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Abstract  

Although it is widely recognized that adult attachment is associated with romantic 

relationship quality, the mechanisms involved remain poorly understood. This study aimed to 

investigate the mediating role of external and internal shame on the association between 

attachment and dyadic adjustment. A battery of self-report measures was completed by 228 

Portuguese participants and a serial multiple mediation model was tested. Data showed that, in 

the population under study, attachment dimensions were associated with worse dyadic adjustment 

through high external and internal shame. Internal shame alone also mediated the association 

between attachment avoidance and dyadic adjustment. This study identifies a new putative 

mechanism linking adult attachment and intimate relationship functioning that may be targeted in 

couples therapy to promote a better dyadic adjustment and relationship functioning. 
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Introduction 

It is well established that attachment styles influence the way adults think, feel and act in 

romantic relationships and that secure adult attachment is generally associated with greater 

relationship satisfaction and happier and more trusting experiences (Berlin, Cassidy, & 

Appleyard, 2008; McCarthy & Maughan, 2010; Meyers & Landsberger, 2002; Saavedra, 

Chapman, & Rogge, 2010; Stackert & Bursik, 2003). In a dimensional perspective, secure 

attachment is characterised by low levels of attachment anxiety and avoidance (Brennan, Clark, 

& Shaver, 1998; Feeney, 2008; Fraley & Shaver, 2000). Attachment anxiety is characterized by 

sensitivity to rejection and abandonment, and concerns about the romantic partner’s availability 

or support in times of need, and is associated with clingy and dependent behaviour in 

relationships. In turn, attachment avoidance is characterized by discomfort with intimacy and 

closeness in relationships. It mirrors the degree to which individuals distrust their partners’ good 

intentions and strive to reduce intimacy and to maintain emotional distance and independence 

from their partners (Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000; Joel, MacDonald, & Shimotomai, 2011; 

Mikulincer, Florian, Cowan, & Cowan, 2002; Selcuk, Zayas, & Hazan, 2010).  

Attachment avoidance and anxiety are both negatively correlated with marital adjustment 

(e.g. Lopez, Riggs, Pollard, & Hook, 2011). However, the mechanisms involved in the 

association between attachment and marital functioning are still poorly understood. The majority 

of studies have focused on proximal relational variables (e.g., communication, self-disclosure and 

emotional expression; reviewed in Meyers & Landsberger, 2002). However, individual features 

remain poorly studied. One important individual variable that may impact romantic relationship 

functioning is shame, a self-conscious emotion that is shaped in early interactions with primary 

caregivers. Because it is essentially a social emotion, it is expected that shame will affect 

interpersonal interactions, such as intimate relationships with a romantic partner. 
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Shame may concern a transient emotional experience (state shame) or a predisposition to 

feel shame (trait shame or shame-proneness). According to Gilbert (e.g., 1998), shame-proneness 

comprises external shame, which concerns the perception of being evaluated by others as inferior, 

defective or unattractive, and internal shame, which is associated with negative self-evaluations 

and judgments focused on one’s imperfections and limitations with regard to themes as diverse as 

personal attributes, dependence/independence, competition, the sense of self, personal 

attractiveness, sexuality, issues of seeing and being seen, and the desire for and fear of intimacy 

(Gilbert, 2000; Nathanson, 1992).  

The experience of shame usually involves an interaction between internal and external 

shame (Gilbert & Procter, 2006). Gilbert (2010) proposed that internal shame has its origins in 

external shame. Specifically, this author argued that early negative experiences with caregivers 

(e.g., experiences of shaming) result in vulnerability to external shame, which may activate 

defensive strategies, including an internalised shame response, associated with self-devaluation 

and negative internal attributions and adoption of subordinate, submissive behaviour with self-

monitoring and self-blame.  

Shame may arise in early interactions with attachment figures (Consedine & Magai, 2003; 

Mills, 2005; Pinto-Gouveia & Matos, 2011). Lewis (1971) argued that shame stems from the 

needs for attachment to others and that rejection by significant others, which is usually perceived 

as a global and uncontrollable rejection of an undesirable self, should be considered a 

characteristic shame-inducing experience. Baldwin (1992, 1997, 2005) proposed that the internal 

working models (IWM) not only influence predictions about self and others’ behaviours in social 

interactions, but also shape self-evaluation and self-to-self experiences that can generate shame. 

