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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

A basic principle found in attachment theory is that the relationship a young child shares with his 

or her primary care provider supplies the prototype for later relationships into adulthood and throughout 

life. Working within the framework of attachment theory and combining a constructivist perspective, this 

study explored the life story narratives of selected missionary couples. The research questions guiding 

this study were: How are themes of attachment evident in the life stories of missionary couples? How are 

patterns of attachment evident in the current relationship? Are self-reported categories of attachment in 

romantic relationships the same as self-reported attachment to God? 

Data collection was accomplished by conducting open-ended, semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews. Interviews focused on life history and lived experiences. Beginning with each participant’s 

earliest memory surrounding family of origin, the life story interview continued through current life 

experiences as a missionary and on to future goals. Two self-report attachment measures were utilized in 

the study. These measures assessed romantic attachment and attachment to God.  

The data was analyzed by fully transcribing participants’ audio taped interviews. An interpretive 

approach was utilized. Life stories evoked rich accounts of participants’ attachment relationships, which 

further reflected individual attachment styles. Some of the themes that were revealed included: significant 

difficulty in childhood, an individual who encouraged his or her faith and commitment to God, a sense that 

God was directing, commitment to marriage, and learning a better way. All participants offered 

suggestions for improved member care, which was found to be the most urgent need of the missionaries 

in this study.  

Participants in this study demonstrated that they were able to increase security, from insecure to 

a more secure attachment, with prolonged secure and committed experiences in marriage. Participants 

also changed attachment because of attachment to God. All participants found security in their marriage 

covenant and felt secure that their spouse and God would never leave them.  

 

 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 The purpose of this exploratory qualitative study was to expand the knowledge of adult romantic 

attachment in married missionary couples. The objective was to identify themes of attachment in the life 

story of selected missionaries. Attachment theory was the principal theory directing the research. The 

theory of attachment was combined with a constructivist perspective to further guide the study. The 

investigation was designed to seek out and examine themes of attachment in the narratives of 

participants. This was accomplished by conducting open-ended, semi-structured, in-depth interviews. 

Interviews focused on life history and lived experiences. Beginning with each participant’s earliest 

memory surrounding family of origin, the life story interview continued through current life experiences as 

a missionary and on to future goals.  

The fundamental objective of the study was to acquire a new-found understanding from 

missionaries, centering on their perspectives of past and current close relationships. Participants’ 

perspectives were gathered with the use of an interview guide and revealed through personal narratives. 

An interruptive approach, reflecting an emergent design and understanding, was utilized to analyze data. 

Life stories evoked rich accounts of participants’ attachment relationships, which further reflected 

individual attachment styles. Themes of attachment emerged from each story.   

This exploratory study investigated the new and relatively unknown area combining attachment 

theory with life stories of missionary couples. The application of attachment theory to romantic 

relationships is a comparatively new concept of interest. Initially applied predominantly to the study of 

children and their primary care provider, over the past decade the influence of attachment has been 

increasingly investigated in regard to adult romantic relationships. To date, there have been many studies 

completed on adult attachment but no prior studies, known to this researcher, combining attachment 

theory, life stories, and the missionary population.  

Attachment theory was initially developed by the British psychoanalysis Bowlby (1969/1982, 

1973, 1980) who was seeking to understand why infants experience extreme distress when separated 

from their parents. He documented that infants would go to tremendous lengths to either prevent 

separation or to reestablish close proximity with an absent parent. He theorized that attachment 

behaviors (searching or crying at separation) were responses of the attachment motivational system to 

separation from the primary attachment figure, which provided comfort and protection to the infant. He 

further postulated that when a child meets with a real or perceived physical or psychological threat, this 
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motivational system is automatically activated. An emotional bond is created between the infant and the 

primary care provider by the attachment behavioral system. The emotional bond that occurs between 

adults in a romantic relationship is also a role of the emotional behavioral system.  

In this study, attachment refers to the distinctive type of close relationship shared between 

married adults. Two major dimensions are relevant to the attachment system. The first is the model of 

self. It has to do with self-worth and lovability of the self based on the accessibility or lack of accessibility 

of the other. Model of self is expressed by the level of anxiety the self experiences, the way anxiety is 

managed, and the level of dependence the self conveys. The second dimension is the model of other. It 

has to do with responsiveness, trustworthiness and availability of the other. The model of other is 

expressed by the level of avoidance one experiences in regard to the other.  

The missionary population is notably interesting to study in regard to attachment. Some of our 

most intense emotions surface during the process of forming, maintaining, disrupting, and renewing 

attachment relationships (Bowlby, 1980; Simpson, Collins, Tran, & Haydon, 2007). These situations are 

commonly experienced by missionaries and common in their work. Additionally, attachment reactions of 

missionaries are justifiably amplified “when they begin a role in a cross-cultural environment away from 

the safety-net of home” (Hay, Lim, Blöcher, Ketelaar, & Hay, 2007, p. 73).   

Chapter one begins with a discussion of the significance of the research and is followed by the 

purpose of the study. Theoretical perspectives follow. Background literature on attachment theory is 

introduced, along with the role of attachment in romantic relationships and attachment to God. The 

following section incorporates discussions on the constructivist perspective, narrative research centering 

on life stories, and the researcher’s personal training. The chapter ends with statements addressing the 

researcher’s personal interest, limitations, delimitations and assumptions. 

  A review of the literature is located in chapter two. Four broad sections are explored: the 

measurement of attachment theory, how adult romantic attachment relates to missionaries, attachment to 

God, and missionaries. The first section includes: changes in the attachment model, common patterns 

found in attachment research, stability and change in attachment styles, and ends with a summary of 

attachment theory and romantic relationships. The second section contains a discussion on how adult 

attachment relates to missionaries. It includes the spouse as the primary attachment, and stability and 

change in attachment. Section three investigates a somewhat new area in attachment research, that of 

attachment to God. This section consists of God as an attachment figure, God’s image as a parent, 

individual differences in attachment to God, measurement of attachment to God, and summary on 

attachment to God. The final section encompasses the topics of the call to missions; missionary selection, 
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training, and responsibilities; adult missionary kids; concerns for missionaries; research on missionary 

families; missionary attrition; and a summary of missionary literature.  

Methodology is addressed in chapter three. Narrative life story research as a research method is 

discussed. It encompasses benefits to using qualitative research and life stories and ends with the validity 

of combining attachment theory, missionary marriages, and life stories. Next, the purpose of the study, 

research questions, research goals, and research design are provided. A discussion of the pilot study is 

followed by discussion of the research site, data collection, data analysis, and the researcher’s 

perspective.    

The results from the study are located in chapter four which includes a description of the 

participants as couples and individuals. Each participant is described in terms of five broad areas: early 

life, meeting their spouse, early marriage, marriage now, and being a missionary. In the final section, 

research questions are answered considering every participant. Patterns among current romantic 

attachment and attachment to God are explored next. The chapter ends with recommendations by 

participants for improving member care and supporting their marriages. 

Chapter five contains the study discussion. Current research findings are explored in relation to 

prior research on adult attachment, missionaries, and attachment to God. Implications for practice, 

implications for therapy, and implications for research are covered next. Limitations and strengths of the 

study follow. The chapter ends with contributions of the study and conclusions. The consent form, 

interview guide, demographic form, self-report forms, and research related documentation are found in 

the Appendices.  

 

Significance of Study  

 

An enduring love relationship is generally the most important attachment relationship experienced 

as an adult. The marital relationship becomes the leading source for providing social support and security 

both for individuals in marriage and in parenting children that might be added to the family. Intense stress 

is a condition that the missionary population deals with throughout life. Beginning in the initial stages of 

the application process, stress continues through years of missionary service, and into the final phases of 

retirement with feelings of insecurity about what the missionaries will do next, where they will live, and 

where they fit into society. Missionaries tend to be very independent. As a result, they are not likely to 

reach out for help at times of insecurity and stress (Gingrich, 2002). Some of the characteristics that likely 

make them very good missionaries (ie. self-sufficiency) also hold the propensity to work against them 

relationally.  
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It is not uncommon for the husband and wife, making up the missionary couple, to come from 

different home countries and to maintain differing languages and culture. The often have no clear home 

base or common country to return to. The lack of a place to call home adds stress to family dynamics, 

furloughs, and decisions surrounding retirement. The rate of attrition is high and without adequate 

member care, missionaries leave the field prematurely, taking with them a sense of failure, 

embarrassment, and uncertainty about what the future holds (Jensma, Pike, Duerksen & Strauss, 1997). 

Preventative, supportive, and treatment measures used to promote and strengthen healthy marriage 

relationships among missionary couples are enhanced by understanding attachment concepts. Concepts 

related to the way in which attachment working models become activated during times of real or 

perceived threat cause attachment theory to be an especially appropriate method for use with missionary 

couples. 

 Hay, Lim, Blöcher, Ketelaar, and Hay (2007) along with a substantial team of researchers and 

writers completed a multi-national study and reported findings from the second Reducing Missionary 

Attrition Project (ReMAPII). They claim to be the largest study ever completed in missions (p. xxiii). The 

study revealed many interesting findings pertaining to missionaries from new sending countries (NSC), 

including Latin America, Africa, and Asia; and from old sending countries (OSC), including North America, 

Europe, and Australia. In small mission agencies (under 50 individuals), OSC and NSC lose missionaries 

at a rate of 33% per year. At the same time, larger agencies (50 or more individuals) lose only 6% in OSC 

and 1.3% in NSC (p. 39). It is presumed that larger agencies are able to more effectively deploy 

missionaries and provide support staff and services to increase retention of missionaries.   

More specifically, findings pertaining to married couples in active missionary service indicate that 

contentment with current family status is correlated with retention in both OSC and in NSC (Hay et al, 

2007, p. 70). It is understandable that relative contentment in one’s current family circumstances will add 

to the ability to work effectively with others. Greater concerns are with couples who find themselves 

discontented, in a vulnerable marriage, and uniquely susceptible to the additional stress naturally 

produced by living in an unfamiliar environment, lacking consistency in daily routine, and in need of 

physical and emotional support.  

Research has also indicated that orientation provided by on-the-field training for new missionary 

workers was positively correlated with retention for both OSC and NSC. Major goals for field orientation 

included learning a new language when necessary, effectively enduring culture shock, and successfully 

settling into the new host country. These tasks need to be accomplished concurrently while working and 

living effectively with others and preventing unnecessary stress (Hay et al., 2007, p. 120).  
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Researchers report that about thirty-percent of missionaries return home early due to personal 

and family stress (Pollock & Van Reken, 1999). Sweatman (1999) indicates that the three greatest areas 

of dissatisfaction for missionary couples are lack of quality time together (48.5%), dissatisfaction with 

sexual relationship (39.4%), and dissatisfaction with communication (29.8%). Researchers and 

missionaries openly question the recorded reasons for attrition, the believed reasons for attrition, and the 

real reasons attrition. The recorded reason is what goes into the individual’s file. This can often be 

different than the believed reason or the real reason for attrition. The believed reason can be different 

depending on who is offering the reason, the missionary, the supervisor, or the organization. The same is 

true for the real reason. Perhaps in an effort to deny a problem, an attempt to reassign blame, or a 

differing opinion, some believe there may be little correlation among these reasons.  

Family of origin has a strong bearing on family functioning and the quality of relationships. 

Andrews (2004b) reported, “the more favorably one views one’s family of origin, the more comfortable 

one will be in sharing important emotions and beliefs with one’s spouse …” (p. 367). It is unclear why 

68.2% of missionaries “reported that it was easy to laugh and have fun together in their families of origin” 

yet 55.5% “found it difficult to share personal feelings” (p. 367). These statistics might indicate the 

dimension of attachment in missionaries. Andrews positively correlated family of origin to comfort levels 

with family and friends with compatibility and satisfaction with one’s marital relationship, indicating a 

notable correlation between family functioning and marriage satisfaction. Perceived father kindness was 

found to positively influence marital satisfaction, friends and family, communication, and children and 

marriage whereas father absence was negatively associated with these same areas. Mother kindness 

and mother absence was seen to be less prominent (p. 369).  

In light of research findings, Andrews (2004b) voiced several suggestions to bring about positive 

change in the rate of missionary attrition. Appealing to mission organizations, she suggested that 

prospective missionary candidates and spousal relationships must be more fully assessed through the 

application process to ensure qualified missionaries. She claimed that mission agencies need to take a 

more active role and increasingly promote behaviors to continually strengthen spousal relationships. 

Andrews underscored the essential need for missionary couples to believe that the sending agency 

genuinely values and cares for the couple’s marriage.   

Brierley (1997) expressed a need specifically for qualitative research with missionaries in the first 

Reducing Missionary Attrition Project (ReMAP). He views qualitative research as a valuable direction for 

future research and foresees the benefits as a method for decreasing attrition of missionaries. He states, 

“Changing the thrust of the research [away from quantitative research] would enable us to explore some 

categories of “qualitative research,” which could focus less on broader numbers and statistics and more 
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on personal case studies” (p. 98). This current study is a response to Brierley’s call, with the intent that it 

will be valuable in promoting healthy missionary marriages and increase knowledge in the field of 

attachment theory and life stories. 

Each family member must remain healthy emotionally, physically, and spiritually, in order for the 

family to remain in the field and complete the project. Mission organizations support the belief that 

families need to stay together as a unit (Swanson, 2004). Lack of proper adaptation or support increases 

the potential for attrition. If one individual in the family does not remain healthy, the entire family is placed 

in a vulnerable position of ending the assignment early and risking feelings of failure. This scenario brings 

on the possibility of immense problems and consequences for both the individual and for the family as a 

whole.  

