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Abstract

Background Satisfying close relationships are associated with higher levels of life
satisfaction throughout the life course. Despite the fundamental role of attachment
style in close relationships, few studies have longitudinally examined the association
between attachment style in young adults with later life satisfaction.

Method Data from 2,088 participants in a longitudinal birth cohort study were
examined. At 21-years, participants completed the Attachment Style Questionnaire
which comprises five domains reflective of internal working models of interpersonal
relationships and attachment style: confidence (security), discomfort with closeness
and relationships as secondary (avoidance), need for approval and preoccupation
with relationships (anxiety). At 30-years, participants self-reported their overall life
satisfaction. Linear regression was used to longitudinally examine the association
between attachment domains at 21-years and life satisfaction at age 30.

Results After adjustments, confidence was positively associated with life satisfaction
(B=0.41,95% C10.25-0.56, p<0.001), while need for approval was negatively asso-
ciated with life satisfaction (B =-0.17, 95% CI -0.30 — -0.04, p<0.001). Low income
at 21, caring for a child by age 21, and leaving the parental home at 16-years or under
were negatively associated with life satisfaction at 30-years.

Conclusion Young adult attachment style is associated with later life satisfaction,
particularly through confidence in self and others. Promoting positive internal work-
ing models of interpersonal relationships and fostering greater confidence in self and
others in adolescence may be an effective strategy for improving life satisfaction later
in life.

Keywords Quality-of-life - Happiness - Confidence - Internal-working-model -
Interpersonal-relationships
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Introduction

Social connection is a fundamental human need that plays a crucial role in promoting
overall health and wellbeing across the lifespan (Martino et al., 2017) and serves as a
protective factor against various adverse physical and mental health outcomes at dif-
ferent stages of life (Heinsch et al., 2022). Satisfying close relationships are consis-
tently associated with higher levels of life satisfaction, happiness and overall quality
of life (Gustavson et al., 2016; Kaufman et al., 2022). Attachment theory is an essen-
tial framework for understanding human relationships. An individual’s ability to con-
nect with others and form healthy relationships is underpinned by their attachment
style, which is commonly characterized by dimensions of security and insecurity. A
growing body of literature suggests attachment style is important in life satisfaction.
This paper provides a brief review of the current evidence for a relationship between
attachment style and life satisfaction in adulthood. This study then addresses some of
the gaps in the research using data from a longitudinal birth cohort and discusses the
findings in the context of the existing literature.

Attachment Theory and Relationships

Attachment style plays a fundamental role in close relationships. Internal working
models of attachment are shaped through bonding experiences with early caregivers
which form a core mental representation of an individual and their relationships with
others. Consistent and nurturing caregiving experiences contribute to the develop-
ment of a positive or ‘secure’ internal working model, characterized by belief in
one’s worthiness of love as well as trust in others’ availability during times of need
(Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Conversely, inconsistent, fearful, or rejecting
caregiving experiences often lead to a negative or ‘insecure’ inner working model,
marked by negative perceptions of self and others. These mental representations of
self and others manifest as attachment styles and influence individuals’ thoughts and
behaviours within close relationships (Sherman et al., 2015). An individual’s inner
working model of attachment influences how they respond to their emotions, both
positive and negative; for example, an individual with a more insecure inner work-
ing model is more likely to respond to negative emotions with greater intensity (i.e.,
hyperactivated response to perceived abandonment or rejection) and be less open to
exploring positive emotions (Mikulincer et al., 2013). As such, individuals with a
more insecure inner working model of attachment are likely to experience greater
difficulties with interpersonal communication and emotion regulation (Kobak & Bos-
mans, 2019; Lewczuk et al., 2021) thereby making them vulnerable to social isola-
tion, loneliness and poor mental health (Manning et al., 2017; Nottage et al., 2022)
and negatively impact their satisfaction with life.

In contrast, having a more secure inner working model of attachment is found to
moderate the relationship between positive life events and self-reported wellbeing
(Spence et al., 2022). Individuals with a secure attachment style may be better able
to recognise and appreciate positive events, therefore experiencing greater increases
in wellbeing. These individuals are more likely to be in a romantic relationship than
those with higher levels of attachment insecurity, although even for those not in a
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relationship, having a secure attachment style is associated with greater levels of
psychological wellbeing and life satisfaction (MacDonald & Park, 2022; Sagone et
al., 2023). Although long thought to be fixed in early childhood, attachment patterns
remain somewhat dynamic and susceptible to change throughout adolescence (Jones
et al., 2018; Theisen et al., 2018). This offers a powerful opportunity to positively
influence lifelong trajectories. There are numerous attachment informed interven-
tions that have been developed which adopt a variety approaches. Evidence of their
efficacy, particularly with regards to sustained improvements; however, is lacking,
and they currently remain underutilized (Gregory et al., 2020; Wright et al., 2023).

Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction, defined as “the degree to which a person positively evaluates the
overall quality of his / her life as a whole” Veenhoven (1996) (p.6), is tightly con-
nected with the concepts of subjective wellbeing, happiness and quality of life (Med-
vedev & Landhuis, 2018; Pronk et al., 2016). Since it primarily relies on individuals’
personal assessments of their lives, it is inherently subjective, requiring individuals
to evaluate their lives according to their personal values and priorities. However,
research efforts which have sought to understand the relative influence of specific
life domains on overall life satisfaction find that the quality of family and romantic
relationships can have a greater impact on overall life satisfaction than other relation-
ships (Badri et al., 2022; Milovanska-Farrington & Farrington, 2022; Nakamura et
al., 2022). In Western societies, various factors are identified as significant predictors
of life satisfaction. These include standards of living, household income, health sta-
tus, relationship status, and mental wellbeing (Jarden et al., 2022; Kubiszewski et al.,
2018; Lombardo et al., 2018; Park et al., 2020). Lower ratings of life satisfaction are
associated with poorer levels of physical and mental health, chronic disease, health
service utilization and premature mortality (Kim et al., 2021; Michalski et al., 2022;
Rosella et al., 2018). Insights from a nationally representative study of Americans
aged over 50 showed that higher ratings of life satisfaction predicted better future
outcomes on a range of physical and mental health indicators (Kim et al., 2021).
Improving the life satisfaction of populations is therefore an important public health
objective.

National studies of life satisfaction show a U-shaped trajectory across the lifespan,
characterised by declines during middle adulthood followed by a resurgence in older
age. In a study of over 10,000 New Zealanders using data from the Gallup World Poll
(2006 to 2017), Jarden et al. (2022) showed that life satisfaction is lowest at around
40-years of age, with living standards and household income being the strongest
indicators of life satisfaction. Similarly, Park et al. (2020) demonstrated in their study
of over 12,000 Australians, also using Gallup World Poll data (2005 to 2017) that life
satisfaction is lowest during in the mid-thirties to mid-fifties. In another Australian
study including over 30,000 participants from the Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia survey (HILDA) between 2001 and 2016, Kubiszewski et al.
(2018) found life satisfaction to be lowest during in the late forties, with health, living
situation and marital status being important predictors of life satisfaction. Interest-
ingly, a similar trend is observed for levels of satisfaction with a romantic partner-
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ship throughout adulthood. One meta-analysis using data from 165 unique samples
concluded that relationship satisfaction reaches its lowest point around the age of 40
(Biihler et al., 2021); comparable to life satisfaction. While it’s important to acknowl-
edge that these findings are correlational in nature, they provide further support to
results of numerous studies which find relationship status to be an important factor
in how an individual rates their personal life satisfaction. These patterns suggest that
fostering and maintaining fulfilling relationships may play a pivotal role in enhancing
individuals’ overall life satisfaction.

Brief Review of Life Satisfaction and Attachment Studies

A growing body of literature suggests attachment style is important in life satisfaction.
In early adulthood, studies of student populations find life satisfaction is positively
correlated with attachment security and negatively correlated attachment insecurity
(Deniz & Isik, 2010; Dugan et al., 2023). Some evidence suggests that the attachment
quality of romantic relationships is a stronger predictor of life satisfaction above
attachment quality with parents or peers in this age group (Guarnieri et al., 2015).
This study also found that romantic attachment quality fully mediated the relation-
ship between the mother-offspring attachment relationship and offspring life satisfac-
tion, suggesting that secure mother-child attachments lead to more secure romantic
relationships which in turn, result in higher levels of life satisfaction. Higher rates
of attachment insecurity and lower rates of life satisfaction are found among young
adults who identify with a sexual or gender minority group compared to those of het-
erosexual identity (Kardasz et al., 2023). Similarly, secure attachment style is associ-
ated with greater life satisfaction in older adulthood during the ages of approximately
60 to 70 years. Religion and hope were found to fully mediate this relationship; how-
ever, in a study of older Israeli adults, although they only partially mediated the
relationship between insecure attachment and life satisfaction (Pahlevan Sharif et al.,
2021). Consistent with these findings, a German study of older adults found individu-
als with a secure attachment style were more hopeful towards the future (Wensauer
& Grossmann, 1998). Another German study of older adults found that compared to
individuals with a secure attachment style, medical burden and life satisfaction were
more strongly correlated with an insecure attachment style (Kirchmann et al., 2013).