Schore (1994, 1996) argued that the child’s attachment orientation is primarily a shame 

regulation style and that, when attachment figures are consistently unavailable and do not support 
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child’s affect regulation, the child uses shame in self-regulation through detachment and 

withdrawal. Consequently, the child may minimize and inhibit the expression of attachment-

related emotions and may demonstrate anxiety, inhibition and proneness to shame. Furthermore, 

it has been demonstrated that shame memories may shape the IWM of self (which is perceived as 

unworthy and undesirable) and others (who are perceived as threatening, harsh, powerful, 

rejecting, critical and hostile) and become part of relational schemata (Matos, Pinto-Gouveia, & 

Costa, 2013), being perceived as reference marks for daily inferences and for future expectations 

(Pinto-Gouveia & Matos, 2011). Thus, shame may drive behaviour in social interactions, 

influence one’s feelings about oneself, and shape one’s sense of self-identity and feelings of 

social desirability and acceptance (Gilbert, 1998; Tangney & Dearing, 2002).  

It has been recognized that different shame experiences (related to different shame 

domains, such as conformity, prosocial behaviour, sex and status/competition) and shame 

proneness may exist in distinct cultures, namely in individualistic and collectivistic societies 

(Greenwald & Harder, 1998; Sznycer, Takemura, Delton, Sato, Robertson, Cosmides, & Tooby, 

2012). In Portugal, like in the majority of Western societies, individualism prevails. In 

individualistic cultures, shame is focused inwards, on the self, and, therefore, individual 

achievement and status competition is of great importance for the majority of individuals. High 

competitiveness may be detrimental for the quality of relationships (Greenwald & Harder, 1998). 

Cultural differences in shame proneness may also relate to other features of an individual’s 

social ecology, such as the likelihood and costs of dissemination of damaging information about 

the self. According to the information threat theory of shame (Sznycer et al., 2012), to reduce the 

costs of being devalued by a significant other (e.g., relationship partner), one may engage in 

alternative relationships, thus receiving support from others. Thus, shame proneness will be 

influenced by relational mobility (the degree to which an individual in a given society may 
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establish new relationships and end old ones; Schug, Yuki, & Maddux, 2010). As low levels of 

relational mobility are associated with increased difficulty in the formation of compensatory 

relationships, they contribute to increased shame proneness, particularly in close relationships 

(Sznycer et al., 2012). 

Taking all these points into consideration, it is conceivable that shame-proneness may 

influence romantic relationships. Several studies have demonstrated that shame and shame-

related constructs are associated with several relationship outcomes. Gross and Hansen (2000) 

argued that people who feel unworthy tend to experience increased interpersonal difficulties and 

to be more aware of the importance of intimate relationships. Claesson and Sohlberg (2002) 

demonstrated that individuals with high levels of shame show persistent concerns about rejection 

and the discovery of their negative self, establishing relationship dynamics that ultimately may 

lead to abandonment and rejection. In turn, Harper (2011) argued that shame-associated 

guardedness and strategies employed to prevent shame from being discovered may affect couple 

communication. These relationship dynamics may include the non-disclosure of emotions and 

fears of intimacy, which can be attributed to the anticipation of negative interpersonal responses 

to disclosure (Lutwak, Panish, & Ferrari, 2003; MacDonald & Morley, 2001). Last, it has been 

shown that the way people believe they are evaluated by their partners plays a pivotal role in 

relationship functioning (Overall & Fletcher, 2010). 

Because shame is a social emotion that arises from early interactions with significant others 

and affects intimate relationships, we hypothesize that shame may mediate the association 

between attachment and dyadic adjustment. Nevertheless, to the best of our knowledge, this 

mechanism has never been investigated. Understanding the role of shame in this context may be 

important for the identification of new therapeutic targets, which may be easier to manage in 

couple therapy than interpersonal schemata. Thus, the present study aimed to explore the indirect 
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effects of attachment anxiety and avoidance on dyadic adjustment, through external and internal 

shame. Dyadic adjustment was measured through the composite assessment of dyadic consensus, 

satisfaction and cohesion. The extension of problematic dyadic differences, interpersonal tension 

and conflict, individual anxiety, dyadic satisfaction and cohesion, couple’s consensus on issues 

that are important for relationship functioning (e.g. family, financial, affection and sexual issues), 

the quality of partners’ interactions and shared activities, and global evaluation of the relationship 

determine dyadic adjustment (Busby, Christensen, Crane, & Larson, 1995). 

It was expected that higher levels of attachment anxiety and avoidance would be associated with 

decreased dyadic adjustment through higher levels of external shame, which, in turn, would be 

associated with high internal shame.  

 

Methodology 

Participants 

A convenience sample was used, which comprised 228 Caucasian subjects from the general 

Portuguese population who met the following inclusion criteria: (a) 18 years old or older; and (b) 

in a romantic relationship for at least six months (to assure some relationship stability). The 

socio-demographic characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 1. All couples included in 

this study were heterosexual couples. 