According to Bowlby (1969/1982, 1973, 1980), attachment working models become activated 

whenever an individual senses a threat. Separation (Fraley & Shaver, 1998), distress (Mikulincer, 1998; 

Simpson et al., 1996), or interpersonal conflicts (Pietromonaco & Feldman-Barrett, 1997) commonly elicit 

activation of the attachment process in adults, adding more stress to the already elevated relationship. 

Individuals who sense threats on a frequent basis must access the relationship more often to obtain felt 

security. On the other hand, close supportive relationships in marriage appear to protect against a variety 

of adverse life events and emerge to play a key role in prohibiting negative effects from early attachment 

relationships. Therefore, a better understanding of the internal working model becomes foundational for 

insight into the adult attachment process (Pietromonaco & Feldman-Barrett, 2000, p.155). Attachment 

theory provides a method that is especially appropriate for examining attachment in missionary 

marriages. 

Attachment theory and adult romantic relationships have become fascinating topics of study in 

the field of marriage and family therapy (Hill, 1996; Johnson, Makinen, & Millikin, 2001; Johnson, & 

Whiffen, 2003). Research that is relevant to missionaries and attachment have been explored in the 

general population and include such studies as quality of marital relationships (Rholes & Simpson, 2004), 

romantic love and religious beliefs (Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1992), and parenting (Bowlby, 1988). However, 

studies on attachment and the missionary population were not found. Considering the high rate of attrition 

with missionary couples, it is important to better understand how emotions impact behavior, affect 

regulation and attachment, and the relationship between psychopathology and attachment. Researchers 

exploring attachment in relationship to emotions and behaviors (Collins, 1996), adult attachment styles 

(Shaver, Collins, & Clark, 1996), conflict in close relationships (Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996), affect 

regulation and attachment (Brennan & Shaver, 1995), and adult psychopathology (Shave, & Mikulincer, 

2002; Shorey & Snyder, 2006), have begun to understand these areas in the general population but not 
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with missionaries. Many topics have been studied in regard to attachment and the marital relationship but 

none of the identified studies relate specifically to missionaries who face numerous relationship 

challenges. The current study was intended to fill a gap in the literature by linking attachment theory to 

the marital relationships of missionary couples.  

 

Purpose of Study 

 
Greater understanding and specificity is needed in defining the nature of adult attachment 

relationships, particularly the relationships of those who work in devout religious work. Based on a search 

of attachment theory literature, there were no studies found identifying the exploration of adult romantic 

attachment and life stories. Furthermore, no known studies were identified utilizing attachment theory and 

the romantic relationships of missionaries. The primary purpose of this study was to explore themes of 

attachment in the lives of adult missionaries through life story narratives. In the process of achieving this 

goal, some secondary goals were also met. The current study gave a voice to the experiences and 

struggles of missionary couples. It also supplemented information on adult attachment by including the 

missionary population.   

Research questions included:  

1. How are themes of attachment evident in the life stories of missionary couples?  

2. How are patterns of attachment evident in the current relationship?  

3. Are self-reported categories of attachment in romantic relationships the same as self-reported 

attachment to God?  

Research goals included:  

1. Investigate themes of attachment in the lives of missionary couples, through narratives of 

their life stories.  

2. Offer increased understanding and knowledge of the missionary experience from an 

attachment perspective. 

3.  Give a voice to the experiences and struggles of missionary couples. 

4. Fill a gap in the literature on attachment theory and adult romantic relationships, specifically 

with missionary couples. 

5. Promote improved training and care of missionary couples. 
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Theoretical Perspectives 

 
The conceptual framework is a “system of concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and 

theories that supports and informs your research” and “may also be called the “theoretical framework” … 

for the study” (Maxwell, 2005, p.33). Miles and Huberman (1994) indicate that the conceptual framework 

explains in a visual or written form “the main things to be studied… key factors, constructs … and the 

presumed relationship among them” and that the framework may "be rudimentary, elaborate, theory-

driven, commonsensical, descriptive or casual” (p. 18).  

The conceptual framework for this study on attachment theory borrowed from several sources. 

Included is the over-arching theory of attachment which was linked with a constructivist perspective. 

Narrative research was also foundational in the framework and had a particular focus on life stories. 

Finally, the researcher’s professional training in the disciplines of marriage and family therapy, clinical 

social work, and psychology played a significant role in shaping the study. 

 

Background on Attachment Theory 

Attachment theory is one of the most widely used, comprehensive, and empirically grounded 

conceptual framework used in the areas of emotional and social development today (Rholes & Simpson, 

2004). One reason for this is that it offers lifespan explanations for the manner in which close 

relationships are formed, how they are sustained, and how they end. It views the interaction of a young 

child with the primary attachment figure as a powerfully influential relationship, affecting all later 

relationships. Attachment theory explains the manner in which close relationships have an effect on, at 

times permanently, the individuals that comprise them (Bowlby, 1979). In the past thirty years there has 

been no single area in research, related to the study of psychology and personality, which has attracted 

more attention than the application of attachment theory to adult relationships. It has maintained position 

as one of the most comprehensive and influential theories of today (Rholes & Simpson, 2004; Simpson & 

Rholes, 1998). Interestingly, marriage and family therapists have only recently become attracted to 

attachment theory (Byng-Hall, 1991). 

John Bowlby is recognized as the principal theorist associated with the formation of attachment 

theory (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1979, 1980). His premise was that human infants possess an innate 

predisposition to respond and direct attachment behaviors toward a primary care provider. A common 

aspect of attachment behavior is to increase both the physical and psychological proximity to the primary 
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care provider. It is believed that the attachment system has evolved as a means to increase physical and 

psychological proximity between the vulnerable infant and the “stronger and wiser” care provider. By a 

child’s first birthday, primary care providers tend to make up the majority of the infant’s social world 

(Rholes & Simpson, 2004, p.5).   

Accordingly, not all attachment bonds are equal. Several patterns and dimensions of attachment 

become evident in infants. The patterns are apparent reactions to the care provider’s response to the 

infant’s attachment behavior (Ainsworth, Blechar, Waters, & Wall, 1978). Ainsworth and her colleagues 

(1978) initially developed three styles of childhood attachment: secure, anxious-ambivalent, and avoidant. 

These three attachment styles were evaluated by Ainsworth in her famous Strange Situation laboratory 

procedure. The study was comprised of a series of tension producing separations and reunions between 

children who were twelve-to eighteen-months of age and his or her mother. This procedure focused on 

and measured distinctive tendencies of the relationship shared between the mother and her young child.   

As each child continues to grow, that child develops a general point of reference for attachment 

figures based on his or her unique histories with attachment experiences. Some attachment histories are 

easily understood and uncomplicated with consistent attachment figures. Other attachment histories 

undergo a lack of consistency and changes due to long-term separation from primary attachment figures, 

divorce, or even death where new attachment figures might be added to the individual’s life. Through the 

growth process, generalized attachment styles develop and can be evaluated “to predict social behavior 

in theoretically meaningful ways” (Rholes & Simpson, 2004, p. 7).  

Psychological structures underlie various attachment styles. Attachment researchers commonly 

refer to these structures as “working models.” Working models act in a way to predict expected behavior 

in various situations, and they provide a road map for what is to be expected to occur in close 

relationships with others. What sets attachment theory apart from other theories is “the specificity of its 

predictions about individual differences and its argument that mental representation (internal working 

models) underlies the association between early attachments and subsequent close relationships” (Berlin 

& Cassidy, 1999, p. 688). A system composed of both conscious and unconscious components, it is 

believed that working models influence both consciously controlled as well as automatic mental 

processes. This system provides guidance concerning close relationships. The system assesses close 

relationships and what one might anticipate. It deciphers ambiguous interpersonal events, memory for 

attachment related events, and affect regulation – especially negative affect for attachment relevant 

stressors (Rholes & Simpson, 2004).  

When a child senses that the primary attachment figure is close in proximity, accessible, and 

attentive, the child will sense a feeling of love, security and confidence. The child will then feel secure 
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enough to behaviorally begin to search out the environment, interact with others, and generally 

demonstrate a healthy level of socializing. On the other hand, if the child does not sense the primary 

attachment figure is close in proximity, accessible, and attentive, the child will most commonly experience 

anxiety, as demonstrated by a range of behaviors from simply visually searching, to actively following, 

and verbally protesting. Typically the behaviors continue until the child reestablishes physical or 

psychological proximity with the primary attachment figure. In the case of prolonged separation or loss of 

the attachment figure, the child experiences a sense of helplessness and according to Bowlby 

(1969/1982) depression and despair. 

Although relatively stable over time, working models are not permanently fixed or dictated by past 

experiences. Because working models are open systems, new experiences can be integrated into the 

existing model. As new information challenges currently held expectations, that new information might 

then become assimilated and ultimately have an impact on the working model (Rholes & Simpson, 2004). 

Fresh information might originate, for example, from new interpersonal relationships, insights, new 

experiences, reinterpretation of past events, or from major life events. 

Bowlby believed that attachment was characteristic of human relationship from “the cradle to the 

grave.” Other principal leaders in the early study of adult attachment were Parkes (1972), searching for 

the function and role attachment plays in adult bereavement and grief, and Weisse (1973), investigating 

loneliness and emotional and social isolation in adults. The function of mature attachment in romantic 

partnerships was brought to light by Hazan and Shaver’s (1987) highly respected seminal article where 

they endeavored to conceptualize romantic love as an attachment process. Today, adult attachment is 

constructively and meaningfully interpreted in numerous other areas as well. Some of these areas include 

mate selection, parenting, intergenerational transmission of attachment patterns, psychotherapeutic 

issues, cross cultural patterns, loss and bereavement, coping with stress, work and career, and religion 

(see Cassidy & Shaver, 1999, for a review).    

Hazan and Shaver’s (1987) method of operationalizing adult attachment patterns have stimulated 

thriving new areas of research that are moving in exciting directions. For example, several researchers 

have explored romantic attachment patterns in dating couples (Collins & Read, 1990; Hazan & Shaver, 

1987; Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994; Simpson, 1990). The attachment theory framework has been prominent 

in understanding affect regulation in adults (Brennan & Shaver, 1995; Collins, 1996; Kobak & Hazan, 

1991; Tidwell, Reis, & Shaver, 1996) and instrumental in exploring as well as explaining predictors of 

partner choice (Feeney & Noller, 1990; Frazier, Byer, Fischer, Wright & DeBord, 1996).   

Two major methods of research have become associated with adult attachment. One method 

created by developmental and clinical psychologists is based on the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI) 
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(George, Kaplan, & Main, 1985). It focuses on coded assessments of defense processes. This method of 

research examines the “intergeneration transmission of attachment patterns” (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2004, 

p. 18) and has demonstrated that a parent’s attachment classification can predict his or her child’s quality 

of attachment by tapping unconscious processes. The second form of research uses brief self-report 

measures. Hazan and Shaver (1987) initially proposed a romantic attachment theory and developed a 

three statement, three-category typology of self-classification that includes: secure, avoidant, and 

anxious-ambivalent. This form of research focuses on “social-cognitive dynamics affecting feelings and 

behaviors in close, especially romantic … relationships” (p.19). Differing from the AAI, the three-category 

typology taps an individual’s conscious assessment. The two research methods remain discrete, and 

each measures diverse domains. In the literature reviewed by this researcher, no research was 

discovered using narrative life stories to examine attachment in adults. 

 

Attachment Theory   

Attachment theory was extended by one of Bowlby’s students, Mary Ainsworth (Ainsworth et al., 

1978), who worked along with him. The theory was further expanded by numerous other researchers. 

Bowlby’s theory was based on empirical observations and research with children. In studies with children 

who became distressed at separation from the primary care providers, he observed  the protest behaviors 

persisted in spite of the fact that the children were being well cared for by others. Bowlby recognized this 

phenomenon to be universal and furthermore observed that infants experienced a predictable series of 

emotional reactions when separated from the primary care provider.   

The first emotional reaction the child demonstrated was termed protest by Bowlby. Crying, active 

searching behaviors, and resistance to the soothing efforts of others characterized protest. The second 

emotional reaction demonstrated was despair. This was differentiated as a state of passivity and 

observable sadness. The third demonstrated emotional reaction was detachment. Detachment was 

observed differently in that it was noted exclusively in human infants, as opposed to prior research which 

had been done with infant primates. The detachment in human infants was seen as emotional 

detachment (Hazan & Shaver, 1987, p. 512; Hazan & Shaver, 1994, p. 4).  

Bowlby concluded that in the threat of separation, the maintenance of the infant-care provider 

attachment had evolutionary significance and appeared to have evolved to protect infants from danger by 

keeping them close in proximity to their care provider. He conceptualized the theory as “the propensity of 

human beings to make strong affectional bonds to particular others” (1977, p. 201). Hill (1996, p. 68) 

reasoned that the manner in which the attachment/separation process proceeded would create a context 
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in which the individual would learn to relate to others and to manage anxiety about being close to or 

distant from another. 

 Bowlby (1979, 1988) alleged that patterns surrounding seeking and avoiding proximity became 

represented cognitively by the child in the first years of life. He observed the process develop through the 

internal working model (internal schema) as a way to manage close relationships. Bowlby proposed this 

model to be the primary method responsible for cognitively organizing attachment behavior. He also 

believed the internal working model to function as a “template” for close relationships, incorporating two 

discrete yet interrelated dimensions; the model of self and the model of other. A “self model” is seen as 

regulating one’s sense of self worth and lovability, while an “other model” represents foundational 

expectations surrounding the “availability and trustworthiness of intimate others” (Lopez & Brennan, 2000, 

p. 285).  

