
ASSESSMENT OF RESPIRATORY SINUS
ARRHYTHMIA, RELATIONSHIP QUALITY, AND

ADULT ATTACHMENT STYLE IN COLLEGE COUPLES

Item Type Electronic Thesis; text

Authors Kaur, Jasmine

Citation Kaur, Jasmine. (2020). ASSESSMENT OF RESPIRATORY
SINUS ARRHYTHMIA, RELATIONSHIP QUALITY, AND ADULT
ATTACHMENT STYLE IN COLLEGE COUPLES (Bachelor's thesis,
University of Arizona, Tucson, USA).

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:34:00

Item License http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/651311

http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10150/651311


 

 

 

 

 

ASSESSMENT OF RESPIRATORY SINUS ARRHYTHMIA, RELATIONSHIP QUALITY, 

AND ADULT ATTACHMENT STYLE IN COLLEGE COUPLES 

By 

JASMINE KAUR  

 

____________________ 

 

 

A Thesis Submitted to The Honors College 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Bachelors degree 
With Honors in  

 
Physiology 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

M A Y  2 0 2 0 

 

 

 
Approved by: 
 
______________________________ 
 
Dr. John JB Allen  
Department of Physiology 



ASSESSMENT OF RSA AND RELATIONSHIP QUALITY 2 

Abstract 

Introduction: Conflict resolution between romantic partners is dependent on the couple’s coping 

skills, communication skills, attachment styles, and demand-withdraw tendencies. Respiratory 

sinus arrhythmia (RSA) has been shown to be linked to an individual’s ability to self-regulate 

and may play a role in couple’s conflict resolution and relationship quality.  

Methods: Relationship variables such as Demand-Withdraw Communication (DWC), 

Experiences in Close Relationship Scale (ECRS), Relationship Assessment Scale (RAS), and 

WHOTO, as well as Respiratory Sinus Arrhythmia (RSA) were examined in fifty romantic 

couples, using data from an existing study. Correlations between ECRS and DWC, and between 

RAS and RSA were examined along with the role of RSA as a moderator of the effects of ECRS 

on relationship satisfaction. Additionally, couples were classified as secure-secure, insecure-

insecure, or secure-insecure, based on their attachment style, and were compared on their 

relationship satisfaction and demand-withdraw behaviors.  

Results: There was a positive correlation between ECRS Anxiety and the participant’s self-

reported demanding behaviors while they discussed their chosen topic of disagreement with their 

partner (r = .21, p < .05). RSA did not emerge as a moderator between ECRS avoidance or 

ECRS anxiety and RAS. Couples classified based on their attachment style did not significantly 

differ on measures of RAS or DWC.  

Conclusion: Consistent with the literature, the study provides support for the association 

between attachment anxiety and demand-withdraw behaviors. The association between RSA, 

relationship quality, and attachment style was not supported by the study which suggests 

potentially limited generalizability of previous findings to college age couples.  
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Assessment of Respiratory Sinus Arrhythmia, 

Relationship Quality and Adult Attachment Quality in College Couples 

Attachment theory suggests that attachment style is linked to relationship satisfaction and 

communication between those in a romantic relationship. Attachment styles can include secure 

attachment, anxious/ambivalent attachment, and avoidant attachment. Securely attached 

individuals tend to experience their relationships positively and with trust. Anxiously attached 

individuals express a need for their romantic partner to validate their feelings and can become 

jealous. Avoidant individuals can be afraid of commitment and being close to their romantic 

partner because they want to save themselves from disappointment (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). 

Both anxious and avoidant attachment styles can be classified as insecure attachment as they 

tend to be detrimental to the relationship of a couple due to their negative effects on 

communication.  

Current studies suggest that during a conflict, an individual with an avoidant attachment 

style is more likely to withdraw from the interaction while an individual with an anxious 

attachment style is more likely to demand (Shi, 2003). An individual with an avoidant 

attachment style is more likely to withdraw from their partner because they are already afraid of 

being close to their partner so when it comes to communicating in an argument, they tend to just 

avoid communication altogether. An individual with an anxious attachment style is committed to 

the relationship but is unsure of their partner’s commitment and feelings, so when they are 

confronted with a disagreement between them and their partner, they tend to demand from their 

partner almost as a test of their commitment. The partner who demands change places pressure 

and expectations on their romantic relationship which may not be reciprocated by their partner 

and thus may lead to conflict. The resolution for the conflict may depend on the partners’ 
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communication and emotion regulation skills. Weak coping skills may lead to demand-withdraw 

tendencies, which can place a greater strain on the relationship and relationship satisfaction. 