Throughout adulthood, other studies find similar links between attachment style
and life satisfaction. Potential mechanisms for this relationship were explored in
some of these studies; for example, an Israeli study of working adults found that
insecure attachment style was associated with both life satisfaction and job satisfac-
tion, with job burnout partially mediating the relationship between attachment style
and life satisfaction (Reizer, 2014). A Turkish study found that self-efficacy, self-love
and compassion were mediators of life satisfaction and avoidant and secure attach-
ment styles in adulthood, although not for anxious attachment (Deniz & Yildirim
Kurtulus, 2023). A multinational study found higher attachment insecurity was asso-
ciated with lower life satisfaction and satisfaction with singlehood, with individuals
higher in attachment anxiety having a stronger desire for a partner (MacDonald &
Park, 2022). A case control study of Polish women with breast cancer found higher
life satisfaction was reported in women with a secure attachment style, regardless of
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breast cancer status (Koziinska, 2012). Lastly, a Dutch study also found attachment
style was related to life satisfaction and that attachment insecurity was predicted by a
range of adverse childhood experiences (Hinnen et al., 2009). These studies indicate
that attachment styles impact life satisfaction across different cultures and contexts,
with various mediating factors playing a role in this relationship.

Numerous studies also report a significant relationship between attachment style
and closely related constructs to life satisfaction such as quality of life (Brophy et
al., 2020; Darban et al., 2020) and happiness (Moghadam et al., 2016; Momeni et
al., 2022). The limitation of almost all of these studies however, is that they are
cross-sectional by design, and often include small, non-generalizable samples. An
exception is the study by Platts et al. (2022) that prospectively examined the influ-
ence of attachment style on quality of life in a sample of over 5,000 American adults
in middle to older age. Their study found that insecure attachment style longitudi-
nally predicted poorer quality of life at a five-year follow up. In addition, they also
found that insecure attachment style predicted worse mental and physical health at a
14-year follow-up. There is a need for studies that prospectively examine the influ-
ence of early adult attachment on life satisfaction in adulthood, particularly in middle
adulthood where life satisfaction typically declines.

The Present Study

While studies have begun to examine the link between attachment and life satisfac-
tion, there is a notable gap in the literature in terms of understanding the influence
of attachment styles in early adult life on life satisfaction in later adulthood. The sig-
nificance of early adulthood in this context stems from the evidence that attachment
styles are more malleable up to approximately this period in life (Jones et al., 2018;
Theisen et al., 2018) and therefore potentially a critical period for attachment devel-
opment that could have lifelong influences. Notably, existing studies have shown that
life satisfaction tends to dip during mid-life, yet research efforts have typically paid
greater attention to factors influencing life satisfaction in later adulthood (Cheng et
al., 2022; Khodabakhsh, 2022). In contrast, a significant portion of research explor-
ing the relationship between attachment and life satisfaction has centred primarily
on early, or later adulthood. Much of the existing research has focused on specific
demographic groups, such as students, which leaves questions about the generalis-
ability of these findings. This study seeks to bridge these gaps by drawing upon data
from a longitudinal birth cohort study to explore the relationship between attachment
styles and life satisfaction over nearly a decade of follow-up. Given life satisfaction
is closely connected to physical and mental health, it is vital to explore ways in which
life satisfaction can be enriched earlier in adulthood.

This study seeks to address these gaps by drawing upon data from a longitudinal
birth cohort. Its primary aim is to expand the current body of research on attachment
and life satisfaction through a longitudinal investigation into how attachment patterns
observed during emerging adulthood (at 21-years) is associated with life satisfac-
tion in later adulthood (at 30-years) in a large community sample. The study will
employ a multi-dimensional assessment of attachment to simultaneously account for
both the degree of attachment security and insecurity across five distinct domains of
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attachment to potentially illuminate important elements of attachment that could be
targeted through intervention.