 

Procedure 

A battery of self-report questionnaires designed to measure adult attachment, internal and 

external shame and dyadic adjustment were provided to the participants online through a data 

collection website (LimeSurvey©). This battery was accompanied by an introductory text that 
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stated the inclusion criteria and presented information on the confidentiality of the data and 

ethical issues. Only people who agreed with these conditions filled out the questionnaire. An 

invitation to participate in this study was distributed through an email containing a brief 

explanation of the study and the survey link, which was sent to different departments of the 

University of Coimbra (researchers, staff and graduate students) and to the researchers’ 

acquaintances, friends and family. In addition, all potential participants were asked to forward the 

email to at least one person to obtain the largest and most diverse community sample possible. 

Participation in the study was voluntary. No compensation was given to the participants. 

Measures 

Adult attachment. The Experiences in Close Relationships – Relationship Structures 

(ECR-RS) scale (Fraley, Heffernan, Vicary, & Brumbaugh, 2011; Portuguese version: Moreira, 

Martins, Gouveia, & Canavarro, 2015) is a self-report instrument designed to measure attachment 

dimensions (anxiety and avoidance) in different types of close relationships (mother, father, 

romantic partner and best friend). It is possible to obtain global measures of attachment anxiety 

and avoidance through the estimation of the means of the two dimensions in the four relationship 

targets. For each target, the scale is composed of nine items rated in a seven-point Likert scale (1 

= Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree). Higher scores on these subscales are indicative of high 

attachment avoidance and anxiety. In this study, we used the global anxiety and avoidance scores. 

All participants were able to rate the four targets.  

Fraley et al. (2011) found the ECR-RS to be a psychometrically sound measure of the two 

dimensions in the four relational domains and provided evidence of its reliability (Cronbach’s α 

ranged from .85 to .92) and validity. The Portuguese version revealed adequate reliability 

(Cronbach’s α ranged from .72 to .91) and confirmed the original two-factor structure. In the 
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present study, Cronbach’s α was .88 for the Avoidance Subscale, and .93 for the Anxiety 

Subscale.  

 

Internal shame. The Internal Shame Scale (ISS; Cook, 1996; Portuguese version: Matos, 

Pinto-Gouveia, & Duarte, 2012) is a self-report inventory comprising 30 items, 24 of which 

constitute the internal shame subscale that measures trait shame, particularly internal shame. 

These items are negatively worded and assess the frequency with which people experience 

feelings of shame. The ISS also includes a 6-item self-esteem subscale, which was not used in the 

present study. All items are rated on a five-point Likert scale (0 = Never to 4 = Almost always). 

Higher scores on the internal shame subscale reveal high internal trait shame. The Portuguese 

version has shown high internal consistency with a Cronbach’s α of .95 for the internal shame 

subscale, and moderate to high item-total correlations. It has also revealed excellent temporal 

stability, as well as convergent (a strong and positive correlation with an external shame measure 

and a negative association with favourable social comparisons) and discriminant (moderate 

positive correlations with depressive, anxiety and stress symptoms) validity. In this study, the 

Cronbach’s α for the internal shame subscale was .95.  

 

External shame. The Other As Shamer Scale (OAS; Allan, Gilbert, & Goss, 1994; Goss, 

Gilbert, & Allan, 1994; Portuguese version: Matos, Pinto-Gouveia, & Duarte, 2011) is composed 

of 18 items measuring the frequency of feelings and experiences of external shame (global 

judgements of how people believe others view them), rated on a five-point Likert scale (0 = 

Never to 4 = Almost always). Higher scores on this scale are indicative of high external shame. 

The original scale (Goss, Gilbert, & Allan, 1994) has a high internal consistency (Cronbach’s 
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α .92). In this study, the Cronbach’s α was .91.  

 

Relationship functioning. The Portuguese version of Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale 

(RDAS; Busby et al., 1995; Pereira, Narciso, & Canavarro, 2015) was used to measure the 

individual’s perceived dyadic functioning. This self-report questionnaire, consisting of 14 items 

rated on five- or six-point Likert scales, measures the adjustment in romantic relationships with 

regard to consensus (decision making, values and affection), satisfaction (stability and conflict), 

and cohesion (activities and discussions). The RDAS has shown adequate reliability, construct 

validity and criterion validity (Busby et al., 1995). In this study, the Cronbach’s α of the scale 

was .82. 

 

Data Analysis 

The data analyses were conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS, version 20.0; IBM SPSS, Chicago, IL). Missing data were random and infrequent (< 5%) 

and were handled by simple group mean substitution. Socio-demographic data were not 

substituted. 

Descriptive statistics were computed for all socio-demographic and study variables. 