Additionally, studies indicate that couples with at least one insecure partner will experience a 

higher degree of demand-withdraw interactions (Domingue & Mollen, 2009). This suggests that 

when both partners are securely attached, they are likely to have better communication skills and 

less demand-withdraw tendencies, therefore giving them a greater relationship satisfaction. 

The parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) is a branch of the autonomic nervous system 

which controls the automatic functions of the human body such as breathing and heart rate. The 

parasympathetic nervous system is most active when the body is performing its functions at rest. 

One of the pathways of the PNS from the central nervous system is through the vagus nerve 

which is involved in the function of the heart (Furness, 2009). The polyvagal theory discusses 

the involvement of the parasympathetic nervous system in emotion regulation and behavior. It 

suggests that cardiac vagal control can affect communication and emotion regulation. According 

to the polyvagal theory, respiratory sinus arrhythmia (RSA) - a measure of cardiac vagal control 

- is an index of one’s ability to self-regulate (Porges, 1994). There is some evidence that 

increased self-regulatory skills, which are correlated with a higher RSA, are positively correlated 

with relationship satisfaction. Low self-regulatory ability correlates with a low RSA, a decreased 

ability to regulate emotions, and decreased ability to employ positive communication skills 

which all can lead to a decreased relationship satisfaction (Smith et al., 2011). This supports the 

notion that a higher RSA corresponds to a higher ability to self-regulate which can be a valuable 

skill for conflict resolution during disagreements between romantic partners.  

Hypotheses 

The present study tested the following hypotheses: 
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1. When discussing their chosen topic of disagreement, individuals exhibiting high levels of 

attachment anxiety, as indicated by self-report measures, will have a tendency to demand 

more during interactions with their romantic partners. Individuals exhibiting high levels 

of attachment avoidance will tend to withdraw more during interactions with their 

romantic partners while discussing a topic chosen by their partner. 

2. Individuals with greater RSA will report a greater relationship satisfaction than those who 

have lower RSA. 

3. Individuals with higher levels of attachment anxiety or attachment avoidance will report a 

lower relationship satisfaction and this association will be moderated by RSA: 

a. Individuals with low attachment anxiety and/or attachment avoidance and high 

RSA will report the highest relationship satisfaction. 

b. Individuals with high attachment anxiety and/or attachment avoidance and low 

RSA will report the lowest relationship satisfaction. 

4. Secure-secure couples will report a greater relationship satisfaction and will exhibit lower 

demand-withdraw behaviors. Couples with at least one insecure partner will report a 

lower relationship satisfaction and will exhibit greater demand-withdraw behaviors. 

Methods 

Data utilized for this thesis are from a doctoral dissertation study (Kogan, 2016) and 

therefore only methodology and procedures relevant to this thesis are discussed.  

Participants 

The participant pool consisted of University of Arizona students looking to participate in 

psychological experiments for psychology course credit. Five hundred twenty-three students 

took an online survey to determine their eligibility for the study. Since the parent study was 
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focused on examining relationship quality and metrics of CNS activity using 

electroencephalograph (EEG), eligibility criteria for the study included being in at least a two-

month long romantic relationship, being right-handed, not taking medications or drugs with 

psychotropic effects, and not having any history of conditions that may influence their EEG 

activity which includes epilepsy, head injuries, and CNS lesions. One hundred twenty-one 

participants met the criteria and were invited to come in for the study but only fifty couples 

ended up participating in the study. After data cleaning and analysis, which allowed for the 

exclusion of participants who had artifacts in their RSA data, there were 89 participants left with 

usable RSA data and 99 for participants with usable self-report data. Almost seventy-five percent 

of the participants were between the ages of 18-20 of age with a mean age of 20.53 and a 

standard deviation of 2.91. The maximum age in this sample size was 34. Four individuals 

reported being married and 30 individuals reported living together. Additionally, 63 individuals 

reported having been together for up to two years, 30 individuals reported up to five years, two 

individuals reported seven years and two individuals reported 15 years. In terms of ethnicity, two 

individuals identified as African American, 14 identified as Asian, 15 identified as Hispanic, 48 

identified as Caucasian or White. Other identified ethnicities included White/Hispanic (N=4), 

Latina (N=1), Mixed (N=1), Persian (N=1), Puerto Rican (N=1), and Saudi Arabian (N=1). 