Working models contain self-perceptions as well as the supposed perception of others. Over 

learned, generalized, and perhaps not fully conscious evaluation about others assist one in managing 

behavior during perceived threats to the self. Working models are responsive and reactive to threats. 

Because of this, Lopez and Brennan (2000) argue that one’s dominant strategy for managing attachment-

related security holds special significance during times of stress, transitions, and challenges. This point 

concurs with Bowlby’s (1969/1982) assertion that internal working models are stress-activated and 

particularly stimulated during times of unpredictability and instability. 

 If several care providers are regularly available to an infant, the child will seek and maintain 

proximity to specifically one care provider, particularly if the infant is distressed (Ainsworth, 1982). The 

primary attachment figure is not simply seen as one among many that can provide protection, but as one 

whom the infant has a privileged relationship. Bowlby (1958, 1969/1982) termed this tendency to form 

one special attachment relationship as “monotropy,” and believed it to be a critical aspect in the survival-

enhancing function of attachment. He hypothesized that the ultimate function of attachment was for 

protection. 

 As a child progresses through development, it is expected that changes will take place in the 

organization and structure of the individual’s attachment hierarchies. New individuals may be added to 

the attachment structure and others may drop out of the structure. The parental figures tend to be 

permanent members; however, according to Bowlby (1958, 1969/1982), parents take on a role of 

secondary importance to the pair-bond partnership, generally seen from early childhood through 

adolescence. In adulthood, the mate takes on the primary attachment role for those who marry. 

Attachment theory does not specify how nor when this phenomenon begins. However, initially a change is 

noted from complementary (parental), to reciprocal (peer), and continues on to the spouse. The spousal 
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relationship typically represents the longest lasting and strongest attachment bond formed in one’s life. 

Table 1 illustrates attachment across the life span. This matrix was developed by the author, by 

expanding on Hazan and Shaver’s (1994) work with a two column matrix. The current matrix includes a 

third column, that of the spouse. The purpose of this expansion is to demonstrate visually, the changes 

that occur in the organization and structure of an individual’s attachment hierarchy from parent, to peers, 

to spouse across one’s life span.  

 
Table 1 
Attachment Across the Life Span  
 
Developmental Stage Parent Peer Spouse 

Infancy Proximity maintenance 
Safe haven 
Secure base 

  

Early Childhood Safe haven 
Secure base 

Proximity maintenance  

Late Childhood/ 
Early Adolescence 

Secure base Proximity maintenance
Safe haven 

 

Adulthood   Proximity maintenance 
Safe haven 
Secure base 

 

Literature suggests that some of the components of attachment may be observed in peer 

relationships at an early age. Children by age three are capable of sustaining complex social interactions 

(Gottman, 1983). They begin to show greater interest for engaging with peers and a preference for 

spending more time with peers, compared to parents (Hazan & Zeifman, 1994). At middle childhood, 

more intimate relationships develop and the child increasingly turns to peers for comfort (Hazan & 

Zeifman, 1994). In adolescence, peers are generally preferred over parents for emotional support 

(Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986). By late adolescence, the possibility of becoming an attachment figure to 

one’s own infant has fully emerged (Ward & Carlson, 1995). The developmental stage most relevant in 

this study is adulthood, when proximity maintenance, safe haven, and secure base are fully transferred to 

the mate (see Table 1). 

Bowlby (1979) alleged that the attachment system was an integral part of human behavior across 

one’s life span and his belief that attachment is active from the cradle to the grave is often reported. He 

maintained that “…attachment behavior is in no way confined to children. Although usually less readily 

aroused, we also see attachment behaviors demonstrated in adolescents and adults of both sexes 

whenever they are anxious or under stress” (Bowlby, 1988, p. 3). 
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Attachment in this study properly refers to specific kinds of close relationships. Ainsworth (1985) 

established that “affectional bonds” are much different from those that might be experienced in every day 

occurrences and in role-oriented relationships. The essential characteristic of an attachment relationship 

with affectional bonds is that it must contain the fundamental elements of a secure-base and safe haven. 

The attachment relationship is distinguished by the primary attachment figure providing feelings of 

comfort and security. Additionally, the attachment figure must fill the role of both secure base (for 

exploration) and of safe haven (in the presence of threat). And finally, one must be able to observe 

protest brought on by perceived or actual separation from the primary attachment figure (Kirkpatrick, 

1992; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1992). Attachment theory offers a foundation for exploring significant 

relationships, at all levels of the life cycle, and the impact they have on mental health and on adult 

functioning.  

Attachment and its role in romantic relationships. Hazan and Shaver (1987) were among the 

first researchers to apply Bowlby’s idea of attachment to romantic love. In their seminal article, Romantic 

Love Conceptualized as an Attachment Process, the authors make a case for their belief that romantic 

love could adequately be conceptualized as an attachment process. The authors proposed that romantic 

love was an attachment process. In the process adults become emotionally attached to an adult romantic 

mate, paralleling the way that a young child might become attached or emotionally bonded to his or her 

primary care provider. Hazan and Shaver account Bowlby’s earlier claim, that the formation of an 

attachment bond is equivalent to falling in love (1979, p. 69). They endorsed the belief that the bond that 

forms in an adult romantic relationship supports a similar function to that of a child and his or her parent 

and that it was, in fact, part of the same motivational and behavioral system.  

Hazan and Shaver’s (1987) view of attachment theory was one of providing a context or a 

framework for comprehending the experience of “love, loneliness, and grief” and for explaining “how both 

healthy and unhealthy forms of love originate as reasonable adaptations to specific social circumstances” 

(p. 511). They noted several similarities in the relationships shared between an infant and the primary 

care provider and between adults in a romantic relationship. In both the infant and adult relationship, each 

person senses a feeling of safety when the other is close in proximity and responsive to needs. Each 

senses feelings of insecurity when the other is inaccessible. They each participate in snuggling, physical 

touch, play, demonstrating mutual attraction, and a preoccupation with the other. Both relationships share 

closeness in physical, intimate, bodily contact. Finally, ‘baby talk’ is observed in both relationships. 

There were also distinguishable differences observed in the attachment relationship between an 

infant and the primary care provider and between a man and a woman in a romantic relationship. Some 

specific differences need to be noted between infant-parent attachment and adult romantic attachment. 
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Although romantic relationships are particularly likely to be influenced by early infant-parent attachments, 

these two relationships also differ significantly. First, the infant-parent relationship is not reciprocal. The 

infant is attached to the parent and the infant seeks his or her parent as a secure base, yet, the parent is 

not attached to the infant in this way. It is not a reciprocal relationship. The parent is said to be the child’s 

care provider and is therefore bonded to the infant in this way (Ainsworth, 1989). In the case of an adult 

romantic relationship, each partner is said to be an attachment figure to the other. There is a reciprocal 

relationship, each providing care to the other and each generally searching out the other as their secure 

base (Shaver, Hazan, & Bradshaw, 1988). Second, romantic relationships generally include reciprocal 

attachment and care providing, unlike the infant-parent relationship where only the adult provides care. 

Finally, the romantic relationship includes sexuality. Specific differences are observed in the adult 

romantic relationship. Therefore, attachment in adults includes: reciprocal attachment, reciprocal care 

providing, and a sexual relationship. The adult romantic attachment system influences the expression of 

care providing and sexuality. Additionally, the attachment system is viewed as pivotal to the 

establishment of and the maintenance of the couple’s romantic relationship (Hazan & Shaver, 1994). 

 Although generally the bond between a child and primary care provider is never fully 

relinquished, Bowlby asserted that romantic partners mutually acquire and provide security and this pair 

bond is the criterion of attachment in adults. An enduring love relationship, in most cases, is the major 

attachment relationship the majority of humans will experience in adult life. Most individuals further 

develop sexual mating and care providing (parenting). Attachment systems become integrated and the 

marital relationship becomes the leading source for social support (Hazan & Shaver, 1994).  

An increasing number of studies address and challenge questions surrounding the stability, lack 

of stability, and implications for change in attachment patterns through both childhood and in adulthood. 

Fraley’s (2002) meta-analysis on the stability of attachment prototypes from childhood and into adulthood, 

and Fraley and Brumbaugh’s (2004) investigation on the stability of attachment in adults showed an 

expansive pattern of stability and change. This accentuates the importance of further investigation into 

the understanding of attachment security and change. An important implication of Fraley’s and of Fraley 

and Brumbaugh’s research suggested that a prototype-like process or dynamic may underlie patterns of 

stability and change in attachment security for both children and adults.  

Many researchers and clinicians have made use of attachment theory to help explain the strong 

association between early attachment experiences and later adult attachment patterns. A captivating 

notion is that the establishment of a relationship made between an infant and his or her earliest 

attachment figures, and further development and organization of his or her attachment schemas, affects 

information processing and the way he or she thinks, feels, and behaves in adult romantic relationships 

 15

 



and throughout life. Fraley and Brumbaugh’s (2004) model has helped to provide an understanding of 

how early attachment patterns continuously affect the life span. The authors hypothesized that the 

prototypical attachment dynamic has an enduring influence on later development. In this currently study, 

degree of attachment security was not an issue but rather the goal was to observe the patterns of 

attachment. 

Attachment to God. From the inception of Bowlby’s attachment theory, his focus was 

undoubtedly on strengthening and advancing the theory and improving the comprehension regarding the 

attachment system and the manner in which the relationship between infant and mother was 

demonstrated. It is evident in his writings that Bowlby believed his theory held very broad implications. He 

believed that attachment theory influenced the entire life span of an individual, especially in the way one 

functions in social and psychological development (Kirkpatrick, 1999). He expressed his belief of the 

broad propensity held by human attachment and he firmly believed that attachment continued in one way 

or another “throughout life” and “underlies many of our attachments to country, sovereign, or church” 

(Bowlby, 1956, p. 588). 

Individual differences, attachment styles, and levels of attachment, which are observed in both 

childhood attachment and in romantic attachments, are also seen in relationship to an individual’s 

attachment to God. However, characteristic of attachment to God, religious beliefs, and behaviors, are 

more closely associated with behaviors observed in the infant-care provider relationship than they are to 

adult romantic attachments. Kirkpatrick (1999) explains that this could be expected because of the 

imbalance of power, the fact that this is not a reciprocal relationship, and the dependent nature of the 

relationship. It is commonly believed that the image an individual holds of God (as Heavenly Father) is 

closely related to the image that individuals hold of his or her parent/s and that both maternal and 

paternal characteristics are attributed to God (Granqvist, 2006). Behaviorally and observationally, a 

relationship with God more closely resembles the relationship a child might have with a parent. Weiss 

(1982) additionally indicates that the lack of similarities with adult attachment is fitting because adult 

romantic relationship is distinguished not only by reciprocal care providing roles, but also with sexuality.  

Many of the images and language used in Christianity and in the Bible are abounding in 

orientations of love. Examples might include, “For God so loved the world” and “God is love” to name two 

common phrases. Most would agree that having a personal interactive relationship with Jesus Christ or 

God is an essential theme in the Christian belief. Experiencing a loving relationship with God and Jesus, 

loving one another, loving one’s neighbor, and loving one’s enemy are all familiar principles of 

Christianity. Love is clearly the subject that Solomon writes about in the Song of Solomon and the love of 
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Solomon for his bride is an expression of pure marital love. Religion and love have been important 

themes through history (Kirkpatrick, 1999; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1992).  

Two-thirds or more of respondents to a newspaper survey and also college student participants, 

who were involved in attachment research, believed that “they have a personal relationship with God or 

Jesus Christ” (Kirkpatrick, 1999, p. 804; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1992). God is undoubtedly the “stronger 

and wiser other” that Bowlby writes about, and is also seen, in the relationship between a child and 

parent. Of the individuals reporting that they maintained a personal connection with God, those reporting 

a secure attachment to God, additionally reported experiencing less loneliness and less depression than 

those who reported an insecure attachment to God (Kirkpatrick, Shillito, & Kellas, 1999). Kirkpatrick 

(1999) presents empirical evidence that maintains individuals become attached to God in one of two 

ways. First, through correspondence, explaining for instance that a secure individual will transfer a secure 

attachment to God. And second, through compensation, explaining that an individual with an insecure 

attachment will compensate with an attachment to God because of a lack of secure attachment in their 

lives (Cicirelli, 2004; Kirkpatrick, 1999). Several studies have uncovered a significant relationship between 

religion and marital stability. 

Common themes. Although there are distinguishable differences observed in the attachment 

relationship shared between an infant and primary care provider and between a man and woman in a 

romantic relationship, differences as well as similarities are distinguished in the way an individual 

demonstrates attachment to God. In general concurrence with Bowlby (1979), Ainsworth (1985), and 

other attachment researchers, four major tenets need to be present to meet fundamental attachment 

criteria: a secure base, a safe haven, seeking and maintaining proximity, and protest or distress at 

separation.  

 An infant or child is fully dependent upon the primary care provider. Very often, even if other 

adults are available, the child will seek and maintain proximity to an exclusive and specific care provider. 

The care provider becomes a secure base. It is from this secure base that we see the child explore in 

times of safety and return back to the parental safe haven when the child becomes fearful (hears a loud 

noise, sees a stranger) or senses threat. The child desires knowledge of where the attachment figure is 

located in order to maintain proximity. It is common to witness a child turn during play, in an effort to make 

visual contact, see the parent, smile, and return to play. Proximity seeking and maintenance is clearly 

evident when the infant is distressed, tired, or hungry (Ainsworth, 1982). Additionally, if the child senses 

separation, one commonly sees distress or protest in the form of tears and crying (Bretherton, 1987). The 

primary attachment figure is the one whom the infant shares a privileged relationship. 
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 Later in childhood as the child matures and develops cognitively, visual or verbal contact alone is 

acceptable. Ultimately, with time, development, and growth a sheer understanding of the attachment 

figure’s location will suffice (Bretherton, 1987). Changes also occur in the organization and structure of 

the child’s attachment hierarchies. New individuals are likely to be added to the structure, while others 

drop out of the attachment structure. Parental figures tend to be permanent members and remain the 

secure base at this time; although, we begin to see a shift where parents gradually take on a secondary 

importance to peers and eventually with mate selection.  