Pearson product-moment correlations between socio-demographic and study variables were 

performed to identify possible covariates. Cohen’s guidelines (1988) were used to describe the 

effect sizes of reported correlations (i.e., small for correlations close to .10, medium for those 

near .30, and large for correlations at .50 or higher). Significance was set at the .05 level. 

A mediation model was tested with PROCESS (Hayes, 2013), a computational tool for path 

analysis-based moderation and mediation analysis. Using this SPSS macro, a serial multiple 
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mediation model (“model 6” in Hayes, 2013) with two independent and two mediator variables 

was estimated. A bootstrapping procedure using 10,000 resamples was used to assess 

unconditional indirect effects. Bootstrapping is a nonparametric resampling procedure that is 

recommended for testing indirect effects because it does not require the assumption of normality 

of the sampling distribution of the indirect effects (Hayes, 2013). This procedure creates 95% 

bias-corrected and accelerated confidence intervals (BCa CIs) of the indirect effects. An indirect 

effect is considered significantly different from zero if zero is not contained within the lower and 

upper CIs.  

Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 

The means, standard deviations and intercorrelations for the study variables are presented 

in Table 2. With regard to attachment and dyadic adjustment, the results show that attachment 

avoidance and attachment anxiety were both negatively and moderately correlated with dyadic 

adjustment (r = -.29, p < .001; and r = -.30, p < .001, respectively). Attachment dimensions were 

also significantly correlated with both internal and external shame. There was a medium positive 

correlation between anxiety and both internal (r = .34, p < .001) and external shame (r = .36, p < 

.001), and a medium to high positive correlation between avoidance and internal (r = .44, p < 

.001) and external shame (r = .41, p < .001). The Pearson product-moment correlation 

coefficients showed that shame was moderately and negatively correlated with dyadic adjustment 

(r = -.42, p < .001, for internal shame; and r = -.34, p < .001, for external shame).  

Bivariate associations between the socio-demographic and study variables were also 

analyzed. Significant correlations were found between gender (0 = male; 1 = female) and 
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attachment avoidance (r = -.14, p = .038); and between attachment anxiety and relationship 

duration (r = .15, p = .027) and cohabiting time (r = .14, p = .031). 

 

Mediation Analysis 

To evaluate the indirect effect of attachment dimensions on dyadic adjustment through 

external and internal shame, a serial multiple mediation model was estimated. In this model, 

dyadic adjustment acted as the dependent variable (DV), attachment dimensions (anxiety and 

avoidance) acted as the independent variables (IVs), and external and internal shame acted as the 

mediators (M1 and M2, respectively). The effects of the IVs on the proposed Ms (paths a1 and a2), 

the effects of M1 and M2 on the DV partialling out the effect of the IVs and the other M variable 

(paths b1 and b2), the direct effect of the IVs on DV after controlling for M1 and M2 (paths c’), 

and the total effect of the IVs on the DV (path c) are presented in Figure 1. Gender and 

relationship duration were entered as covariates. Cohabiting time was not included in the model 

as a covariate due to its high correlation with relationship time (r = .94). 

The analysis of individual paths showed that attachment anxiety and avoidance were 

significantly associated with external shame (b = 1.95, SE = 0.49, p < .001; b = 4.04, SE = 0.80, p 

< .001, respectively), explaining 22.9% of its variance (R2 = .229, F(4, 223) = 16.59, p < .001). 

Internal shame was significantly associated with external shame (b = .97, SE = 0.09, p < .001) 

and attachment avoidance (b = 3.73, SE = 1.11, p < .001), but not with attachment anxiety (b = 

.73, SE = 0.67, p = .28). These variables explained 50.5% of internal shame variance (R2 = .505, 

F(5, 222) = 45.30, p < .001). Dyadic adjustment was significantly associated with internal shame 

and attachment anxiety (b = -.16, SE = 0.04, p < .001; b = -.91, SE = 0.43, p < .05, respectively), 

but not with external shame (b = -.03, SE = 0.07, p = .65) or attachment avoidance (b = -.89, SE = 
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0.73, p = .23). All the variables explained 21.1% of dyadic adjustment variance (R2 = .211, F(6, 

221) = 9.85, p < .001). 

A significant specific indirect effect of attachment anxiety on dyadic adjustment through 

external and internal shame was found (a1d21b2 = -.30, SE = 0.13, 95%BCaCI [-.63, -.10]). This 

means that people with increased attachment anxiety have poorer dyadic adjustment as a result of 

higher levels of external shame, which, in turn, are associated with higher internal shame. Neither 

external shame nor internal shame alone acted as mediators of the effects of attachment anxiety 

on dyadic adjustment (a1b1 = -.06, SE = 0.16, 95%BCaCI [-.41, .26]; a2b2 = -.11, SE = 0.12, 

95%BCaCI [-.37, .10], respectively).  