Methods
Sample and Procedure

This study utilised data from a prospective birth cohort of mothers and their offspring
who received antenatal care at an urban Australian hospital between 1981 and 1984.
Around 50% of all births in the region during this time occurred at this facility. Preg-
nant women attending their first antenatal appointment were consecutively invited
to participate in the study. Of the 8,556 private and public patient pregnant women
invited to participate in the study, 8,458 (98.9%) consented. Participants enrolled
into the study provided informed written consent (see Najman et al. (2005; 2015)
for further details). Baseline data were collected on a total of 7,223 singleton, live-
birth offspring and their mothers. Mothers and offspring were followed prospectively
when offspring were six-months, five, 14, 21 and 30-years of age. The 21-year follow
up occurred from 2001 to 2004. Ethical approval for the 21-year follow-up for this
study was granted by the relevant university and hospital Human Research Ethics
Committees.

Measures
Attachment Style Questionnaire (ASQ)

At the 21-year follow up, offspring attachment styles were assessed using the
Attachment Style Questionnaire (ASQ) (Feeney et al., 1994). The ASQ is a 40 item
self-report measure designed for young adults and/or those without experience of
romantic relationships. Items are framed as statements such as “I find it hard to trust
other people” and “I often feel left out or alone”, which participants responded to on
a 6-point Likert scale (“totally disagree” to “strongly disagree”). Items were grouped
into five subscales: (1) confidence (in self and others) (CON), (2) discomfort with
closeness (DWC), (3) relationships as secondary (compared with achievements)
(RAS), (4) need for approval (related to fear of rejection) (NFA), and (5) preoccupa-
tion with relationships (PWR). For each subscale a mean score was calculated. This
study utilises a 33-item short form of the ASQ, which has been previously validated
by confirmatory factor analysis in the study sample (see Supplementary Table 1 for
a full list of items).

Life Satisfaction
At the 30-year follow up, participants responded to three items: life satisfaction (how
satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?), happiness (how would you

say you feel these days?) and quality of life (how would you rate your overall quality
of life these days?) on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from (4) (very satisfied / very
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happy / excellent) to (1) (very dissatisfied / very unhappy / poor). Responses to the
three items were combined to yield an overall ‘satisfaction with life’ score ranging
from a possible lowest score of 3 to a highest possible score of 12. High internal
consistency was found for the three life satisfaction questions (Cronbach’s Alpha
[a]=0.89).

Covariates

Potential covariates collected at the 21-year follow-up considered for inclusion in
the analyses included sex (male / female), level of education (incomplete high school
/ complete high school / diploma or certificate / post high school education), rela-
tionship status (single / partner — living separately / partner — living together), liv-
ing arrangement ((live with parents / own your accommodation [outright or with a
mortgage] / rent / other), age of leaving the parental home (£16/17 /18 /19 /20+),
biological children in own care (yes / no), weekly income ([gross income including
welfare benefits] no income / <$200 / $200 - $499 / $500 - $799 / $800+ [AUD]).

Statistical Analysis

Data were analysed using R v4.1.1 (R Core Team, 2023). A total sample of 2,088
participants (51.9% of the original 7,233 participants recruited at birth) had less than
10% missing data on the ASQ and no missing data for each of the three outcome
variables at the 30-year follow up. Of these, 142 (6.8%) participants had between
one and three missing items (<10%) on the ASQ. Little’s Missing Completely At
Random (MCAR) test showed evidence of systematic missingness in our data (2
(1,480) =1,708, p<0.001). Data were imputed using a linear regression based simple
imputation method whereby missing values are predicted using observed responses.
Differences in 21-year characteristics among those retained in the study and those
lost to follow-up at the 30-year follow-up were examined using Welch’s two sample
t-test for continuous variables and Pearson’s chi square tests for categorical variables.
Univariable linear regressions were run for each variable individually against levels
of life satisfaction at age 30-years. Multivariable linear regression was used to assess
the relationship between attachment domains of the ASQ at 21-years, adjusting for
covariates. Collinearity was not detected between any of the five ASQ attachment
domains and they were subsequently included within the one multivariate model.