Data Collection 

The 2.5-hour experimental session began with the participants consenting to the study, 

detailing their topics for discussion, and filling out self-report measures which included 

Relationship Assessment Scale (RAS), WHOTO, and Experiences in Close Relationship Scale 

(ECRS)(Fraley & Davis, 1997; Hendrick et al., 1988; Sibley et al., 2005). Then, the 

physiological data collection began using an electroencephalogram stretch lycra cap that 
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included two electrodes for electrocardiogram (ECG) data recording. These two ECG electrodes 

attached above the participant’s right and left collarbone. There were a six-minute baseline 

period, three tasks, and two five-minute resting periods recorded.  For the first task, the 

participants were asked to talk about how they first met their partner. During the next two tasks, 

the participants spoke about their area of disagreements, in a counterbalanced order. After the 

conclusion of a resting period that occurred after each disagreement discussion, a self-report 

measure of demand-withdraw behaviors was administered (Rynes et al., 2004).  

ECG Recording.  

 Electrocardiogram (ECG) data were recorded throughout the experimental session, 

however data from the resting baseline were examined in the present study. The ECG signal was 

sampled at 1000Hz. The raw ECG data were analyzed using QRSTool Software for the purpose 

of obtaining the interbeat interval series which were corrected by hand for any artifacts that 

could distort the data. Most common artifacts in the present data set were due to movement and 

detached electrodes, however there were several ectopic beats as well (Kogan et al., 2012). 

Estimates of RSA were calculated using a MATLAB script developed by Dr. John J.B. Allen. 

For each participant, the RSA data was recorded in six segments and averaged for a single value 

which was converted to its natural log (Allen, Chambers, & Tower, 2007). 

Self-Report Measures. 

Experiences in Close Relationship Scale (ECRS). The Experiences in Close 

Relationship Scale is a 36-item questionnaire that measures attachment style by producing 

separate scores for attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance. The questions are scored from 

one to seven on a Likert Scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) with higher scores 

representing a greater insecure attachment style (Sibley et al., 2005). 
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Demand-Withdraw Communication (DWC). The Demand-Withdraw Communication 

scale measures the demand-withdraw behaviors between partners after they discussed a topic of 

disagreement chosen by one of them. The scale consists of eight questions with each question 

prompting the participant to choose a number on a scale ranging from one to nine (1 = not at all, 

9 = very much). A higher score on this scale indicates a greater level of demand-withdraw 

tendencies. Three of the questions asked how much one’s partner was demanding and the person 

completing the questionnaire was withdrawing and three of the questions assessed how much the 

partner was withdrawing and how much the person completing the questionnaire was demanding 

during each disagreement discussion. The other two questions determined how much both 

partners exhibited approach or avoidance of the discussion itself. The scale’s reliability is similar 

to the Communication Patterns Questionnaire which also measures demand-withdraw 

communication (Rynes et al., 2004).  

Relationship Assessment Scale (RAS). The Relationship Assessment Scale measures 

relationship satisfaction by asking seven questions on a one to five Likert Scale (1 = poorly, 5 = 

extremely well). After reverse coding two of the questions, higher scores indicate greater 

relationship satisfaction (Hendrick et al., 1988). 

WHOTO. WHOTO is an attachment measure that aims to measure secure attachment to 

a romantic partner. It is a sixteen-item measure with each item being on a one to seven Likert 

Scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Higher scores indicate a more secure 

attachment (Fraley & Davis, 1997). 

Topics for Discussion. The topics for discussion were detailed by the participants before 

their resting baseline was recorded. Each participant was asked to write about how they met their 

partner and a time they disagreed with their partner. The disagreement was supposed to be one 
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where the participant was more invested in it than their partner. These discussion topics were 

used for discussion during the experimental session. 