A significant specific indirect effect of attachment avoidance on dyadic adjustment through 

external and internal shame was also found (a1d21b2 = -.62, SE = 0.25, 95%BCaCI [-1.23, -.27]), 

meaning that people with increased attachment avoidance have poorer dyadic adjustment as a 

result of higher levels of external shame, which, in turn, are associated with higher internal 

shame. A significant indirect effect was also found with regard to the association of attachment 

avoidance and dyadic adjustment though internal shame (a2b2 = -.59, SE = 0.22, 95%BCaCI [-

1.15, -.24]). Conversely, external shame alone did not act as a mediator of the effects of 

attachment avoidance on dyadic adjustment (a1b1 = -.13, SE = 0.33, 95%BCaCI [-.85, .49]).  

Discussion 

Because attachment experiences may constitute a source of shame and shame may affect 

intimate relationship functioning, this study explored the mediating role of shame on the effects 

of attachment on dyadic adjustment. Given that internal shame may arise as a defensive 

mechanism against external shame (Gilbert, 2010), a serial mediation analysis was performed. As 

expected, the results showed that, in the population under study, increased attachment anxiety 
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and avoidance were associated with poorer dyadic adjustment through high levels of external 

shame, which were associated with high internal shame. In addition, the results demonstrated that 

the association of attachment avoidance and dyadic adjustment could be mediated by internal 

shame alone. The data in this work did not confirm the hypotheses of a mediating role for 

external shame alone on the association between attachment and dyadic adjustment, or of a 

mediator role for internal shame alone in the link between attachment anxiety and dyadic 

adjustment. 

As described in other studies (Bogaert & Sadava, 2002; Lopez et al., 2011; Stackert & 

Bursik, 2003), a significant negative association between attachment dimensions and dyadic 

adjustment was observed. Attachment security (low anxiety and avoidance) is usually associated 

with positive beliefs about and increased satisfaction with intimate relationships, the formation of 

stable relationships, higher levels of intimacy, commitment and emotional involvement, and 

positive patterns of communication and interaction (Mikulincer et al., 2002). These positive 

outcomes may result from the affective consequences of secure attachment (reduced distress due 

to proximity to a significant person), which contribute to a positive orientation toward closeness 

and intimacy and promote involvement in lasting romantic relationships (Mikulincer et al., 2002). 

In addition, low attachment anxiety and avoidance, which reflect positive IWM of the self and 

others (Feeney, 2008), may foster the development of a cognitive-affective framework for 

conflict management, and facilitate the satisfaction of other psychological needs (e.g., 

exploration, affiliation and caregiving) within the relationship, thus contributing to the 

maintenance of satisfying relationships (Feeney & Hohaus, 2001; Mikulincer et al., 2002; Selcuk 

et al., 2010). In contrast, attachment avoidance was shown to be positively associated with 

divorce and multiple marriages, whereas attachment anxiety has been correlated with the 

maintenance of an unhappy marriage. Both dimensions seem to be positively associated with 
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destructive and coercive conflict management behaviours and negatively related to constructive 

and compromising behaviours (reviewed in Selcuk et al., 2010). 

The innovative contribution of this study is the demonstration that both external and 

internal shame mediated the effect of attachment anxiety and avoidance on dyadic adjustment. 

These data are consistent with Gilbert’s model of shame, which states that insecure attachment is 

at the roots of believing that others do not value the self but rather look down on the self (external 

shame; Gilbert, McEwan, Bellew, Mills, & Gale, 2009). When an individual believes that others 

hold a negative view of the self, he/she may engage in various defensive strategies. One of these 

strategies is the internalization of shame, which leads individuals to experience the self as 

inferior, worthless, defective and undesirable (Gilbert, 2010; Tangney, Stuewing, & Mashek, 

2007), this way putting a constant pressure on insecurely attached individuals to find acceptance 

in the eyes of others and of the self. This pressure makes the individual strive to avoid inferiority 

and negative evaluations, and leads to an intense need for partner’s validation (Dykman, 1998; 

Gilbert et al., 2009).  