Results

Differences in 21-year characteristics between those retained in the current study
(n=2,088) compared with those lost to follow-up at 30-years (n=1,627) are shown
in Table 1. Statistically significant differences were found between the two groups
across all covariates, with those lost to follow up being more likely to be male (57.3%
vs. 38.7%), have an incomplete high school education (27.8% vs. 15.0%), earn less
than $200 per week (26.5% vs. 20.9%), have moved out of home at 16-years of age
or younger (14.6% vs. 8.8%) and not have a partner (51.2% vs. 45.8%).
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Table 1 Characteristics of participants at the 21-year follow-up for those who were (n=1,627) and were
not (n=2,088) included in the current study at 30 years

Retained LTFU P-value
Confidence 4.5710.7] 4.410.7] <0.001
Discomfort w/ closeness 3.1[0.8] 3.4[0.8] <0.001
Relationships as secondary 2.410.8] 2.5[0.8] 0.005
Need for approval 2.9[1.0] 3.210.9] <0.001
Preoccupation w/ relationships 3.210.9] 3.310.9] <0.001
Sex 809 (38.7) 933 (57.3) <0.001
Male 1,279 (61.3) 694 (42.7)
Female
Education 310 (15.0) 449 (27.8) <0.001
Incomplete high school 1,177 (56.8) 781 (48.4)
Complete high school 586 (28.3) 383 (23.7)
Post high school education
Living arrangements 1,257 (60.5) 952 (58.8) <0.001
With parents 92 (4.4) 57 (3.5)
Own home 639 (30.7) 521(32.2)
Rent 92 (4.4) 90 (5.6)
Other
Relationship status 953 (45.8) 830 (51.2) <0.001
Single 574 (27.6) 360 (22.2)
Partner — live apart 556 (26.7) 430 (26.5)
Partner — live together
Age left home 959 (46.1) 709 (43.9) <0.001
Still at home 182 (8.8) 235 (14.6)
16 or younger 278 (13.4) 196 (12.1)
17 321 (15.4) 223 (13.8)
18 196 (9.4) 150 (9.3)
19 143 (6.9) 102 (6.3)
20+
Income (weekly) 95 (4.7) 73 (4.7) 0.002
No income 541 (26.5) 321(20.9)
Under $200 1,010 (49.5) 835 (54.3)
$200-$499 180 (8.8) 131 (8.5)
$500-$799 213 (10.4) 179 (11.6)
$800 or more
Children in care 1,925 (92.5) 1,448 (89.2) <0.001
No 157 (7.6) 175 (10.8)
Yes

Note LTFU=lost to follow-up. Not all participants had recorded data for every characteristic. Mean
and standard deviation are presented for continuous variables, frequencies and row percentages are
presented for categorical variables. Not all columns total 100 due to rounding. P-values are derived from
Pearson’s 2 test (categorical variables) and Welch’s two sample t-test (continuous variables).

For participants included in the current study, the majority were female (n=1,279,
61.3%), who had completed high school education (n=1,777, 56.8%), and at
21-years were single (n=953, 45.8%), had never left the parental home (n=959,
46.1%), earned a weekly income of $200 to $499 AUD (n=1,010, 49.5%) and had
no biological children in their care (n=1,925, 92.5%).

Figure 1 shows the distribution of total life satisfaction scores at age 30. A little
over one-third of the 2,088 participants included in the current study reported a life
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Fig. 1 Life satisfaction scores at age 30. 12=highest possible score. 3=Lowest possible score

satisfaction score of 9 out of a possible 12 (n=752, 36.0%), and one-quarter of par-
ticipants (n=512, 24.5%) reported a maximum score of 12.

Linear Regression

Table 2 presents the results of the univariable and multivariable associations between
each separate predictor and life satisfaction at age 30. In the univariable analyses,
each of the five attachment domains at age 21 were individually associated with
life satisfaction at age 30, with confidence being the domain that was most strongly
associated (B=0.79, 95% confidence interval [CI] 0.68-0.90, p<0.001). Of the seven
covariates included in the analyses, participant sex and living arrangements were not
independently statistically significantly associated with life satisfaction and were not
included in the multivariate analysis.

After adjustments for all attachment domains and covariates, confidence remained
the attachment domain most strongly associated with life satisfaction (3=0.41, 95%
CI10.25-0.56, p<0.001). Need for approval was the only other attachment domain to
remain statistically significantly associated with life satisfaction (f = -0.17, 95% CI
-0.30 —-0.04, p<0.001).