Statistics 

Correlation analyses were used to test Hypothesis 1 by determining the associations 

between self-reported attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety, measured by ECRS, and 

self-reported demand-withdraw behaviors, measured by DWC. Correlation analyses were also 

utilized to test Hypothesis 2 by determining the significance of the correlation between RSA and 

relationship satisfaction, as measured by RAS. Regression analyses were used to test Hypothesis 

3 and the prediction that attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance will significantly predict 

relationship satisfaction and that RSA will moderate this relationship. For Hypothesis 4, couples 

were classified as secure-secure, insecure-secure and insecure-insecure couples. These 

classifications were determined through a K mean cluster analysis that was performed to create 

four variables representing attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance, secure attachment, and 

disorganized attachment. Individuals were classified as having anxious attachment if they were 

high on ECRS Anxiety and low on ECRS Avoidance. Individuals were classified as having 

avoidant attachment if they were low on ECRS Anxiety and high on ECRS Avoidance. Securely 

attached individuals exhibited low scores on ECRS Anxiety and low scores on ECRS Avoidance. 

Individuals classified as having a disorganized attachment style exhibited high scores on both 

ECRS Anxiety and ECRS Avoidance. Anxiety, Avoidance, and Disorganized attachment styles 

were all classified as insecure for the couple attachment style categorization. Partners’ average 

self-reported relationship satisfaction, as measured by RAS, and demand-withdraw scores, as 

measured by DWC, were then entered into ANVOAs to compare the couple types on measures 

of relationship satisfaction and demand-withdraw behaviors. 
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Results 

The first study hypothesis predicted a positive correlation between demand behaviors and 

attachment anxiety and between withdraw behaviors and attachment avoidance. In order to test 

first hypothesis, the correlations between Demand-Withdraw Communication and ECRS, a 

measure of attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance, were examined. As predicted, there 

was a positive, albeit small, correlation between attachment anxiety and demanding behaviors 

during the disagreement discussion focused on the participants’ own chosen topic for discussion 

(r = .21, p < 0.05, See Figure I). This suggests that the higher attachment anxiety is, the more the 

participant is likely to demand during their own topic while their partner withdraws. This 

correlation was not significant when the analysis was conducted separately for men or 

women. Contrary to the study hypothesis, no significant correlation was identified between 

attachment avoidance, as measured by ECRS, and withdrawing behaviors during disagreement 

discussions when either the participant’s topics for discussion was discussed or their partner’s 

topic (See Table I).  

Table I. 

Correlations between ECRS and Demand-Withdraw Communication  

Variables  1 2 3 4 5 6 
1. ECRS Anxiety Full Set -      

Men -      
Women -      

2. ECRS Avoidance Full Set .39*** -     
Men .47** -     
Women .34* -     

3. Item A Full Set .21* .09 -    
Men .21 .13 -    
Women .21 .07 -    

4. Item B Full Set .11 .04 .55*** -   
Men .10 -.05 .63*** -   
Women .12 .13 .48*** -   

5. Item C Full Set .02 .09 .55*** .42*** -  
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Men .09 -.03 .72*** .52*** -  
Women -.01 .18 .45** .36* -  

6. Item D Full Set .08 -.02 .41*** .58*** .39*** - 
Men .07 -.08 .42*** .71*** .43** - 
Women .08 .01 .41** .45** .39** - 

 
Item A: during the participant’s topic, the participant demanded and the partner withdrew; Item B: during the 
participant’s partner’s topic, the participant demanded and the partner withdrew; Item C: during the participant’s 
topic, the participant withdrew and the partner demanded; Item D: during the participant’s partner’s topic, the 
participant withdrew and the partner demanded.  
*p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p <. 001 
Full set N=99. Men set N=49. Women set N=50. 
 
Figure I. 

Correlation between ECRS Anxiety and Demand-Withdraw During Own Topic. 