Our data are also in agreement with the observation that shame is positively correlated with 

fearful and preoccupied attachment, which are characterised by high levels of attachment anxiety 

(Gross & Hansen, 2000; Lopez et al., 1997). However, our results on attachment avoidance, 

namely the mediator role of internal shame alone on the association between attachment 

avoidance and dyadic adjustment, somewhat contrast the ones obtained by these authors, which 

failed to demonstrate a correlation between shame and dismissing attachment (high in attachment 

avoidance). However, different measures of shame and attachment, and a distinct attachment 

conceptualization (dimensional) were used in this work. The results presented here suggest that 

individuals who are high in attachment avoidance possess a negative view of the self (possibly 

fearful avoidant individuals), reflected in their high levels of internal shame, and that the avoidant 
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behaviour of these individuals in relationships, which is generally attributed to their negative 

view of significant others (as rejecting or unavailable), may also be due to their perception that 

others view them negatively (external shame). Our data are congruent with Gross and Hansen’s 

(2000) hypothesis that dismissing individuals’ minimization of others constitutes a defensive, 

self-protective strategy with an underlying negative sense of self. It has been shown that 

individuals high in attachment avoidance tend to organize the self in a defensive way, which 

characteristically includes poor access to negative self-features, weak integration of these features 

with other self-related attributes and the use of different defensive strategies, such as self-

inflation. It is believed that this defensive organization of the self stems from fear of rejection and 

is used to maintain a consistent self-concept (Cassidy, 1988; Mikulincer, 1995; Mikulincer & 

Shaver, 2008; Smolewska & Dion, 2005).  

Shame may affect dyadic functioning in several ways. For instance, it has been shown that 

the way people believe they are evaluated by their partners plays a pivotal role in relationship 

functioning (Overall & Fletcher, 2010). Individuals who are high in internal shame may be 

pessimistic about the likelihood of others’ acceptance (Overall & Fletcher, 2010) and may 

underestimate the positive view of their romantic partners (Murray, Holmes, Griffin, Bellavia, & 

Rose, 2001), as may people who are high in external shame. These individuals usually experience 

poorer relationship quality and protect themselves from expected rejection by devaluing and 

withdrawing from their partners (Murray, Bellavia, Rose, & Griffin, 2003). In contrast, 

individuals who have a positive perception of their partner’s regard report high relationship 

satisfaction and trust in their partners’ continued regard and they positively cope with 

relationship problems by trying to restore intimacy (Campbell, Simpson, Kashy, & Fletcher, 

2001; Murray et al., 2003).  

Shame may also impact dyadic adjustment through conflict management and interpersonal 
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tension because it activates feelings of unworthiness during conflicts, generating hostile 

defensiveness (Tangney et al., 2007; Williamson, Sandage, & Lee, 2007), self- (regarding one’s 

behaviour and character) and others-blaming (Gilbert & Procter, 2006; Lutwak et al., 2003; 

Tangney et al., 2007), and self and others-attack (Fedewa, Burns, & Gomez, 2005; Tangney et 

al., 2007). Irrational rage episodes that characterise the interpersonal style of high-shame 

individuals tend to alienate romantic partners (Tangney et al., 2007). Self-blame constitutes a 

shame-associated defensive strategy that is used in response to conflict in intimate relationships, 

namely in abusive relationships (Andrews & Brewin, 1990; Buchbinder & Eisikovits, 2003, 

Gilbert & Procter, 2006). In addition, self-blaming and self-criticism that arise during conflicts 

may promote both internal and external shame and increase the sense of internal threat (Castilho 

& Pinto-Gouveia, 2011; Gilbert & Irons, 2004; Gilbert & Procter, 2006). Other damage 

limitation strategies associated with shame that may affect dyadic consensus and relationship 

satisfaction include adoption of a submissive posture (Gilbert, 2010). However, extensive 

submissiveness is not attractive or adaptive and can lead to a lack of control over relationship 

outcomes and to rejection, which, in turn, confirm judgments of one’s low rank and the need to 

be submissive (Gilbert, 2000).  

Shame may also affect dyadic adjustment through its impact on intimacy (Lutwak et al., 

2003), sexual functioning (Harper, 2011; Lombardi, 2007), self-disclosure (Laurenceau, Feldman 

Barrett & Pietromonaco, 1998; MacDonald & Morley, 2001), and communication (Harper, 

2011). It is also possible that people who are high in shame negatively evaluate their behaviour in 

the relationship and make negative global, internal and stable attributions about the self, 

particularly in times of stress, as they do in other life domains (Mills, 2005). This behaviour may 

also reduce relationship satisfaction and dyadic adjustment. In addition, the fear of losing 

attractiveness in the minds of others, which is associated with shame (Gilbert, 2000), may 
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undermine the ability of high-shame individuals to deal with the affiliative needs of their 

partners, because they may see people outside the relationship as more attractive and powerful 

competitors, and as a threat for their romantic relationship. This may also have a negative impact 

on relationship satisfaction (Mikulincer et al., 2002).  

We propose that the devaluating self view of people with high internal shame and their fear 

of being perceived as undesirable by others (external shame), which may arise from early 

experiences with attachment figures, may have a negative effect on dyadic adjustment in three 

ways: (1) through insecure striving and the adoption of a clingy and dependent behaviour; (2) 

through the adoption of a submissive behaviour; and/or (3) through minimization of the 

importance of others and distancing in romantic relationships as a defensive strategy against the 

discovery of one’s “true”, defective self. In turn, perceived or real episodes of rejection may 

further increase shame in these individuals. 