Peers begin to be seen in regard to proximity maintenance. One might commonly witness two 

elementary aged girls, locking arms and skipping off together to play. The young adolescent gradually 

becomes independent from the parent and they begin to socialize more with peers. This might be 

confirmed by a young adolescent who desires to be seen with particular friends and no longer with his or 

her parent. Soon afterwards, peers provide comfort and security for one another (witnessed in team 

sports or in halls at school) and shortly, peers become a secure base for exploration in safety, and a safe 

haven in times of threat or need. Initially the change is noted from complementary (parental) to reciprocal 

(peer). As the child comes into adolescences, the natural preference is for pair-bonds and then on to 

romantic partners. Separation and protest can be witnessed, for example, if the adolescent is refused 

permission to attend an event with peers or a break in a dating relationship occurs.  

In adult romantic relationships, all four of the target behaviors are transferred to the romantic 

partner. Each person in the relationship becomes the reciprocal secure base for exploration in times of 

safety, and the safe haven in times of threat or need for the other. Proximity maintenance might 

commonly be observed at a social event, when one partner might scan the room for the other and smile 

with acknowledgement upon making eye contact. Shaver, Hazan, and Bradshaw, (1988) make an 

interesting observation and compare behaviors such as baby talk, cuddling, and kissing by adult lovers, to 

be similar to infant-mother behaviors. We also witnessed protest and distress at separation in adult 

attachment during the time of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the Unites State. Our country 

witnessed some of the most extreme examples of adult attachment behavior ever publicly observed and 

we can recall that many voiced a desire to be in close proximity of loved ones.  

 Attachment to God is, for the most part, is more closely compared to the relationship a child and 

primary care provider share, than to any other attachment relationship. God is generally viewed by the 

believer in the Christian faith as not only all knowing and all powerful, but also always present, therefore 

always in proximity. Art work, jewelry, and statues, for example continually remind individuals of God’s 

presence and that God is accessible to fulfill the function as stronger and wiser other, as well as a 

foundation for felt security and comfort. Kirkpatrick (1999) notes, when a follower of the Christian faith 
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raises arms in worship or stares upwards toward the heavens, these behaviors are in analogy of the 

infant-mother interactions of proximity seeking and proximity maintenance.  

Many, including Freud (1927/1961), have characterized God as an exalted father or a parental 

figure (Kirkpatrick, 1999). Believers in the Christian faith sustain an interactive and personal relationship 

with a loving God. Communication with God through such methods as prayer, studying scripture, and 

singing hymns or praise songs fills the desire for contact and maintains proximity. If believers become 

threatened in some fashion (loss of a loved one, threat of death, physical illness, trauma) they generally 

turn to God as a safe haven. Through this contact, they experience a sense of comfort and security. 

Conversely, the thought or threat of separation from God causes anxiety. Christianity offers the promise 

of an eternity with God (Cicirelli, 2004). Kirkpatrick noted that in the Christian faith, “separation from God 

is the very essence of hell” (p. 808).   

Common themes are distinguished across the attachment relationships between children and 

primary care providers, romantic relationships between men and women, and in attachment to God. The 

four major tenants are capable of being compared across common themes. Each of the four major tenets; 

a secure base, a safe haven, seeking and maintaining proximity, and protest or distress at separation, are 

clearly present in each attachment relationship.  

 
Constructivist Perspective 

Recently applied to working with individuals, families, and couples the constructivist perspective 

is modeled on the metaphor of literature, narratives, and stories. Supporters of constructivism embrace 

the goal of understanding the multifaceted world of human experience from the perspective of the “other” 

as the main objective. The researcher is directed in the general direction of particular inquiry with 

suggested “directions along which to look” yet not providing “descriptions of what to see” (Blumer, 1954, 

p. 7). The goal of the researcher is to understand the situation-specific meanings that are relevant to the 

subject being investigated. In order to know about the world of human action, one must interpret it 

(Schwandt, 1998, p. 221-222). At the foundational level, “all interruptive inquirers watch, listen, ask, 

record, and examine” (222). 

The constructivist views human actions and relationships in terms of the organized attempts to 

make sense of life and create meaning from personally lived experiences. Individuals organize their lives 

in a manner similar to the way one might author a narrative or a story about himself or herself (Holland & 

Kilpatrick, 2006, p. 23). Both objective and subjective experiences are arranged discriminately by themes 

and this in turn offers structure, organization, and meaning to the lives of individuals (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966; Hoffman, 1990). 
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Individuals, couples, families, and communities throughout all cultures create stories as an 

essential way of making meaning out of life and bringing purpose to life experiences. Through this 

process of creating stories, we communicate our pasts, our presents, and our expected futures to one 

another. Because stories represent the basic structures all individuals employ as a means of making 

sense of one’s life (Holland & Kilpatrick, 2006, p. 24), it is fundamental to understand each individual’s 

narrative and the power it possesses when understanding attachments to individuals and families. 

Polkinghorne (1988), give emphasis to the importance of understanding an individual’s dominant story. 

That person’s story can become incredibly empowering and work in a way to serve the individual. 

However, the story might also possess destructive power to undermine the individual, significant 

relationships, and positive social functioning. 

Basic foundational assumptions in relation to the constructivist perspective include the following. 

Realities are constructed or invented by participants. We make sense of internalized and externalized 

experiences by formulating a coherent meaning from streams of lived experience and events (Ricoeur, 

1981). Constructed meanings relate in some way to a part of each individual’s real world experiences with 

“tangible entities” such as people, objects, and events (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 83-87). Our minds are 

active in the process of constructing knowledge, and knowing is experienced as an active process.  

Individuals interpret and share personal life experiences based on “preformulated clusters of 

meaning that … enable the person to make sense of perceptions” (Holland & Kilpatrick, 2006, p. 24). 

Consequently, we continually update and edit our life stories as we encounter new and diverse lived 

experiences (Schwandt, 1998, p.237). It is important to clarify that each individual “owns” his or her 

personal story. No one individual’s constructions are more real or more valid than another individual’s 

constructions. That is not to imply that stories are error-proof or infallible, but only that stories are created 

on personally lived experiences, perceptions, and interpretations. In the process of reporting the story, 

each individual also shares the process and experience with others. The individual’s story is elicited 

through the interaction “between and among” the researcher and the subject (Guba & Lincoln, 1998, p. 

207) and knowledge is co-created. In this study, the goal was to increase understanding and knowledge 

of the experiences of missionaries from an attachment perspective, and to inform rather than to define. 

Key points of the constructivist perspective. Following are some key points and personal 

beliefs of the researcher in regard to the practice of a constructivist perspective in this research. These 

points were developed through reading the work of Holland and Kilpatrick (2006) and Guba and Lincoln 

(1998). These key points were separated into two separate category lists and were used as a standard in 

working with research participants in the study. The first category offered direction to the process of 

understanding each individual’s story and the personal meaning assigned to his or her story from a 
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constructivist perspective. The second category directed research practice from a constructivist 

perspective. 

 
Understanding Stories and Meaning 

• Inquiry is aimed at understanding and reconstruction.  
• Stories transmit meaning. 
• Knowledge is gained by co-creating. 
• Story creation takes on coherent sequences.  
• Stories shape one’s identity. 
• Quality criteria are based on trustworthiness and authenticity 
• Stories organize values and explain choices. 
• Voice is passionate and precipitant. 
• Stories are organized by themes. 
• Stories are altruistic and empowering.  
• Stories involve choosing from alternative interpretations. 
• Family functioning depends on shared meaning.  
• Meaning cannot be controlled from the outside.  
• The process is seeking to give a voice.  

 
 

Directing Practice 

• The relationship is nonhierarchical. 
• Exploration is shared. 
• The experience offers new meanings and assumptions. 
• A focus on bring families’ themes and values to awareness. 
• The researcher is coauthor of a living story with each participant. 
• The process fosters a supportive relationship. 

 
The constructivist perspective possesses inherent characteristics that provided a complementary 

connection with narrative research and life stories, as well as an instinctive relationship that works well 

with attachment theory. This combination provided a fitting working framework that was appropriate for 

the current study.    

  
Narrative Research 

Various disciplines in social sciences have begun to identify the importance of narratives, life 

histories, and story telling (Casey, 1993; Tierney, 1993). Narratives draw together various events, 

happenings, and actions of an individual’s life into a thematically organized whole (Polkinghorn, 1995). 

Narratives have become prominent in the social and behavioral sciences (Mishler, 1986). Likewise, life 

histories and story telling make sense of significant past events, organizes events into cohesive and 

meaningful parts, and give purpose to an individual’s life. The life story is in general told for the purpose 

of making meaning of one’s life; to oneself or to another (Linde, 1990). Life stories are constantly evolving 
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as the individual’s life unfolds into new experiences and the story is continually updated with new 

information. Humans have an innate desire to understand and make meaning out of lived experiences, 

and therefore, are meaning-makers who become more involved in this process with age (Bruner, 1990).             

Life stories. The use of life stories in qualitative research provides a mechanism in which 

individuals are able to capture rich complex memories from the past and transform the memories into a 

coherent biographical view (Habermas & Bluck, 2000). In attempting to determine the relationship linking 

thought and speech, “no specific interdependence” was found by Vygotsky (1934/1986, p. 210) in the 

inherit roots of thought and word. Rather, it was determined that the relationship “was not a prerequisite 

for, but … a product of … human consciousness”. Adults are developmentally capable of organizing 

multifaceted memories into a coherent life story that reflects personally lived experiences. The importance 

of a coherent life story is further emphasized by Linde who asserts, “In order to exist in the social world 

with a comfortable sense of being a good, socially proper, and stable person, an individual needs to have 

a coherent, acceptable ….. life story” (1993, p. 3). Life stories allow individuals to organize and 

conceptualize life around past experiences, present situations, and future imagined occurrences. 

 Due to the nature of qualitative research and narrative, life stories are termed interpretive, 

interactionist, or verstehen approaches. Very simply, this refers to a subjective understanding. Social 

reality is viewed as possessing a subjective component, which is developed through the process of 

creation and exchange of social meaning found inherently in social interaction (Monette, Sullivan, & 

DeJong, 2005). Through this personal process, the qualitative researcher was able to capture and 

interpret not only how research participants behaved, but also a deeper, richer, more intimate 

understanding into how he or she thought and felt. This human experience is very difficult to report with 

numbers and quantitative measures. Short of employing this interactive method, one might otherwise 

miss important aspects of human experience. Of distinctive interest to this researcher, the verstehen 

process enabled her to garner a deeper understanding of the research participants’ subjective and 

personally lived experiences. This required an investment of time in personal interaction with each 

participant and was a necessary endeavor to bring about an understanding of the unique subjective 

experiences from the research participant’s world.  

Pattern and predictability are produced and sustained by individuals. Such patterns are 

discovered through co-created systems of meaning that transpire in the course of social interaction and in 

the case of gathering and assembling life stories, specifically through intense personal and in-depth 

interviews with each participant (Monette et al., 2005, p. 39). Consequently, it is through this intense 

process that the qualitative researcher can most closely and clearly understand and approximate 

verstehen in the life stories of research participants. The metaphor of “walking a mile is their shoes” is a 
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common phrase in the field of social work that points to the importance of understanding the client 

experience. It is an important skill in practice training for both a marriage and family therapist and social 

worker. The therapist must fully become immersed in the subjective lives of clients to give meaning to 

their personal experiences. Knowledge in research emerges in the full context of understanding the 

subjective lives of research participant as well. This process transpired in the current study as the 

researcher was fully immersed in the lived experiences of research participants.  

 
Personal Training 

In this study, the researcher occupied diverse roles, however, first a learner. The goal was to 

transfer the information gained through the study into new knowledge. The researcher was aware that 

choices she made throughout the course of the study tended to shape and be shaped by the process of 

inquiry (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Personal life experiences, training, education, and personal life story 

have admittedly had some bearing on the researcher role in the study. Consequently, graduate training 

as a marriage and family therapist and a graduate education in clinical social work and developmental 

psychology have produced certain influences that have no doubt shaped the researcher’s thinking and 

approach to others. The researcher’s personal objective was to maintain a balance and remain 

“systematic and rigorous” yet sensitive to the ways personal life experiences, training, education, and 

personal life story might have influenced the research study. 

Marriage and family therapy. Family systems theory has unquestionably shaped the 

researcher’s education and training as a marriage and family therapist. Originating in the 1940s, family 

systems theory uses a metaphoric approach to understand individual, couple, and family dynamics. 

Consequentially, training in family systems was a good match with life stories. Family systems theory was 

founded upon the idea of organized mechanical and biological units. Theorists observed that human 

dynamics shared the characteristics of systems that is, interrelated, interacting or interdependent parts 

forming a greater and more complex whole. This became a valid means of understanding and studying 

how families function, as an organized unit instead of merely a collection of individuals (Nichols & 

Schwartz, 2004). The family is much more than a collection of individuals from a systems perspective; it is 

a system of relationships. Several additional aspects that are emphasized in family systems and related 

to the current research are communication, family structure, transgenerational patterns, symbolic 

experiences, emotions and anxiety, and observations of behaviors within the system.  