 

There were other correlations identified that were interesting but not directly relevant to 

the study hypothesis (See Table 1). ECRS Anxiety and ECRS Avoidance were positively 

correlated and this correlation remained significant when the analysis was conducted separately 

for the entire sample (r = .21, p < 0.05) as well as for men (r = .47, p < 0.01) and women 

separately (r = .34, p < 0.05). This suggests that if an individual exhibits attachment anxiety, they 

may also exhibit attachment avoidance as well. Additionally, all of the demand-withdraw 
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behaviors seem to be significantly positively correlated with one another when the full set was 

analyzed and when the analysis was conducted separately for men and women. These 

correlations seem to suggest a fairly moderate to high level of agreement between partners in 

regard to the behaviors they exhibit during their disagreement discussions. For example, the 

study participants’ self-report of the level of their demanding behaviors and their partners’ 

withdrawing behaviors during the participants’ topics for discussion were significantly correlated 

with their partners’ self-report of these behaviors (r = .55, p < 0.01). This was true of other 

aspects of demand-withdraw interactions (full set r’s between .39 and .58). These correlations, 

while interesting, play little role in the hypotheses being explored.  

The second study hypothesis focused on the correlation between the natural log of RSA 

and relationship satisfaction. Correlations between RSA and other relationship variables 

(WHOTO, ECRS Anxiety, and ECRS Avoidance) were also examined. No significant 

correlations between RSA and any of the relationship variables (RAS, WHOTO, ECRS Anxiety, 

ECRS Avoidance) were found in the full set or subsets of data examined separately by gender 

(See Table II). The correlation between RSA and relationship satisfaction approached statistical 

significance  

(r = -0.20, p = 0.07) however the correlation was in the opposite direction than hypothesized. 

Moderate positive correlations were found between WHOTO and RAS, suggesting that more 

secure attachment was associated with greater relationship satisfaction (r = 0.59, p < 0.01). There 

were similar negative moderate correlations between ECRS Avoidance and WHOTO (r = -0.48, 

p < .001), and ECRS Avoidance and RAS (r = -0.43, p < .001) which suggested that attachment 

avoidance was negatively correlated with relationship satisfaction. 
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Table II. 

Correlations between RSA, Relationship Satisfaction, and Attachment Style. 

Variables  1 2 3 4 5 
1. RSA Full Set -     

Men -     
Women -     

2. WHOTO Full Set .01 -    
Men -.03 -    
Women .09 -    

3. RAS Full Set -.20 .59*** -   
Men -.19 .72*** -   
Women -.20 .34* -   

4. ECRS Avoidance Full Set -.18 -.48*** -.43*** -  
Men -.15 -.48*** -.41** -  
Women -.24 -.46** -.45** -  

5. ECRS Anxiety Full Set -.03 -.14 -.18 .39*** - 
Men .003 -.06 -.07 .47** - 
Women -.06 -.20 -.28 .34* - 

RSA refers to the Respiratory Sinus Arrhythmia calculated from ECG data recorded during baseline. RAS refers to 
the data from the relationship assessment scale that measures relationship satisfaction. WHOTO, ECRS Avoidance, 
and ECRS Anxiety are included to view any correlations with RSA that were not were not previously considered. 
*p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p < .001 
RSA: Full set N=89. Men set N=45. Women set N=44. 
WHOTO, RAS, ECRS Avoidance, ECRS Anxiety: Full set N=99. Men set N=49. Women set N=50. 
 

The third study hypothesis focused on examining the effects of attachment anxiety and 

attachment avoidance on relationship satisfaction with RSA moderating this relationship. The 

effects of attachment anxiety, as measured by WHOTO, on relationship satisfaction with RSA 

moderating the relationship was also examined. Before conducting regression analyses with the 

data, the predictors were centered by subtracting the mean of the variable from individual scores; 

this allowed for standardization of the scores. A multiple linear regression analysis was 

conducted to test the hypothesis. In separate regression and models, an attachment variable 

(ECRS Anxiety, ECRS Avoidance, WHOTO) along with respiratory sinus arrhythmia, measured 

by RSA, and their interaction were entered as independent variables. Relationship satisfaction 

measured by RAS was entered as the dependent variable. ECRS Anxiety, RAS, and their 

interaction did not account for a significant portion of variance in relationship satisfaction (R2 = 



ASSESSMENT OF RSA AND RELATIONSHIP QUALITY 14 

.07, F(3, 85) = 2.1, ns; See Table III). ECRS Avoidance, RAS, and their interaction accounted 

for 25% of the variance in relationship satisfaction (R2 = .50, F(3, 85) = 9.43, p < .001; See Table 

IV for regression coefficients). While there were significant main effects of both RSA and ECRS 

Avoidance on relationship satisfaction, their interaction was not significant (See Table IV). 