Covariates which remained also significantly associated with life satisfaction
included: having no income (compared to earning $200 - $499AUD per week) (f =
-0.66, 95% CI -1.03 -0.29, p<0.001) or low income (B = -0.22, 95% CI -0.40 -0.04,
p<0.018), leaving the parental home at 16-years or younger (compared to currently
living in the parental home) (B = -0.43, 95% CI -0.74 to -0.12, p=0.007), caring
for biological children (compared to not caring for biological children) (B =-0.49,
95% CI -0.49 to -0.18, p=0.002) and having a partner (compared to being single)
(not cohabiting: f=0.41, 95% CI 0.23-0.60, p<0.001; cohabiting: $=0.26, 95% CI
0.05-0.47, p<0.014).
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Table 2 Univariate and multivariate linear regressions of ASQ attachment domains at age 21 and llife
satisfaction at age 30 and (n=2,088)

Univariate models Multivariate model
Covariates B 95% CI P B 95% CI P
Confidence 0.79  0.68-0.90 <0.001  0.41 0.25-0.56 <0.001
Discomfort w/ closeness -0.57 -0.66--0.48 <0.001 -0.12 -0.26-0.03 0.108
Relationships as secondary -0.34 -044--024 <0.001 0.07 -0.05-0.18 0.265
Need for approval -0.50 -0.58--043 <0.001 -0.17 -0.30--0.04 0.010
Preoccupation w/ relationships  -0.49  -0.58 —-0.40  <0.001 -0.11  -0.24-0.03 0.114
Education -044 -0.67--021 <0.001 -0.20 -0.43-0.03 0.09
Incomplete high school - -0.25-0.12 0.506 - -0.29-0.06 0.21
Complete high school -0.06 -0.11
Post high school education
Relationship status - 0.35-0.73 <0.001 - 0.23-0.60 <0.001
Single 0.54  0.02-0.40 0.029 041  0.05-0.47 0.014
Partner — live apart 0.21 0.26

Partner — live together

Age left home - -1.11--0.53  <0.001 - -0.74 —--0.12  0.007
Still at home -0.82 -0.33-0.15 0.466 -0.43  -0.28-0.22 0.815
16 or younger -0.09 -0.22-0.24 0.952 -0.03  -0.25-0.22 0.869
17 0.01 -0.40-0.16 0.409 -0.02  -0.48-0.09 0.180
18 -0.12  -0.03-0.61 0.077 -0.20  -0.19-0.46 0.423
19 0.29 0.14

20+

Income (weekly) -0.72  -1.10--033  <0.001 -0.66 -1.03--029 <0.001
No income -0.29 -0.48--0.10 0.003 -0.22 -0.40--0.04 0.018
Under $200 - -0.17-0.43 0.402 - -0.27-0.31 0.891
$200-$499 0.13 0.04-0.58 0.024 -0.02 -0.02--0.50 0.070
$500-$799 0.31 0.24

$800 or more

Children in care - -1.04 —-0.45 <0.001 - -0.79 - -0.18 0.002
No -0.75 -0.49

Yes

Living arrangements - -0.24-0.54 0.456

With parents 0.15 -0.18-0.17 0.954

Own home -0.01  -0.34-0.13 0.119

Rent -0.25

Other

Sex - -0.07-0.25 0.262

Male 0.09

Female

Note The reference group was ‘‘moderate” satisfaction with life (n=1,236). Bold indicates significant
association.

Discussion

The current study examined the association between attachment style in young
adults (21-years) and life satisfaction at age 30, utilising a dimensional measure of
attachment, encompassing five attachment domains reflecting security, avoidance,
and anxiety in a large community sample. The study has several key findings. First,
confidence in self and others at 21 years emerged as a significant predictor of life sat-
isfaction at age 30, even after accounting for the degree of endorsement on domains
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of attachment insecurity and important social-demographic factors such as relation-
ship status, income and education. Second, greater need for approval increased the
likelihood of reporting low life satisfaction, albeit to a lesser extent than confidence.
Finally, preoccupation with relationships and insecure-avoidant attachment assessed
by discomfort with closeness and relationships as secondary subscales, were not asso-
ciated with future life satisfaction when accounting for other attachment domains.

While previous research has established a link between attachment and life satis-
faction in university students (Tepeli Temiz & Tar1 Comert, 2018), and adults (Deniz
& Yildirim Kurtulus, 2023), our findings suggest that attachment style in early adult-
hood is associated with life satisfaction a decade later. The current results underscore
the importance of considering an individual’s level of confidence in self and others,
for this is a component of attachment security and a secure internal working model of
interpersonal relationships, regardless of the co-occurrence of patterns of attachment
anxiety or avoidance. Higher scores on the confidence subscale reflects a positive
internal working model characterised by high self-worth, trust in others and a gen-
eral confidence in interpersonal relating. Our findings therefore suggest that having a
positive representation of oneself and others is associated with later life satisfaction,
independent of most features of attachment insecurity (discomfort with closeness,
relationships as secondary and preoccupation with relationships). Need for approval
was the only domain of attachment insecurity that was significantly associated with
life later satisfaction. This finding aligns with previous research finding that individu-
als exhibiting a high need for approval by others is negatively correlated with life
satisfaction in adulthood (Fowler et al., 2018). Importantly, early adult attachment
remained independently associated with later life satisfaction even after accounting
for a range of important social-demographic factors, suggesting that modification of
attachment style in emerging adulthood could enhance life satisfaction further into
adulthood.