Family systems theory is complementary to the function and role missionary families hold within 

overlapping communities that makeup the global cross-culture mission system. There is an assumed 

relationship between the systems involved with the missionary as an individual, and the missionary’s 

spiritual life, family life, and the life of his/her vocational ministry. The stability or homeostasis between all 
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of the systems, and their sub-systems, is critical for the spiritual, physical, and emotional well-being and 

health of the missionary couple, as well as for their entire family. Satisfaction within the missionary couple 

relationship and within the family unit contributes to the stability of each of the systems, of their sub-

systems, and ultimately to the global cross-cultural mission system (Andrews, 1999; 2004b). 

Narrative therapy. Narrative therapy holds a prominent place in the researcher’s training and 

education as a marriage and family therapist. It affected the way she navigated through the research 

process. According to White and Epston’s (1990) writing, narrative therapy’s foundation is built on the 

knowledge and power of one’s own story. Individuals are viewed as organizing their lives around 

dominant stories. Story telling, both in written and in oral traditions, is a strong distinction of narrative 

theory and enables the client to separate from the negative dominate story, examine their role, and 

choose to re-author an alternative story that better serves the client. Story telling is used as a mechanism 

for encouraging dialogue, rather than monologue.  

 When using narrative therapy, the process of externalizing the problem promotes discussion of 

the issue without the client feeling as though he or she is the problem. The problem remains outside of 

the client and the problem is the problem, not the client. The problem becomes a separate entity, external 

to the client, making the process of talking about the problem much easier for the client. Exploring the 

effect of the problem becomes less threatening. It works to alleviate questions about who is to blame for 

the problem. This process encourages cooperation among family members, causing them to unite as a 

team and wrestle against the problem as a team, rather than wrestling with one another (White & Epston, 

1990). 

 Michel Foucault’s theories and “thoughts on power and knowledge” greatly influenced White and 

Epston’s (1990, p. 1) development of narrative therapy. Additionally, Bateson’s (1972) “interruptive 

method” proved instrumental for White and Epston in studying and understanding the process of making 

sense of the world. Bateson believed that the way we understand an event is determined by our map of 

the world. He compared the map to patterns in our lives. He further believed that our “interpretation of any 

events was determined by how well it fit with known patterns and events” and argued, “those events that 

can not be “patterned” are not selected for survival; such events will not exist for us as facts” (White & 

Epston, 1990, p.2). Narrative therapy, the work of White and Epston, and the work of Bateson, especially 

his use of interpretive methods and patterns complimented the use of life stories and attachment theory in 

this research. 

Clinical social work. The researcher’s graduate education in clinical social work was also a 

strong force in shaping views and adding strengths. A social worker must master knowledge in relation to 

human bio-psycho-social development. This includes theories relevant to human development, including 
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appropriate developmental tasks necessary for individuals, couples, families, and groups. It encompasses 

current knowledge pertinent to psychopathology and methods for working with micro, mezzo, and macro 

level systems as well as with a variety or cultures. The study of qualitative and quantitative research and 

field practice has been an asset in the current study. Essential components in working with humans in 

both social work and in marriage and family therapy is maintaining competency in practice and in ethical 

standards (Hepworth, Rooney, & Larsen, 2002). Research participants in this study have been regarded 

with respect and the research was performed with the highest of ethical standards.  

 Clinical social work and the helping process are based on the capacity to interview clients and 

elicit information. At the same time, one must build rapport and explore problems while engaging the 

client in the process of information gathering, formulating assessments, and mutually planning and 

negotiating goals. Personal experience as an instructor for a variety of social work courses was an asset 

to the current study. Additionally, the experience of working face-to-face with clients in practice and in 

interviewing and recording has been an asset. Prior experience with structuring the interview and 

employing facilitative conditions such as respect, empathy, and genuineness has been a benefit. Training 

in perception of and identifying feelings, using open-ended and closed questioning appropriately, and 

making use of verbal following and focusing skills have been an advantage in obtaining the life stories of 

participants in the current study.  

 

Personal Interest 

 
 The very first time I recall hearing about attachment theory remains a remarkably vivid memory 

for me. The memory is similar to a snap shot in my mind. It had such an impression on me that I don’t 

believe I will ever forget it. I’m able to recount the moment, my location, the instructor, his voice, and even 

what he was writing on the board and what I was writing in my notes. That moment had an enormous 

impact on me and I felt forever changed because suddenly, answers to questions that I had struggled to 

understand much of my life instantly became clear and totally logical to me. Attachment theory was the 

key, unlocking answers to my questions and providing a new framework for examining and understanding 

information. With a new found comprehension, attachment theory helped me to secure new insight. It 

helped me to make sense of the behaviors of others first and then my own. It was truly an illuminating 

experience. Attachment theory revealed a new way of thinking about and understanding behaviors that 

had previously been misinterpreted and perplexing to me. 

 Stories have been intriguing to me since childhood. As a child and into adulthood, family 

members have often shared stories. Many of us also entertain one another with stories. Stories are a 

tradition in my family, probably much like other families. They have been passed down through 
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generations and have been a source of inspiration, hope, and change. Stories have been informing, 

motivating, and encouraging. They have brought excitement, laughter, and tears. I’m fond of hearing the 

stories of others and I enjoy telling stories myself. Stories are revealing and have helped me to 

understand others. They are powerful and can either bring about restriction or freedom. Everyone has a 

story to tell and most individuals like to share their story. When someone shares a story, they share much 

more than just a story. They share values, fears, beliefs, and most importantly, they share a part of 

themselves.  

I have enjoyed the privilege of participating in several mission trips to various places in South 

America, Central America, and North America. In the course of each trip, missionaries have shared 

stories with me about their journey and experiences, some revealing perceptions about what has brought 

them to the current place in their lives. I have been intrigued by the honesty and vulnerability of 

individuals who share their stories. Stories of missionaries have helped me to better understand what life 

is like for them. I have several close friends who happen to be missionaries. Because of the friendships 

we share, I have been permitted to hear about some personal issues they struggle with, simply due to the 

nature of their careers. Many of these matters tend to be related to the topic of attachment. 

A personal dream of mine is to work with missionary couples on the field or to develop a place for 

missionaries to come for physical, emotional, and spiritual respite; an experience involving the whole 

person. It would be a pleasant encounter that they look forward to, perhaps once or twice a year, and 

anticipate the relaxation much like one might look forward to an upcoming vacation. The experience 

would offer a time of resting, of networking with other missionaries, and restoring the individual and the 

marital couple. Then they can go back to the field renewed and feeling healthier in all areas important to 

the whole person. It would offer hope and encouragement and provide the opportunity for individual, 

couple, and group work to deal with personal struggles. Most importantly, it would make their jobs on the 

field more emotionally, physically, and spiritually rewarding. Sweatman’s (1999) analysis of data on 

missionaries revealed a “significant relationship between marital satisfaction about leisure time together 

and depression” (p. 154) emphasizing the importance healthy marriages in missionary couples and social 

support as a buffer for stress. 

Attachment theory, personal stories, and missionaries have been interesting, significant, and 

appropriately relevant concepts to combine. These areas have not only held interest and intrigue for me; 

each has also played an intricate role over the years to facilitate my own learning and has enhanced my 

personal understanding. The nature of these concepts has caused them to complement one another and 

the combination of attachment theory, personal stories, and missionaries have stimulated further 

understanding and knowledge for the researcher.  

 26

 



Limitations  

 
Limitations are inherent in all research and this research study does include certain limitations. 

Chapter three highlights detail on the methods for the study. Individual elements found within the methods 

might produce particular limitations.  

This study was not designed for generalizability and cannot be generalized to the greater 

missionary population. An exploratory study using life story narratives is not usually meant to be 

generalized. However, this study is generalizable in the sense of providing insight into the theory of 

attachment and missionaries in a broad sense. Many of the findings in this study continue to support 

results in relation to prior research in adult attachment, missionaries, and attachment to God. A purpose 

of this study was to explore an area where little was known. Results of the study were very personal and 

unique accounts from each participant and are focused more on depth than breadth.  

The sample size for the study was low. Using a small sample size generally decreases the 

probability of the sample being representative of a larger population. The sample was drawn from a small 

population of missionaries. A convenience sample was developed and participation in the study was on a 

voluntary basis. Individuals who tend to volunteer as participants in research might also be expected to 

possess characteristics that differ from the public at large. Therefore, findings were not intended to be 

representative yet they generated thick, rich description of the participants’ experiences.   

A limitation might possibly be due to the general research site. The research was conducted at a 

residential location where many of the missionary guests are repeat visitors. It is possible that participants 

might have sensed a threat that others would discover information that participants shared, even though 

strictest confidentiality was promised by the researcher. As an example, in the pilot study one of the 

participants shared a simple, yet important personal desire but this individual also confessed that this was 

not something they felt comfortable sharing with the spouse. This particular example did not appear to 

reduce participation or comfort in sharing in the pilot study. Interesting too, the individual in the pilot study 

recently shared with the researcher that they have since disclosed the information to the spouse. Yet, 

depending on a real or perceived threat with the level of information shared and the dissertation research 

participant’s comfort with confidentiality, it could have affected participation in the research for this study. 

The threat, for example, that a spouse, another missionary, or the sending organization might discover 

private information could have possibly been enough to detract from higher participation in the study. 

Finally, the individuals that comprise any couple might very well agree with one another that an 

event occurred. However, each individual’s interpretations of that event may very well be different. This 

was possible with the research participants in this study as well. Memories of past experiences are 

selective and are open to being shaped and fashioned by the research participant’s current perspective 
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(Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995). The importance of the original experience can greatly differ from current 

awareness. Some could view the fact that individuals might interpret the same event differently as a 

limitation. However, it also points to the individual nature of attachment and the selection of memories 

based on internal working models of attachment. 

 
Delimitations  

 
1. The current study was an exploratory study. Therefore the focus of the research was on accruing 

information that informed rather than defined adult romantic attachment.  

2. In the current study, degree of attachment security was not a concern or focus of the study. The 

purpose was rather to make observations of patterns and themes of attachment. 

3. This study did not seek to evaluate attachment relationship quality and attachment styles were 

not judged.  

4. The study was limited to married missionary couples that volunteered to participate in the study 

as individuals. 

5. The sample was not representative of all ages or ethnicities. Due to the small sample size, 

generalization to the larger missionary community was not a goal.  

 
Assumptions  

 
 Every research study is based on a range of assumptions that supports and elucidates specific 

beliefs on which the research is based. Following are some of the acknowledgements on which this study 

was based.  

1. It was acknowledged that most every person has a life story. 

2. It was acknowledged that people are able to take relatively abstract experiences and create 

coherent accounts of his or her life and that these accounts make up specific portions of a 

coherent life story. 

3. It was acknowledged that each individual story was subject to change or revision as old meanings 

were updated with additions of new information and new meaning became created over time. 

4. It was acknowledged that the life stories of research participants are true and facts were not 

challenged or debated for the story belonged to the participant.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 
A goal of this study was to explore themes of attachment in the lives of missionary couples. A 

number of key topics have emerged through the review of the literature on matters relevant to the 

study. The literature review encompassed: research on the measurement of adult attachment, how 

adult romantic attachment related to missionaries, attachment to God, and the general category of 

missionaries.  

 

Measurement of Adult Attachment 

 
The measurement of adult attachment began with the creation of the Adult Attachment Interview 

(AAI) by George, Kaplan, and Main (1985) which assessed current attachment styles, focusing on adult 

states of mind and effects on parenting. Hazan and Shaver (1987) theorized that romantic love is 

essentially an attachment process through which affectional bonds are formed, and accordingly, they 

created the first self-report measure of adult attachment. Staying with the original three styles of 

attachment attributed to children (Ainsworth et al., 1978), Hazan and Shaver additionally hypothesized 

that romantic relationships are related in meaningful and theoretical ways to childhood memories of 

earlier parental relationships.  

Research in the field of adult romantic attachment continued to flourish. A multi-item, multi-scale 

measure was created by West, Sheldon, and Reiffer (1987). The measure was used for clinically 

analyzing male and female adult relationships with specific attachment styles. Brennan and Shaver’s 

(1990) study of adult heterosexual couples indicated that those who were securely attached experienced 

lower divorce rates and felt joy and comfort in intimate relationships. Likewise, avoidant couples were 

described as fearing intimacy in close relationships. Preoccupied couples experienced love as an 

obsession, reported extreme jealousy, and showed reluctance for close relationships based on a fear of 

rejection. The Attachment History Questionnaire, created by Pottharst and Kessler in 1982, is used to 

collect adult attachment related memories from childhood and is described by Pottharst (1990).  

The Relationship Questionnaire (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) incorporated adult responses 

for adult attachment, utilizing a four-category model of self and other (Appendix A). The questionnaire 

yields continuous dimensional ratings, rather than categorical, of the four attachment styles (secure, 

preoccupied, dismissive-avoidant, and fearful). Adult attachment measures have been used as a means 

of gathering attachment histories, along with other quantitative measures, to test attachment in adults. A 
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vast amount of research utilizing romantic attachment scales, primarily derived from self-report measure 

of adult attachment, has confirmed fundamental predictions of adult attachment in romantic relationships.  

Many attachment studies relevant to adult romantic relationships involve correlations with self-

report measures. Several studies have connected self-report measures to behavioral ratings (Feeney & 

Noller, 1990; Kobak & Hazan, 1991; Simpson, 1990), interview and diary based reports (Tidwell, Reis, & 

Shaver, 1996), longitudinal studies (Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994), and videotaped interactions (Kobak & 

Hazan, 1991).  