WHOTO, RSA, and their interaction accounted for a significant proportion of the variance in 

relationship satisfaction (R2 = .68, F(3, 85) = 24.43, p < .001), and the main effects of WHOTO 

and RSA as well as their interaction were significant (See Table V). Greater attachment security, 

as measured by WHOTO, was related to greater relationship satisfaction and lower attachment 

security, as measured by WHOTO, was related to lower relationship satisfaction. However, 

contrary to the prediction, the level of high or low RSA did not appear to significantly influence 

the level of relationship satisfaction in the presence of high WHOTO. When WHOTO was low, 

lower RSA was related to greater relationship satisfaction (See Figure II).   

Table III.  
Regression Analysis Summary for ECRS Anxiety and RSA Predicting RAS. 

Source B SE B b t p 
(Constant) 3.71 0.04 - 106.771 2.41E-92 

RSA -0.07 0.04 -0.19 -1.79 0.08 
ECRS 

Anxiety 
- 0.05 0.03 - 0.15 -1.46 0.15 

RSA X 
ECRS 

Anxiety 

-0.03 0.04 -0.08 -0.72 0.47 

 

Table IV. 
Regression Analysis Summary for ECRS Avoidance and RSA Predicting RAS. 

Source B SE B b t p 
(Constant) 3.71 0.03 - 117.12 9.79E-96 

RSA - 0.09 0.04 - 0.24 -2.46 0.016 
ECRS 

Avoidance 
-0.22 0.05 -0.46 -4.81 0.06E-4 

RSA X 
ECRS 

Avoidance 

-0.06 0.04 -0.13 -1.33 0.19 
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Table V. 
Regression Analysis Summary for WHOTO and RSA Predicting RAS.  

Source B SE B b t p 
(Constant) 3.71 .03 - 140.25 2.35E-102 

RSA - 0.07 .03 - 0.19 -2.33 0.022 
WHOTO 0.02 0.002 0.63 7.90 9.14E-12 
RSA X 

WHOTO 
0.01 0.002 0.22 2.76 0.01 

 

 Figure II. 

 The interaction between WHOTO and RSA on Relationship Satisfaction (RSA). 

 
In this figure, the high and low values of RSA and WHOTO are displayed at one standard deviation higher or lower 
from their mean. 
 

To test the fourth study hypothesis, couples were classified based on their attachment 

style and relationship satisfaction and demand-withdraw behaviors were compared between the 

different couple types. For this analysis, couple level variables were created. Couple attachment 
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style was categorized as secure-secure, secure-insecure, or insecure-insecure (See Methods). 

Couple-level scores for RAS and demand-withdraw behaviors were created by averaging the 

scores of each couple. Separate one-way ANOVAs were conducted to compare couple types on 

their relationship satisfaction as measured by RAS and demand-withdraw behaviors. While the 

results were not statistically significant, as predicted, relationship satisfaction was highest in 

secure-secure couples and lowest in secure-insecure couples. Although also not statistically 

significant, a similar trend emerged in demand-withdraw variables (Item A and Item B), which 

suggests that secure-secure couples may exhibit fewer of these demand-withdraw behaviors as 

compared to secure-insecure and insecure-insecure couples (see Table VI).  

Table VI. 
Relationship satisfaction and demand-withdraw behaviors in couple types. 
 

Measure Secure-Secure Secure-Insecure Insecure-Insecure F p 

M SD M SD M SD 

Couple RAS 3.81 .16 3.73 .19 3.64 .30 1.69 .20 

Item A 2.57 .86 3.08 1.28 3.40 1.60 1.15 .33 

Item B 2.04 .96 2.15 .91 2.37 1.21 .38 .69 

Item C 2.76 1.18 2.22 1.01 2.50 1.36 .67 .51 

Item D 2.69 1.58 2.62 1.11 2.76 1.31 .06 .94 

Couple RAS: scores of two partners were averaged to produce a couple score; Item A: during the participant’s topic, 
the participant demanded and the partner withdrew; Item B: during the participant’s partner’s topic, the participant 
demanded and the partner withdrew; Item C: during the participant’s topic, the participant withdrew and the partner 
demanded; Item D: during the participant’s partner’s topic, the participant withdrew and the partner demanded.  
 

