ment style and marital satisfaction, Personal Relationships, 9, 159-172.
MIGLIORINI, L., & RANLAN. (2008). Social psychology of family relationship, Rome: Laterza. 
MIKULINCER, M., HORESH N., LEVY-SHIFF R., MANOVICH, R., & SHALEV, J . ( l 998) The contri
bution of adult attachment style to the adjustment to infertility. British Journal of Medical Psychol
ogy, 71, 265- 298.
OOSTERMAN, M., & SCHUENGEl., C. (2008). Attachment in foster children associated with car
egivers' sensitivity and behavioral problems, Infant Mental Health Journal, 29, 609-623.
PALEY, B., COX, M.J., KANOY, K.W, HARTER, K.S.M., BURCHINAL, M., & MARGAND, N.A. 
(2005). Adult attachment and marital interaction as predictors of whole family interactions during 
the transition to parenthood. Journal of Family psychology, 19, 420-429.
RHOLES, W.S., & SIMPSON, J.A. (2004). Adult attachment. Theory, research and clinical implica
tions. New York: The Guilford Press.
ROISMAN, G .I., COLLINS, W.A., SROUFE, L.A., & EGELAND, B. (2005). Predictors o f young 
adult’s representations of and behaviour in their current romantic relationship: Prospective tests of 
prototype hypothesis, Attachment and Human Development, 7, 105-121.

Attachment and adjustment of pre-adoptive parents 159



SALCUNI, S., CECCATO, E, Dl RlSO, D., & LIS, A. (2006). Diagnosing multi-perspective of parents 
awaiting adoption. Review of Psychology, 23, 49-68.
SANTONA, A., ZAVATTINI, G .C ., DELOGU, A.M., CASTELLANO, R., PACE, C .S., & VlSMARA, L. 
(2006). The transition to parenthood through adoption. Review of Psychology, 23, 69-88.
SCABINI, E., & CIGOLI, V  (2000). The familiar. Bond, symbols and transition, Milan: Raffaello 
Cortina.
SCHOFIELD, G ., & BEEK, M. (2005). Providing a secure base: Parenting children in long-term foster 
family care, Attachment and Human Development, 7, 3 -  25.
SCOTT R., & CORDOVA J.V  (2002). The influence of adult attachment styles on the association 
between marital adjustment and depressive symptoms, Journal of Family Psychology, 16, 199-208. 
SETTERSTEN, R.A., FURSTENBERG, F.F., & RUMBAUT, R.G. (2005). On the frontier of adulthood. 
Theory, research and public policy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
SPANIER, G .B. (1976a). Measuring dyadic adjustment: New scales for assessing the quality of mar
riage and similar dyads. Journal of M arriage and Family, 38, 15-28.
SPANIER, G .B. (1976b). Assessing the strength of the Dyadic Adjustment Scale. Journal of Family 
Psychology, 2, 92-94.
SPANIER, G.B. (1979). The measurement of marital quality. Journal of Sex and M arital Therapy, 
5, 288-300.
SPANIER, G.B. (2000). The Dyadic Adjustment Scale. The Manual. North Tonowanda, NY: Multi
Health Systems.
STERN, D.N. (1995). The motherhood constellation. Turin: Bollati Boringhieri.
STERN, D. N. (2004). Interpersonal world of the child. Turin: Bollati Boringhieri.
STEWARD, D.S., & O ’DAY, K.R. (2000). Permanency planning and attachment: A  guide for agency 
practice. In T.M. LEVY (Eds.), Handbook of attachment intervention (pp. 147-168). San Diego 
London: Academic Press.
TREBOUX, D., CROWELL, J.A., & WATERS, E. (2004). When “New ” meets “Old”: Configurations 
of adult attachment representations and their implications for marital functioning. Developmental 
Psychology, 40, 295-314.
VEGETTI FlNZI, S. (1992). Family Novel. Milan: Mondadori.
WALSH, F. (2008). Family resilience. Milan: Raffaello Cortina.
ZACCAGNINI, C., & ZAVATTINI, G .C . (2007). Parenthood as “developmental process”. A  reflec
tion on the perspective o f attachment theory. Developmental Clinical Psychology, 2, 3-24. 
ZAVATTINI, G .C ., BOSELLI, C., LUZZATTO, L., PACE, C .S., SANTONA A., & VlSMARA, L. (2003). 
Adoptive parenthood: the life space and the couple pattern of attachment. Childhood &  Adoles
cence, 2, 125-136.

Author’s notes

Laura Migliorini, PhD

Université di Genova
DISTUM - Dipartimento di Scienze della Formazione
Sezione di Psicologia
C.so A. Podestà 2 - 1 6 1 2 1  GENOVA
tel. 010/209 53720
e-mail: migliori@nous.unige.it

160 Donatella Cavanna, Laura Migliorini & Chiara Napoli

mailto:migliori@nous.unige.it