For example, Feeney and Noller (1990), used a Likert scale questionnaire with male and female 

university undergraduate students to find that securely attached students reported relatively positive 

perceptions to family of origin experiences. Avoidant individuals were likely to report separation from 

mother and mistrust of others, and anxiously attached individuals were less likely than avoidant research 

participants to view the father as supportive (p. 281). Kobak and Hazan (1991) explored security in 

married couples and found securely attached couples to independently report better marital adjustment 

and together to demonstrate better modulation of emotions in problem solving tasks. Behaviors in tasks 

surrounding communication between partners indicated a predictable association with attachment 

security. Several studies support specific theory-based predictions concerning strength of association 

between adult romantic attachment measures and particular behaviors during discussion of emotional 

topics compared to concrete issues (Frazier, Byer, Fischer, Wright, & DeBord, 1996; Collins & Read, 

1990),  behavior during discussion of major compared to minor relationship issues (Kobak & Hazan, 

1991; Simpson, 1990), and affect regulation strategies (Brennan & Shaver, 1995; Collins, 1996).  

Results from Frazier, Byer, Fischer, Wright, and DeBord (1996) indicated that male and female 

undergraduate university students generally preferred and were attracted to individuals with similar 

attachment styles. For example, anxious subjects tended to be attracted to and to prefer an anxious 

dating partner over a dating partner who was secure or avoidant in attachment style. This finding 

challenged the common belief that individuals might prefer a secure partner. Unlike similar studies, 

completed in the past that examined partner correlations, no evidence was seen to indicate anxious-

avoidant matching. Subjects who experienced a mother, who was ambivalent and cold, tended to be less 

attracted to individuals who possessed secure attachment styles.  

Male and female university undergraduate students wrote responses to hypothetical relationship 

events to describe how they might feel and behave if faced with that situation (Collins, 1996). When 

compared to secure participants, those with an anxious attachment style were more negative with 

descriptive responses and they reported higher emotional distress along with behaviors that were likely to 

lead to conflict. Avoidant individuals reported more negative explanations in the response, but not in the 
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area of emotional distress. Relationship style was seen to predict emotional responses. Findings 

indicated that individuals with different attachment working models are predisposed to how they think, feel 

and behave with others and was consistent with previous research. 

 The measurement of adult attachment has been an area of some controversy. Hazan and Shaver 

(1987) proposed that adult attachment styles should be measured as discrete categories and this proved 

to be problematic for conceptual, data-analytic, and logistical reasons. Collins and Read (1990) and 

Simpson (1990) pioneered the development and use of continuous adult attachment scales, rather than 

discriminate categorical scales that had previously been used. Levy and Davis (1988), Feeney and Noller 

(1990) and other researchers continued using the three category model in the late 1980’s and early 

1990’s. They explored adult romantic attachments by means of specific relationship constructs, such as 

commitment, satisfaction, trust, and long-term stability in romantic relationships (Simpson & Rholes, 

1998). In the early 1990’s Bartholomew’s (1990; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) exploration of 

attachment in adults brought about the use of a model that utilizes four continuous attachment 

dimensions, based on a model of self and a model of other (Appendix A). Bartholomew’s four dimensional 

model is used in this study. 

 

Change in Attachment Model for Research  

Bartholomew’s (1990; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) theoretical innovation was initiated through 

a proposal of four (rather than the prior three) principal adult attachment styles. It is a two-dimensional, 

four type model. The new model of adult attachment contained combinations representing positive and 

negative view of self and positive and negative view of other. The view of self is centered on anxiety. The 

view of other is based on avoidance. Keeping the secure and anxious-ambivalent (renamed preoccupied) 

styles in the model, Bartholomew (1990) further developed two (rather than the prior singular) forms of 

avoidance, terming them dismissive-avoidance and fearful-avoidance.  

According to the four-category model (Appendix A), individuals with secure attachment have a 

positive view of self and a positive view of other. Secure individuals are low on dependence, anxiety and 

avoidance. Preoccupied (formally anxious-ambivalent) individuals have a negative view of self and a 

positive yet apprehensive view of other. Preoccupied individuals are high on dependence and anxiety and 

low on avoidance. Dismissive-avoidant individuals have a positive view of self and a negative view of 

other. Dismissive-avoidant individuals are low on dependence and anxiety and high on avoidance. 

Fearful-avoidant individuals have a negative view of self and other. Fearful-avoidant individual are high on 

dependence, anxiety and avoidance (Bartholomew, 1990; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Simpson & 

Rholes, 1998). The development of the two-dimensional model of adult attachment is among the most 
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substantial recent theoretical advances in attachment theory. The four-category model has been validated 

and adopted by many researchers and is based on empirical support (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998; 

Johnson & Whiffen, 2003; Rholes & Simpson, 2004). The four-category model of self and other is the 

overarching prototype of adult attachment employed to direct this research study.                                                                 

 Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) developed a semi-structured attachment interview, containing 

open-ended questions, for evaluating adult attachment styles. They demonstrated the ability of semi-

structured interviews to approximate the degree to which research participant approached the four 

attachment styles. The prototypes originated from Bowlby’s view that a model of attachment contains 

concepts dealing with both self and others. However, unlike Bowlby’s original claim, the scoring system 

regarded the models of self and other as independent of one another (Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994).  

 A factor analysis of all English-language dimensional measures of attachment was conducted by 

Brennan, Clark, and Shaver (1998). It was discovered, in support of Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991), 

that all measures could be condensed into the two dimensions of anxiety and avoidance. Since then, the 

Experiences in Close Relationships scale (ECR) has been used in multiple studies with high reliability and 

predictive validly (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002). One weakness of prior research on adult attachment is that 

it has been completed with college students. There is a need for more research to be completed on adult 

participants that are married. Couples also need to represent a more diverse population, in addition to 

university students. For a detailed description of adult attachment prototypes, see Bartholomew’s web site 

at: http://www.sfu.ca/psyc/faculty/bartholomew/prototypes.htm 

  
Common Patterns in Attachment Research  

Simpson, Rholes, and Nelligan (1992) performed some of the first videotaped social interaction 

research relevant to adult attachment and its role in personal interaction of adult romantic partners. They 

observed dating partners and the manner in which individuals with different attachment styles regulated 

emotions when becoming distressed. On one hand, women that possessed a secure attachment, when 

distressed, used their romantic partners to regulate their own emotions by turning to the romantic partner 

for reassurance. On the other hand, women who tended to be more avoidant demonstrated a different 

behavior by withdrawing when experiencing a similar situation. Securely attached men offered the 

romantic partner more emotional support and comfort when the partner was distressed. Conversely, men 

with more avoidant attachment styles were less supportive towards their partners when the partners 

became distressed. Adult attachment styles suggest ways of modifying, managing, and mitigating 

negative affect in romantic attachment relationships (Brenner & Shaver, 1995; Collins, 1996; Collins & 

Read, 1990; Feeney & Noller, 1990; Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994; Kobak & Hazan, 1991; Levy & Davis, 

1988; Simpson, 1990). 
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Many findings have been revealed in relation to attachment and married couples. Simpson’s 

(1990) study reported higher levels of independence, trust, and commitment in securely attached couples. 

Couples possessing a secure attachment were more highly satisfied with marriage than other attachment 

styles and they experienced more successful conflict resolution (Kobak, & Hazan, 1991). In a three-year 

longitudinal study, Kirkpatrick and Davis (1994) established that attachment styles are not randomly 

paired in romantic couples. Their results additionally reported that the prediction of long-term relationship 

stability is based on attachment styles.  

In a selective integrative review of empirical literature, Hazen and Shaver (1994) propose “a 

generative theoretical framework for organizing extent data … for making predictions beyond what can be 

currently documented” (p. 1).  They introduce the question of what one would want from a theory on close 

relationships and subsequently offer an outline of the theory. They revealed how existing findings from 

the review could be structured, using their framework for close relationships. Beginning with a concise 

overview on the history of attachment, they briefly discussed the attachment system, attachment 

formation, disruption and dissolution, internal working models, and attachment styles. Sources and 

stability of individual differences and attachment beyond infancy highlight differences between infant 

attachment and adult attachment.  

Hazen and Shaver (1994, p. 10-15) answer a series of specific and critical questions on 

attachment theory and adult romantic relationships. A glimpse of those questions follow. What makes a 

relationship partner appealing? How is a relationship formed? How does a relationship develop? What 

causes relationships to be satisfying or enduring? What are precursors or reactions to the dissolution of a 

relationship? What role does the relationship play in overall functioning? Why and how do persons vary in 

how they think, feel, and behave in relationships with one another? Hazen and Shaver believe that a 

theory on relationships, especially a theory related to adult romantic relationships, needs to answer these 

types of questions. Concluding, several additional questions are raised for future study and the authors 

shared their belief that future research efforts need to focus on the phenomena of normative (secure) 

attachment.                                            

Research continued to clarify the character, organization, and processes involved in the 

maintenance of internal working models (Shaver, Collins, & Clark, 1996). Collins (1996) explored 

attachment style differences and compared individuals with secure working models to individuals with 

anxious-ambivalent (preoccupied) working models. Collins reported, not surprisingly, more positive 

emotions for securely attached couples. It was discovered that anxious-ambivalent individuals explained 

events in more negative ways, what Gottman (1999) refers to as negative sentiment override in couple 

communication. Collins reported more emotional distress for the anxious-ambivalent attachment style and 
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found that anxious-ambivalent individual behaviors tend to manifest conflict. Furthermore, Collins found 

avoidant individuals express more negativity within their communication. However, they did not report 

emotional distress (Simpson & Rholes, 1998) which is understood and consistent with attachment theory.  

Finally, Johnson has incorporated attachment theory into her work with distressed couples. She 

operationalizes the recently identified construct of “attachment injury” and explains that “an attachment 

injury occurs when one partner violates the expectation that the other will offer comfort and caring in 

times of danger or distress” (Johnson, Makinen, & Millikin, 2001. p. 145). This behavior is related to the 

need for a secure base and safe haven in attachment.  Johnson promotes the idea that couples 

addressing and resolving attachment injuries have the capability to once again re-establish the security of 

the emotional attachment which “is a potent factor in creating resiliency both in individual partners and in 

long-time relationships” (p. 154). 

An understanding of common patterns and factors that have been found in prior attachment 

research were valuable in the current study and an asset to the researcher’s therapeutic work with 

married couples. Simpson, Rholes, and Nelligan’s (1992) study brought clarity to how participants 

regulate emotions. Simpson’s (1990) research helped to explain commitment in relationships and Kobak 

and Hazan’s (1991) study illuminated marriage satisfaction and conflict resolution. Hazen and Shaver’s 

(1994) work elucidates the theory of adult attachment and blends nicely with the extensive work of both 

Gottman (1999) and Johnson and colleagues (1995, 1999, 2001, 2003), especially with distressed marital 

relationships.   

 
Stability and Change in Attachment Styles  

One of the more recent areas being investigated in the field of attachment is stability and change 

in attachment security. The first empirical investigation using a clinical sample was used to measure 

change and stability in clients’ attachment styles (Travis, Binder, Bliwise, & Horne-Moyer, 2001). 

Significant numbers of participants changed after receiving time-limited dynamic psychotherapy. The 

change in attachment was positive, from an insecure attachment style to secure. Davila and Cobb (2004) 

reported on the matter of change in attachment style. First, with the use of long-term longitudinal studies 

the authors explore the connection between levels of childhood attachment classification and later adult 

attachment classification. Second, using self-report adult romantic attachment questionnaires they 

explore the change process. Third, utilizing interview assessments administered over relatively short 

periods of time Davila and Cobb search out a better understanding of how individuals make changes in 

attachment styles. Research results suggest that self-report and interview assessments of attachment 

security have the capability to change during late adolescents and adulthood. 
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Attachment styles established during infancy generally remained stable across the life span 

(Bowlby, 1969/1982). This view was supported by Diehl, Elnick, Bourbeau, and Labouvie-Vief (1998) and 

Hazan and Shaver (1987).  Diehl et al., (1998) reported that adult memories of childhood dealing with 

parenting were found to correlate with the current adult attachment style. Rothbard and Shaver (1994) 

also report “confidence that attachment is fundamentally similar in childhood and adulthood” (p. 61). 

Yet others view attachment styles as malleable and believe they can change in close 

interpersonal relationships (Rothbard & Shaver, 1994) and in supportive therapeutic relationships 

(Johnson & Whiffen, 2003). Others maintain that change takes place through the process of negative life 

encounters (Waters, Merrick, Treboux, Crowell, & Albersheim, 2000) or in the path of prolonged 

experiences that refute internal working models that were established earlier in childhood (Shorey & 

Snyder, 2006).  

Davila, Burger, and Hammen (1997) examined the question of why attachment styles change. 

Using interviews and self-report questionnaires, the results of the study suggest that attachment style 

change was reflective of insecurity. Other research findings revealed a link between attachment insecurity 

and psychopathology (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002; Shorey & Snyder, 2006). Close supportive 

relationships in marriage appear to protect against adverse life events and seem to play a key role in 

prohibiting the negative effects from early attachment relationships. Predictors of change in adulthood are 

not readily documented; however, the presence of a secure base and safe haven are credited for positive 

change (Scharfe, 2003). Bowlby (1988) has indicated that positive change can occur, from insecure to a 

secure attachment style, in adulthood by reflecting on one’s own working model and experiencing 

corrective relationships. For an adult, these conditions are often realized in a healthy therapeutic 

relationship.  