Attachment avoidance and anxiety are associated with different relationship dynamics and 

behaviours (e.g., Fraley, Waller & Brennan, 2000), which may be driven by shame (Gilbert, 

1998). As mentioned before, attachment anxiety is usually associated to clingy and dependent 

behaviour, as well as striving for acceptance, as the proximity of others is valued (Fraley, Waller 

& Brennan, 2000; Joel, MacDonald & Shimotomai, 2011). It has been shown that one of the 

consequences of insecure attachment is that individuals feel that their social place is not secure or 

easily won and that they must work hard to feel accepted and loved (Gilbert et al., 2009). 

Intimate relationships are highly competitive, as people strive to win a valued place in the hearts 

and minds of others, while being aware that others are making comparative judgments about the 

self and others. The more insecure and uncertain people feel about their qualities and the more 

they fear the consequences of their low rank, the more competitive (instead of cooperative or 

caring) their orientation to social relationships tends to be, and the more processing systems 
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become focused on social comparison, on concerns about what others think about the self and on 

the need for assertive or submissive behaviour, or for insecure striving (Gilbert et al., 2009). The 

individual feels that he/she must repeatedly prove that he/she has attributes that make him/her 

lovable, acceptable and desired. This situation is associated with difficulties in feeling 

satisfaction, acceptance and security in the relationship, putting significant strain on the self and 

the relationship. As mentioned, striving to avoid unwanted inferiority, abandonment or rejection, 

as well as clingy behaviour, may have a paradoxical effect on relationships, increasing the 

partner’s dissatisfaction with the relationship and, in the long term, leading to rejection (Selcuk et 

al., 2010). Because the main threat that triggers shame in humans is related to rejection and loss 

of acceptance (Gilbert, 2000), the behaviour of anxiously attached people in relationships may 

further promote their internal shame, which will negatively impact dyadic adjustment.  

In the case of attachment avoidance, the indirect effects of shame may be related to the 

defensive strategies elicited to conceal a defective self and shame, to prevent others from 

discovering one’s flaws and shortcomings, to avoid feelings of inferiority, and to increase one’s 

sense of self (e.g. compensation, masking the self, positive self-presentation, intimacy avoidance, 

emotional distancing and independence, and putting down or devaluing others) (Gilbert, 2010; 

Harper, 2011). These defensive strategies have a calming effect as long as the individual believes 

that others will not uncover their shame (Harper, 2011). Other ways of creating distance from 

others and devaluing their importance include rage and contempt (Gardner & Grofein, 2005), 

which are also defensive strategies to cope with external shame (Gilbert, 2010). Thus, fearing 

discovery, the avoidant individual may distance him/herself from the intimate partner to prevent 

the anticipated discovery of shame and the feared abandonment and rejection by the romantic 

partner when their shame, or “true” self is discovered (Harper, 2011; Murray et al., 2003). 

However, these are all maladaptive responses that may impede intimacy and self-disclosure and 
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may contribute to the end of intimate relationships (Harper, 2011).  

It is worth noting that the herein described mediator effect of shame on the association 

between attachment and dyadic adjustment may vary in different cultures and social ecologies, 

due to variations in shame proneness. It is possible that this effect will be even more pronounced 

in “shaming cultures” (such as traditional Eastern cultures) and in social ecologies with lower 

relational mobility, as this is a critical feature that calibrates shame in close relationships with 

valued partners (Sznycer et al., 2012), as is the case of romantic relationships. 

A number of limitations of this study must be noted. The primary limitation is the cross-

sectional design of the study, which does not allow causal inferences. In addition, dyadic 

adjustment is a dynamic process rather than a static outcome. These two aspects could be better 

analysed using a longitudinal design testing a cross-lagged model with multiple assessments of 

each variable, which would allow distinction between uni- and bidirectional effects. Second, 

there was an imbalance between men and women participating in this study (27.2% and 72.8%, 

respectively). It is important to increase the number of men in future studies, particularly because 

we have found a correlation between gender and attachment avoidance. Third, there was a 

disproportion in education levels (86.4% of the sample was composed of people with graduate 

level studies or higher) and in cohabitation status (73.7% of the participants cohabited with 

romantic partners). Although no correlation was found between cohabiting status and the study 

variables, future studies should address these issues. Fourth, the representativeness of our sample 

may be questioned due to the distribution strategy used (e-mail). This feature may account for the 

sample imbalance with regard to education levels and to the increased socio-economic level of 

the sample when compared to Portuguese national levels. Another potential limitation is the high 

correlation between internal and external shame, which may have masked some effects of the 

external shame. Also, we must mention the use of self-report instruments, which may artificially 
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inflate the associations between variables due to shared method variance. In addition, self-report 

instruments may not accurately reflect what people actually feel, think or do in real life situations 

and may be prone to the social desirability effect. However, this effect may have been minimized 

by the online, anonymous completion of the questionnaires. Last, in the current study, dyadic 

functioning may be best conceptualized as “perceived” functioning. Ideally, both members of the 

couple should be assessed through different assessment methods (e.g. Current Relationship 

Interview), which would allow dyadic analyses to be conducted.  