In terms of covariates, not having an income at age 21 was most strongly nega-
tively associated with life satisfaction at age 30, followed by caring for biological
children at age 21 and leaving the parental home by age 16. One nationally repre-
sentative Australian study found that life satisfaction decreases in the years follow-
ing child-bearing, with declines in satisfaction with leisure, health and partnership
explaining the overall decrease (Aassve et al., 2021). The finding that childbearing
in early adulthood is associated with lower life satisfaction almost 10-years later in
our study warrants exploration around the ways in which young people who enter
parenthood can be better supported to have greater life satisfaction. Compared to
those still living in the parental home, individuals who left the parental home by age
16 or younger were at a significant risk of lower life satisfaction at age 30. Interest-
ingly however, the effect of leaving the parental home at age 17 or above was not
significant. Research shows that young Australians who have experienced margin-
alization such as early life disadvantage, social isolation and financial hardship, are
more likely to leave home prior to the age of 18, and that for those who do, this
marginalization persists during the 10-years following (Cruwys et al., 2013). Another
Australian study shows that for young people who leave home for reasons other
than to live with a partner, are more likely to be less satisfied with the quality of the
relationships with their parents (Qu & De Vaus, 2015). Experiences of childhood
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abuse and household dysfunction, for example, are significant predictors of lower life
satisfaction in adulthood (Mosley-Johnson et al., 2019) and these adversities are also
likely to contribute to an early departure from the parental home.

Individuals who reported having a partner but not cohabiting with their partner on
the other hand, were more likely to report greater life satisfaction compared to those
who were single, as too were those living with a partner, although the association
of this relationship was weaker in magnitude. Where previous studies have found
that being in a non-cohabiting relationship is associated with lower life satisfaction
(Bucher et al., 2019), the positive effect of not cohabiting with a partner in the cur-
rent study may be explained by factors relating to the age of participants who are
more likely to be still living in the parental home and may benefit from maintain-
ing the autonomy to independently navigate the transition into adulthood and pursue
individual goals whilst simultaneously receiving support and companionship from a
romantic partner. This finding suggests that consideration of the context of intimate
relationship such as the underlying mechanisms and contextual factors (e.g. age, rela-
tionship quality and duration, desire for a partner) that might explain the relationship
between relationship status and life satisfaction (Roy et al., 2023; Stahnke & Cooley,
2021), may be an important factor when examining the effects of relationships in
the context of life satisfaction. The level of contentment with being single is also an
important consideration of the relationship between attachment style and life sat-
isfaction. MacDonald and Park (2022) found that secure attachment was a protec-
tive factor for life satisfaction for non-partnered individuals, suggesting that these
people are better equipped to meet their needs for emotional connection through non-
romantic relationships. Researchers should be encouraged to incorporate information
on relationship context when examining relationship status in future studies on life
satisfaction and attachment.

Incomplete high school education was negatively associated with later life satisfaction
in the current study, although this relationship became non-significant after controlling for
other variables, including income. A recent study examining data from 24 nations showed
that income attenuated the relationship between higher education and life satisfaction
(Araki, 2022), with similar results found in other studies which show that education is not
a significant predictor of life satisfaction when accounting for income (Hennig & Laier,
2023; Jarden et al., 2022) suggesting that the association between education and with life
satisfaction can be explained by the earning potential relevant to the level of education
attainment. While higher income in early adulthood was not associated with later life
satisfaction in the current study, having no income emerged as the strongest predictor in
the model of life satisfaction almost 10-years later. The absence of contextual information
regarding the financial and living circumstances of this group, such as whether they were
being financially supported by parents, experienced a temporary lapse in employment or
endured chronic poverty for example, makes it is difficult to draw clear interpretations.
Regardless, these add to the literature base that evidence a strong link between income
and life satisfaction by demonstrating a longitudinal adverse effect of having no income
in early adult life on life satisfaction later into adulthood.