It must be understood then that attachment styles are not conceptualized from the perspective of 

absolute categories. Rather, they are seen as continuous dimensions. They are identified as prototypes 

and are not mutually exclusive. They represent a predisposition within individuals that is based on past 

experiences in attachment relationships. Throughout one’s life, the attachment figure is continually 

appraised and interpreted. Working models are then updated with new experiences. Working models hold 

attachment memories, current needs, personal beliefs, and future expectations and they dictate how the 

individual will communicate and respond to attachment figures. Working models persistently shape 

cognitions, emotions, and behavioral responses.  

Insecure attachment styles are not, in themselves, a form of pathology. Rather, they allow 

individuals to become adaptive. The acquisition of a secondary, less than secure, attachment style 

permits an individual to develop and maintain a secondary strategy for staying in proximity to a care 
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provider who is not accessible and/or responsive to the individual. Insecure attachment styles only 

become a difficult hindrance when they become rigid or evident in distressed relationships. “They are 

perhaps best thought of as predispositions that are risk factors for social and psychological impairments, 

particularly at times of stress and life transitions” (Johnson & Whiffen, 1999, p. 371). Attachment is 

organized as a behavioral control system. The main goal of the system is to preserve a predictable 

environment and a place where physiological homeostasis is maintained. If that environment is 

threatened and needs are not met, a predetermined set of processes take over (Cassidy & Shaver, 

1999).  

Attachment theory helps to explain individual differences in a wide range of cognitive, affective, 

and behavioral domains and is based on a dynamic model of the mind. When applying attachment theory 

to adult relationships, it appears to be especially useful in addressing specific issues in the study of close 

romantic relationships. Overall, research maintains the notion that attachment is a significant 

characteristic of adult romantic interaction in relationships. 

 
How Adult Romantic Attachment Relates to Missionaries 

 
Studies point to a number of intriguing and fruitful findings in the broad field of adult attachment 

and more specifically in romantic relationships. However, more relevant to the current research study, 

findings potentially relate to married missionary couples in some very specific and promising ways. Many 

of the topics explored in attachment research, especially those associated with loss, separation, 

emotional distress, and physical stresses are particularly unique to missionaries. Missionary couples 

could expect to experience virtually all attachment experiences that the average couple in the general 

population experience. In addition, missionary couples might sense a more intense experience at times 

because of the uncommon, uncertain, and unpredictable environment that tends to go hand-in-hand with 

the career choice. 

 

Spouse as Primary Attachment  

 Adult romantic partners often become the primary attachment figures for one another, thus 

providing a secure base during times of safety for exploration and becoming a safe haven in times of 

potential threat or harm. This is an area of significance that applies to missionary couples, given that the 

couples are often physically separated for considerable periods of time through the assignment. Fraley 

and Shaver’s (1998) study focusing on the physical separation of couples, sheds light on this issue of 

missionary couple separation. Generally, avoidance seemed to regulate proximity, and anxiety 

accentuated the experience of separation distress in the study. With activation of the attachment system 
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(imminent separation) avoidant women pulled away from their partners, presumably to reduce attachment 

related anxiety. Anxious and fearful women experienced high levels of separation anxiety and distress. 

Avoidant men were less likely to seek proximity maintenance, although data for men was not as clear as 

data for women. Couples who were involved in a relationship for a longer period of time expressed less 

anxiety and avoidance than those in shorter relationships (Fraley & Shaver, 1998). This raises the 

potential for countless questions pertaining to the missionary couple’s relationship and how this additional 

separation impacts an already vulnerable attachment style in a potentially dangerous or threatening 

environment. Van Reken (1988), an adult child of missionaries, who eventually became a missionary 

along with her husband, writes about her fear of separation from her husband immediately after her 

marriage. She writes,  

I love being David’s wife. But the fears haven’t left. I recently saw a book  

about a couple who had a car accident right after their wedding, and the  

wife was killed. Driving down to Tennessee for our honeymoon, I just knew  

it would happen to one of us. I can’t get over the feeling that God won’t  

allow me to keep anyone I love for very long. (p 59) 

  Feeney and Noller (1990) found that individuals possessing a secure attachment style were more 

prone to identify positive relationship characteristics of partners and avoidant styles displayed lower levels 

of emotional intensity. Those with anxious attachment were more likely to idealize the partner. These 

findings support the idea that relationship quality is associated with attachment style.  

Johnson, Makinen, and Millikin (2001) explored the effects and treatment of attachment injury in 

couples. An “attachment injury occurs when one partner violates the expectation that the other will offer 

comfort and caring in times of danger or distress” and is characterized by “a betrayal of trust during a 

critical time of need” (p. 145). Without treatment, attachment injuries cause distress and insecurity in the 

marital relationship and erode trust and stability. Trust, unwavering commitment, and dependability are 

essential in any marriage and especially to missionaries who, without family members and other social 

support, rely heavily on the emotional and physical support of their spouse. After six months of marriage, 

Van Reken (1988) continued to experience problems sensing stability in her marriage. She indicated in 

her journal, if her husband was a few minutes late coming home from work, she found herself planning 

his funeral. She wrote, “I’ve even wondered how long you have to be married before you don’t need to 

return the wedding gifts if something terrible happens” (p. 60).  

Specific exploration on an individual’s view of self, view of other, and the role of anxiety and 

avoidance in the missionary relationship hold important implications. Park, Crocker, and Mickelson (2004) 

found that secure individuals tend to obtain self-esteem from family support and are more prone to base 
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self-esteem on virtues. Preoccupied subjects and fearful individuals tended to base self-esteem on 

physical attractiveness. Avoidant subjects based self-esteem on personal independence and self-

reliance. Being involved in a caring romantic relationship with another might affect not only the overall 

relationship quality and stability, but also each individual partner’s self-esteem. Understanding self-

esteem from an attachment perspective could prove beneficial for all marriages and may well help 

missionary couples with their self-esteem.   

Similarly, Simpson, Rholes, and Nelligan’s (1992) research on spontaneous interaction between 

romantic partners, when one of the individuals is confronted with an anxiety laden situation, is a 

consequential area for missionary couples. They determined that secure women were prone to seek out 

more support as their anxiety escalated. On the other hand, avoidant women sought out less support as 

their anxiety intensified. Secure men offered more support to partners as the partner’s anxiety increased. 

However, avoidant men were less likely to offer support as the partner’s anxiety increased, and the men’s 

actions were generally witnessed as aloof, cold, and distant. This study indicated that environmental 

situations have an influence on romantic attachment and on the extent that it is activated. This is of 

interest to missionary couples who often go to foreign countries, with unfamiliar customs, and possibly 

have a stronger element of danger and unpredictability in daily routines than the average couple.  

Participants completed responses to hypothetical relationship scenarios in Collins’s (1996) 

research describing how they thought they might respond in particular circumstance. Anxious subjects 

had a tendency to explain events in more negative ways, with higher emotional distress, and 

accompanied by actions that were inclined to lead to conflict. Avoidant subjects provided negative 

description of the scenario but displayed no emotional distress. These conclusions suggest that adults 

are predisposed to think, feel, and behave in ways consistent with specific working models. Research that 

works toward promoting better ways of modifying, managing, and mitigate negative affect in marital 

relationships, specifically related to each attachment style can easily be applied to missionary marriages 

as well. 

 

Stability and Change in Attachment  

 Johnson and her colleagues (Johnson & Greenberg, 1995; Johnson, Makinen, & Millikin, 2001; 

Johnson & Whiffen, 2003) used emotionally focused therapy (EFT) with both individuals and married 

couples that could be applied to exploring the relationships of missionary couples in numerous ways. She 

investigated the best type of therapy to use with particular couples, depending on the clients’ attachment 

styles. For example, Johnson supported using EFT with clients who were struggling with depression, 

chronic pain, and sexual abuse. The use of EFT with individuals and couples could help researchers and 
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therapists to better understand how it is that some clients experience more difficultly in treatment than 

others from an attachment perspective.   

 Two key elements in defining attachment are accessibility and responsiveness (Bowlby, 1988), 

also particularly necessary for a missionary couple who is in an unfamiliar location. They need to know 

that the other will be there for them when feeling threatened, vulnerable, or distressed. These feelings are 

particularly hypersensitive in challenging situations, major transitions, and in conflict-filled conditions 

(Johnson & Whiffen, 1999). Secure individuals are inclined to be comfortable with intimacy in a 

relationship, yet confident in them self as well. They tend to be flexible, promote cognitive exploration, are 

curious, can tolerate and deal with ambiguity, are better able to consider alternatives and work more 

collaboratively at problem solving than insecure attachment styles. These are positive characteristics for 

any marriage and would also aid missionaries, in transitional or challenging situations.   

Research reveals a strong link between attachment insecurity and psychopathology (Shaver & 

Mikulincer, 2002; Shorey & Snyder, 2006). Any effort that would promote stability of secure attachment 

and endorse a positive change, from insecure to secure, would serve the missionary couple in beneficial 

ways. Close supportive relationships in marriage seem to protect against adverse life events. They are 

seen to play a key role in prohibiting negative effects from early attachment relationships. The presence 

of a secure base and safe haven are credited for positive change (Scharfe, 2003). A promising 

observation from Davila, Karney, and Bradbury (1999) suggests that adults, who have encountered 

stressful events in their upbringing and are supposedly insecure, might in fact be more likely to change. 

Further research is needed to better determine how the adult attachment level changes in the 

understudied population of missionaries  

 
Attachment to God 

 
Attachment to God is a reasonably new research inquiry, and it is a topic that is especially 

relevant to this study on attachment and missionaries. Kirkpatrick appeared to be one of the most 

published contemporary researchers on the topic of attachment to God. Kirkpatrick has completed 

several studies surrounding such topics as: attachment and religion, attachment stability, attachment and 

romantic relationships, attachment in marriage, loneliness and relationship with God, and attachment to 

God (Kirkpatrick, 1992, 1994, 1999, 2004; Kirkpatrick, Shillito, & Kellas, 1999; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 

1992).  
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God as an Attachment Figure  

 “Probably in all normal people [attachment] continues in one form or another throughout life and, 

although in many ways transformed, underlies many of our attachments to country, sovereign, or church” 

(Bowlby, 1956, p. 588). Kirkpatrick (1999, p. 803) argued that various features of religious beliefs and 

behaviors could be understood within the framework of attachment theory and that God often becomes a 

substitute attachment figure for some individuals. Kirkpatrick supported the notion that many aspects and 

manifestations of the attachment process are also witnessed in Christian religious beliefs and behaviors. 

He further pointed out that applying the theory of attachment to religious beliefs and the relationship one 

shares with God offers yet another distinctive method for understanding the attachment process in 

adulthood. 

 Many individuals perceive God and other deities as attachment figures. Christianity in particular 

holds to a religious faith in a personal interactive relationship with Jesus Christ and God (Kirkpatrick, 

1999). In response to the question, “Do you feel you have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ and/or 

God?” (p. 804) at least two-thirds of respondents from college student and newspaper surveys, answered 

that they indeed did (Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1992; Kirkpatrick, 1999). Many individuals identified 

themselves as being in an interactive relationship with God and indicated that the relationship was 

fundamental to their religious beliefs. 

 The emotion of love is at the center of many religious belief systems. Kirkpatrick and others 

perceive the love relationship that one shares with God more closely paralleled the relationship of a child 

and primary attachment figure. The relationship between the child and the care provider is a hierarchical 

relationship, non-reciprocal, and is more reflective of one’s relationship to God than to the love 

relationship shared in the romantic relationship. God is experienced as a parental figure and is termed the 

“stronger and wiser other” by Bowlby. Therefore, the relationship with God is more closely understood 

and compared with the relationship that is shared between a child and parent (Kirkpatrick, 1999) than 

between romantic partners.  

 

God’s Image as Parent 

            God is frequently experienced psychologically in the role of a parent figure. Kirkpatrick (1999) 

made several observations pertaining to God as a parent figure and noted that even Freud (1927/1961) 

distinguished God “as an exalted father figure” (p. 805). Some researchers suggested that God more 

closely resembled a maternal figure (Nelson, 1971) while others indicated that God resembled an 

individual’s ideal parent (Nelson & Jones, 1957). Still other researchers indicated that God images were a 

blend of conventional maternal and paternal factors (Vergote & Tamayo, 1981). Many would even declare 
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that God is the ultimate attachment figure.  

 It is possible to view God as a safe haven. God is omnipotent, all powerful and omniscient, all 

knowing and therefore perceived as a safe haven (Kirkpatrick, 1999). Three categorical situations tend to 

activate attachment behaviors: fright, illness, and separation (Bowlby, 1969/1982). Many individuals 

comprehend religion as fulfilling a need for protection and security, especially in times of fear, illness, or 

when experiencing loneliness and separation. Kirkpatrick illustrated, “There are no atheists in foxholes” 

(p. 807). Prayer has been shown to be a common coping mechanism during acute illness (O’Brien, 1982). 

Some findings revealed that religious beliefs and prayer tend to intensify after an individual loses 

someone loved to death and the intensified religious behavior has a positive effect on coping through the 

grieving process (Parkes, 1972). 

 God provides a secure base for many. Secure attachment allows one to experience feelings of 

safety and promotes exploration of the environment from the attachment figure. This criterion is met by 

God. God is referenced as a secure base in the familiar and often quoted twenty-third Psalms. Clearly, 

“an attachment figure who is simultaneously omnipresent, omniscient, and omnipotent can provide the 

most secure of secure bases” (Kirkpatrick, 1999, p. 807-808). 

 Ainsworth’s (1985) original criteria for attachment included a response to separation from the 

attachment figure or loss of the attachment figure. The criteria are seen in the form of anxiety with threat 

of separation, and of grief in loss of attachment. Because God is omnipresent, He is always present for 

the believer. For individuals who believe in the Christian faith, the potential for separation then only 

comes at death when one will either share eternity with God or be separated from God forever 

(Kirkpatrick, 1999). Kirkpatrick further asserted that according to Christian religious beliefs, to spend 

eternity “[separated] from God is the very essence of hell” (p. 808). 