Despite these limitations, a number of strengths can be highlighted. This research focused 

on intrapersonal variables that are relevant in this scientific domain but have been poorly 

explored until now. To our knowledge, this is the first study that addresses the mediating role of 

shame on the association between attachment and intimate relationship functioning. In addition, 

this study has scientific and practical implications. Intimate relationship functioning is gaining 

increasing scientific attention due to progressive increases in divorce rates, which are also 

occurring at earlier times in marriage. Thus, the understanding of the factors that may 

compromise romantic relationships assumes critical importance in the design of intervention 

strategies aimed at promoting a higher marital satisfaction and relationship quality. Although 

adult attachment is clearly related to dyadic functioning, the mechanisms involved are still poorly 

understood. In addition, early experiences with primary caregivers are structured in interpersonal 

schemata that are not easily accessible for intervention and are resistant to change (Fraley & 

Shaver, 2000). The identification of variables that are easier to manage in couple therapy is of 

crucial importance. In this study, we have identified internal and external shame as mediators of 

the effect of attachment on dyadic adjustment. As such, it may be important to evaluate and 

address shame in the context of couple’s therapy, namely through compassion-focused therapy 

(e.g., Gilbert, 2010), or other approaches aimed to promote self-compassion, such as the 
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Mindfulness-Based Relationship Enhancement (Carson, Carson, Gil, & Baucom, 2004) and the 

Mindful Self-Compassion program (Neff & Germer, 2011). This approach may promote the 

activation of the affiliation or soothing system of affect regulation (Gilbert, 2010), allowing 

people to experience warmth, safeness and connectedness in intimate relationships. Indeed, 

shame experiences with attachment figures are associated with overdevelopment of the threat 

system and underdevelopment and reduced access to the affiliation system, which compromises 

the regulation of threat-focused feelings (Gilbert, 2010). Promoting self-compassion within 

romantic relationships may increase relationship quality since self-compassionate individuals 

tend to present a more positive behaviour in romantic relationships and a higher relationship 

satisfaction than people lacking self-compassion (Neff & Beretvas, 2012). Therefore, helping 

people to deal with shame in a more self-compassionate way may contribute to more satisfying, 

gratifying and fulfilling relationships, which in turn may contribute to changes in attachment and 

interpersonal schemata and more adaptive interpersonal functioning. 
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Table 1 

Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample 

 N = 228 

Mean (SD); observed range 

Age (years) 33.77 (9.98); 18-66 

Relationship time (months) 118.79 (110.60); 6-588 

Cohabiting time (months) 75.34 (106.16); 0-519 

 
n (%) 

Gender 

    Male 

    Female 

 

62 (27.2) 

166 (72.8) 

Cohabitation status 

    Cohabiting 

    Non-cohabiting 

 

168 (73.7) 

60 (26.3) 

Education levels 

    Undergraduate studies 

    Graduate studies 

    Post-graduate studies 

    Missing information 

 

30 (13) 

109 (47.8) 

88 (38.6) 

1 (0.4) 

Professional status 

    Employed 

    Unemployed 

 

164 (71.9) 

25 (11) 
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    Retired 

    Student 

    Other 

    Missing information 

7 (3.1) 

22 (9.6) 

10 (4.4) 

0 (0.0) 

Household income (per month) 

    < 800 € 

    800 – 2000 € 

    2000 – 3500 € 

    > 3500 € 

    Missing information 

 

16 (7) 

106 (46.5) 

75 (32.9) 

26 (11.4) 

5 (2.2) 
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Table 2 

Descriptive statistics and correlations between study variables 

Variables  Mean (SD); 

observed range 

1 2 3 4 

1 Attachment avoidance 2.31 (0.75) 

1-4.75 

-    

2 Attachment anxiety 2.21 (1.22) 

1-6.33 

.38** -   

3 Dyadic adjustment 50.89 (7.81) 

18-66 

-.29** -.30** -  

4 Internal shame 25.93 (15.32) 

0-88 

.44** .34** -.42** - 

5 External shame 19.77 (9.37) 

0-65 

.41** .36** -.34** .68** 

** p < .01 

df = 226 
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