The link between attachment, interpersonal relationships, and life satisfaction
is well established, yet the effectiveness of attachment informed interventions in
increasing life satisfaction remains relatively unknown. Greenman and Johnson
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(2022) suggest that attachment is a valuable framework through which to understand
links between loneliness, social disconnection and health, all of which are linked to
life satisfaction. Currently, there exists a broad range of attachment-based interven-
tions that aim to promote healthy attachment styles during adolescence (Kobak et al.,
2015) that enhance close relationships, improve interpersonal communication, and
foster a sense of connectedness more broadly (Greenman & Johnson, 2022; Kobak &
Bosmans, 2019). Attachment is shown to be more stable in adulthood and therefore
more difficult to modify (Fraley, 2019) thus, interventions targeting adolescence may
be a critical window in which to intervene. Interventions with an attachment focus
may have potential in improving life satisfaction in adulthood, given that improving
interpersonal communication is associated with better psychological health and well-
being (Mukherjee, 2017; Oliveira et al., 2022). Approaches to increasing relational
confidence and attachment security can be implemented in a range of settings that
extend beyond 1:1 therapy (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2020). Attachment style can affect
educational outcomes (Wang et al., 2021), work performance (Greskovi¢ova & Lisa,
2023) and health (Pietromonaco & Beck, 2019)—all of which are important factors
in life satisfaction.

In childhood education, teachers serve as an attachment figure by providing a sup-
portive and reassuring environment to learn through taking risks and making mistakes
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2020). Preliminary evidence supports the use of attachment
based interventions to enhancing teacher-child relationships (Spilt & Koomen, 2022).
In healthcare, patient attachment style is associated with service utilization and treat-
ment outcomes (Jimenez, 2016; Meng et al., 2015). Health providers serve attachment
related functions through provision of a safe haven during times of distress and also as a
secure base whereby they can facilitate increases in health related confidence (Maunder
& Hunter, 2016). Attachment informed interventions are also recommended for the work-
place. The use of security priming interventions for those who are in leadership roles for
example, are suggested to increase secure base behaviours and create secure relationships
in the workplace (Yip et al., 2018). Public health and policy initiatives also offer impor-
tant opportunities to foster secure attachment trajectories. Cassidy et al. (2013) argue for
example, that parental leave, child care and flexible work policies should “recognize child
care as a prime societal concern” (p.15) based on a substantial literature base for the
importance of attachment theory in parenting and child development.

Strengths and Limitations

This is the first longitudinal study to examine the associations between attachment styles
in young adults with later life satisfaction. Furthermore, the large, community-based
sample enhances the generalizability of the findings. The utilization of a dimensional
measure of attachment that captures broad inner working models of interpersonal rela-
tionships, rather than focusing on a specific person of reference, allows the association
between specific attachment styles and adult life satisfaction. However, it is important to
note that the confidence subscale used in our study does not fully assess all dimensions
of attachment security (Justo-Nufiez et al., 2022), and therefore should be interpreted
within this context. A further limitation of the study is the measurement of life satisfac-
tion through a brief composite measure of happiness, quality of life, and satisfaction with
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life. Single item measures of life satisfaction; however, are shown to produce similar
results to the use of longer validated scales (Cheung & Lucas, 2014). The current study
used three items that demonstrated good internal consistency which have been used in
previous studies (Lee et al., 2021). The lack of detailed insights and contextual factors
that may have influenced the responses; however, is a potential limitation (Ruggeri et al.,
2020). Another limitation is the considerable attrition rate, with approximately two-thirds
of the original sample lost to follow up at age 30. Although significant differences were
found between participants retained in the sample and those who were lost to follow-up,
previous research suggests that differential attrition rarely affects estimates of associations
(Saiepour et al., 2019). None the less, interpreting the findings of the current study within
the context of the study sample is required.

Conclusions

In conclusion, this study identifies associations between young adult attachment
styles and life satisfaction almost 10-years later. This study provides evidence that
an inner working model of interpersonal relationships characterised by confidence in
self and support from others in early adulthood is associated with an increased life
satisfaction at age 30, while a higher need for approval was associated with lower
life satisfaction. Having a low, or no income at age 21, leaving the parental home
at 16-years of age or younger, and caring for children at age 21 were risk factors
for lower life satisfaction at age 30, while having a partner at age 21 was associated
with higher life satisfaction. Optimising life satisfaction is an important public health
objective and is integral to overall health and wellbeing. Application of attachment-
informed interventions that cultivate secure internal working models of interpersonal
relationships and particularly increasing confidence in relating with others during
adolescence and early adulthood is proposed as a potential strategy to improve life
satisfaction in middle adulthood.
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