Discussion 

 The present study aimed to examine the associations between relationship satisfaction, 

attachment style, demand-withdraw interactions, and resting respiratory sinus arrhythmia in 

couples in college. All of the hypotheses were proposed based on existing literature, but only a 
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few statistically significant findings emerged. The primary findings of the present study that are 

relevant to the hypotheses are the following:  

1. Demand-withdraw behaviors of an individual demanding from their partner during a 

disagreement discussion for which they chose a topic was positively correlated with 

attachment anxiety, although this correlation was small. This finding partially supports 

the first study hypothesis and suggests that those individuals are exhibiting high levels of 

attachment anxiety, as indicated by self-report measures, they will have a tendency to 

demand more during interactions with their romantic partners. 

In the present study, WHOTO, a measure of secure attachment, was also included in some of 

the analyses in order to examine the association between secure attachment with other 

relationship variables that were examined. The significant findings are as follows:  

1. There was a significant positive correlation between WHOTO and relationship 

satisfaction (RAS), suggesting that the more securely attached an individual is to their 

partner, the more satisfied they are with their relationship. Attachment avoidance was 

found to have the opposite effect compared to WHOTO on relationship satisfaction. A 

significant negative correlation between attachment avoidance and relationship 

satisfaction was found, suggesting that the more an individual exhibits attachment 

avoidance, the less they are satisfied from their relationship. 

2. Consistent with the attachment literature, there was a significant negative correlation 

between WHOTO and measures of insecure attachment - ECRS Anxiety and ECRS 

Avoidance. This suggests that both WHOTO and ECRS measures can be used together to 

assess both secure and insecure dimensions of attachment.  
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3. A significant interaction between RSA and WHOTO on relationship satisfaction 

emerged; however, contrary to the prediction, higher RSA appeared as negatively 

associated with the relationship satisfaction individuals with low WHOTO scores. 

Contrary to the study hypotheses, RSA did not emerge as a moderator of the influence of 

attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance on relationship satisfaction.  

The present study also examined the effect of couple composition based on their self-

reported attachment style (secure-secure, secure-insecure, insecure-insecure) on relationship 

satisfaction and demand-withdraw behaviors. While the results were not statistically significant, 

the findings suggest that secure-secure couples experience higher relationship satisfaction and 

less demand-withdraw behaviors than secure-insecure couples and insecure-insecure couples, 

with insecure-insecure couples experiencing the least amount of relationship satisfaction and the 

most amount of demand-withdraw behaviors. 

Limitations 

The limitations of the present study are a small sample size and the use of self-report 

measures. There were fifty couples that participated in the parent study (Kogan, 2016) who were 

all college students. Because of the sample demographic consisting of college students who had 

to consent to a potentially uncomfortable and inconvenient study, the results of the study may not 

be representative of the overall college student population or general public. Additionally, 

similarly to other studies that rely on self-report measures, the participants’ responses to the 

questionnaires may not have been an accurate measure of the couples’ true feelings or 

tendencies. Having independent observers in addition to the self-report measures may have been 

useful in overcoming the limitations of self-report measures.  
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Conclusion 

 The present study did not confirm findings from previous studies that reported respiratory 

sinus arrhythmia to be positively correlated with self-regulatory abilities (Smith et al., 2011) and 

attachment style being correlated with relationship satisfaction (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). The 

current study provided limited support for demand withdraw communications being correlated 

with attachment style, as previously reported by Shi (2003). The only significant finding that was 

relevant to the hypothesis was a small positive correlation between demand-withdraw behaviors 

and attachment anxiety however this association did not emerge for attachment avoidance and 

demand-withdraw behaviors. Some of the reasons for inconsistent results may be due to the 

sample size being small and the couples’ relationship quality being relatively high, which may 

represent differences between couples in the present study and couples that participated in 

published research. 
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