 God is often viewed as a parental figure, and the relationship one shares with God meets the 

conditions necessary for attachment. Those conditions include maintaining proximity, a safe haven, a 

secure base, and responses to separation and loss. Several parallels are observe between religious 

beliefs and a relationship with God and attachment relationships. Applying attachment theory to religious 

beliefs and the relationship one shares with God offers another dynamic method for further exploration 

and understanding of the attachment process. 

 
Individual Differences in Attachment to God 

            Respondents reporting avoidant childhood attachment to primary care providers were far more 

likely than any of the other attachment styles to report a sudden religious experience at adolescence or 

adulthood (Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990). Images of self and of God tend to be complementary. Kirkpatrick 
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and Shaver (1992) developed an exploratory attachment to God measure that was adapted from Hazan 

and Shaver’s (1987) three-category model. Secure couples were more likely to experience God as loving, 

responsive, and available. Those claiming a secure relationship with God also claimed less anxiety, less 

loneliness, less depression, greater life satisfaction, and less physical illness than the other attachment 

styles. People who view God as loving also tended to view themselves as lovable. They were inclined to 

possess higher levels of self-esteem than the other attachment styles. Therefore, those who possess a 

satisfyingly secure romantic attachment relationship might also be more likely to experience a secure 

relationship with God.  

 Individuals who possess an insecure attachment style were hypothesized to compensate by 

forming an attachment to God based on a lack of secure attachments (Kirkpatrick, 1998, 1999; Cicirelli, 

2004). Research literature is greatly lacking in this area. Attachment to God appeared to be greater for 

believers affiliated with evangelical faiths. African Americans have a propensity for a strong attachment to 

God (Cicirelli, 2004). However, gender and health were not seen to effect attachment levels. 

Research associated with religion and God is not generally included with conventional empirical 

research. Conceptualizing religion as an attachment process may provide a valuable method of 

approaching religious beliefs and behaviors. For some the “mere knowledge of God’s presence and 

accessibility allows him or her to approach the problems and difficulties of daily life with confidence” 

(Kirkpatrick, 1992, p. 6). Understandably, this principle may have a powerful effect on the way participants 

approach the daily problems of missionary life and romantic relationship as well.  

 

Measurement of Attachment to God 

            Individual differences in attachment to God can be conceptualized and measured by two 

underlying dimensions: avoidance and anxiety (Rowatt & Kirkpatrick, 2002). This is consistent with 

measurement in adult romantic attachment. Individuals with an avoidant adult romantic attachment style 

correlated with avoidant attachment to God. Individuals with an anxious adult romantic attachment style 

correlated with anxiety in attachment to God. Based on the interrelatedness of internal working models of 

attachment and findings from previous research, these results supported the theoretical correspondence 

between attachment theory and the domains of avoidance and anxiety.  

 The literature appears to be lacking in the ability to answer the question of correspondence or 

compensation (Beck & McDonald, 2004). Does God emulate an individual’s attachment style 

(correspondence)? Correspondence can be seen in an individual who has experienced a secure 

relationship with his or her early attachment figure, and then also goes on to experience a secure and 

loving view of God. Conversely, could the relationship that one shares with God be used to compensate 
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for a lack of secure attachment (compensation)? Compensation, characterized by an insecure 

relationship with one’s early attachment figure, would be associated with experiencing God as demanding 

and authoritative. This study presented an opportunity to explore correspondence and compensation with 

missionary couples. 

 
Missionaries 

 
 The call to ministry for a missionary requires a strong sense of commitment, preparation for the 

assignment and a broad base of support. Recruitment of missionaries is changing. Teamwork in field 

assignments, replacing the once popular solo explorer, is now common. Methods of fulfilling the mission 

“are substantially different – more rational, less confrontational, more attentive to persons as individuals 

and families rather than to labeled masses …” (Ward, 2004, p. xi). The special needs of missionaries are 

receiving more attention with an increased understanding of the serving community as a whole. For a 

long time it was presumed that missionaries were somehow unaffected by physical and emotional stress 

and their ability to live above it was a direct measure of spirituality. Mission agencies are now 

acknowledging that this is not true. However, many mission organizations are still not offering the 

practical support needed by many missionary families to sustain them under physical and emotional 

stress.  

 
The Call into Missions  

 How is it that one becomes a missionary? Most indicate a sense that God has called them into a 

vocation of service. For some, the call is accompanied by a willingness to serve, as though it is something 

they must do because God has asked them, while others are motivated out of a sense of dutiful 

obedience (Andrews, 2004a, p.4). Common features of the call into missions have emerged. They 

include: a crises experience culminating in obedience, a confirmation from external sources, endurance 

over time, educational and experiential ministry preparation, openness to the needs of others, and family 

members interact with other family members to the call (Andrews & Schubert, 2004, p. 39-40). “Last, a 

genuine call must be Christ-centered, that is, the call never takes precedence over the caller” (p. 40). 

Success for anyone answering the call entails readiness in four areas. Those areas are spiritual maturity, 

proper educational training for the assignment, physical health to withstand the assignment location, and 

psychological healthiness (p. 40).   

Most people enter into the call with genuine commitment and a servant’s heart. However, some 

enter into mission work for the wrong reasons. Andrews and Schubert (2004) identify problem patterns 

that are witnessed in some candidates and the call into ministry. They are: winning God’s approval, 
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needing to belong, penance, rash promises, family pressure, desire to be a hero, desire to rescue, going 

back home, and personality disorders. Andrews and Schubert support the retelling of the candidate’s 

story of the call. The missionary’s call was an element and function in this current study. 

An in-depth screening interview is common for many sending organizations and it is part of the 

selection process. Researchers and physicians believe that “factors which make breakdown during 

overseas service more likely can be identified during the screening interview of prospective missionary 

candidates” (Jones & Gamble, 2002, p. 352). A combination of both exposure to stress and individual 

vulnerabilities have an effect on outcome. The authors advocate for intervention in the form of prevention 

of problems rather than later treatment of problems and suggest that many issues are presented and 

need to be identified in the preliminary stages of the interview process. Intervention needs to occur at that 

initial level to promote healthy missionary workers.  

 
Missionary Selection 

Recruitment and screening are important first steps in acquiring missionaries, as each sending 

organization seeks to discover and match up the best candidates with the proper placement and tasks. 

Every mission organization establishes its own criteria and selection procedures. However, most require 

perspective candidates to submit an application and a series of other documents (Famonure, 2002). For 

example, one mission training organization requires that candidates fill out various forms, obtain letters of 

reference from pastors and other church leaders, successfully pass written exams, and participate in oral 

interviews prior to being accepted into training. The entire process is initiated with prayer and reflection by 

prospective candidates, the organization, and the church if a church is involved in the sending process.   

The sending organization must take a proactive position in the selection process in order to 

protect the applicant, the existing mission teams, and the organization (Pollock, 2002). The screening out 

process must be completed early on and must be handled with the highest sense of kindness and 

compassion. For probable candidates, the screening in process aids in discovering as much about each 

person as possible. With some organizations, whether the applicant is a single individual or an entire 

family, a complete medical history, a family history, psychological evaluations and assessment of social 

and cross-cultural abilities are acquired. All results are integrated to produce an accurate evaluation of 

strengths and weaknesses. When training begins, students participate in extensive orientations. Training 

is presented in formal, informal, and non-formal modalities and includes academic instruction and 

character building (Famonure, 2002).If accepted, the missionary is placed on probation for one year.  

O’Donnell and O’Donnell (2002) offer a potential screening tool that was developed to explore 

important factors for assessment of workers in missions. It includes eleven criteria, each beginning with 

the letter “C” which the authors refer to as, “Eleven Cs for the Seven Seas” (p. 310). This screening tool 
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offers one or two word topics for promoting dialogue with missionary candidates, followed by several 

prompts. It can be useful in facilitating discussions of mission workers, either potential missionaries or 

current missionaries that might be experiencing major transitions. The criteria are: calling, character, 

competence, commitment, Christian experience, cross-cultural experience, compatibility, confirmation, 

corporal health, cash, and care network.  

O’Donnell and O’Donnell (2002), offer a suggested interview to be used with mission workers. 

The interview is designed to assess suitability for service and it facilitates the discovery of significant 

personal problems of mission workers. The authors encourage the administrator to present themselves in 

a professional and supportive manner and to establish a positive rapport with the missionary. The 

interview is presented over ten major areas with multiple probes under each section: current interest and 

concerns, relationships, family history, clinical problems, previous help/treatment, work performance, 

spiritual issues, observations during interview, and additional comments (p. 310-312). Several of the 

broad areas covered in the interview have a compelling association with attachment. After completion of 

the selection process, the missionary training process begins.     

 
Missionary Training  

There are no clear standards for training of missionaries and no over arching governing board to 

oversee the work of missionaries in general. An individual who has the financial ability can decide to be a 

missionary and head off to almost any area to start his or her mission work. Some missionaries are sent 

directly from churches, and others go through a training agency or sending organization. The training and 

development of missionaries is varied, and individual training and sending organizations determine what, 

if any training they will offer.    

Prins and Willemse (2002) found that member care development of missionaries in the pre-field 

period consists of four parts: selection, personnel preparation, support team formation, and orientation to 

the field. Selection involves evaluation, the missionary’s communication of the call to missions, and 

acceptance by the church or organization. Personnel preparation includes the candidate’s spiritual, 

emotional, family, and vocational needs. Formation of the support team (the team the missionary will work 

with in the field) includes formation, training, and development of the team. Finally, orientation to the field 

involves cross-cultural orientation, a field visit, and an official finalization of field assignment.  

It is difficult to identify any specific training, without actually requesting an application, submitting 

it, and being approved. Training can range from no training to several years of training. Some mission 

work requires a separate degree in theology or attendance at a seminary. Other missionaries train for 

various lengths of time in diverse locations. Furthermore, “agencies are increasingly moving away from a 

one-size-fit-all training requirement, making a minimum requirement difficult to define” (Hay et al., 2007, p. 
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9). Training with the International Mission Center in 2006 included: a one-year course in foundational 

mission studies, six months overseas, two-weeks of debriefing, and training prior to an eight week tour. 

Three weeks of volunteer preparation are required each year. Selection, training, and debriefing 

weekends are included along with a three month period of training (Hay et al., 2007, p. 114).  

Missiological training is a term used to define formal practical missionary training and it is 

compared at times to theological training, which is formal bible school or seminary training. According to 

Hay, et al. (2007, p. 106), research linked to missionary training was identified and indicated that total 

pre-field training time was highly correlated with retention of missionaries. Higher retaining training 

organizations expected three times more training in the area of missiological than lower retaining 

organizations. Missiological training appeared more beneficial than theological training in certain 

instances. Although, this information may be deceiving since organizations are often asked for their 

minimal training requirements and actual standards in training might be much higher. Hay, et al. report 

that practical missionary training is too rarely required Some missionary training includes combinations of: 

bible or seminary classes, language acquisition, personal and spiritual enrichment, cultural specific 

training, survival skills, medical and health issues, group living, living in isolation, teambuilding and 

interpersonal relationships, evangelism and ministry skills, support rising, and prayer.  

Personal information pertaining to candidates is gathered through the use of questionnaires, 

personal references, individual assessments, and psychometric evaluations. According to Prins and 

Willemse (2002), the profile that is obtained is used to identify emotional problems, assess strengths, 

address personal development, facilitate career development, and evaluate the candidate match to 

environment, culture, and position. The authors indicate that the use of proper “evaluation is one of the 

most neglected areas before missionaries go to the field” (p. 130).  

 
Missionary Responsibilities  

 Responsibilities that missionaries take on and the job descriptions of missionaries are also varied. 

The mission assignment can literally be anywhere on earth with reassignment to diverse location over 

time. Missionaries perform every kind of job imaginable and some jobs that one might not imagine. They 

are teachers, nurses, pilots, mechanics, linguists, house parents for missionary kids (MKs), engineers, 

radio and communication specialists, church planters, evangelists, cooks, therapists and counselors, 

administrators, maintenance personnel, community developers, agricultural specialists, builders, irrigation 

specialists, and support staff to name a few. No job descriptions were identified in the research conducted 

on missionaries. However, some interesting responses pertaining to missionaries were acquired thorough 

a series of emails with a missionary friend, who has been assigned to Brazil for thirty-three years. Much of 

her time has been working as a linguist with a tribe of Indians in the Amazon rain forest. She extended 
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her permission to this researcher to use her email comments in this manuscript. When asked what were 

typical job responsibilities of a missionary, she responded, “Typical job responsibilities? There is nothing 

typical except that it is atypical. I think of two general categories. Support personal and others which 

would include translation workers, church planters, and people persons that have direct contact 

with individuals.” She explained, “Support people generally support the other category by educating and 

taking care of the kids, working in administration, and keeping the nuts and bolts together” (J. King, 

personal communication April 3, 2007). 

 When asked about working with the demands of missionary life, she wrote, “People’s involvement 

becomes so intense and so time consuming that they don't take care of themselves, their marriages, or 

children, leading to guilt and a miserable inner life.” She described the consequences, “Piles of 

suppression and denial are found. The bomb drops, a broken marriage, rebellious children, sexual 

problems on and on.... Only to prove missionaries are sinners, and the same as anybody else who 

doesn't take care and heed warning signs” (J. King, personal communication April 3, 2007). 

 
Adult Missionary Kids  

In the world of missions, the children of missionaries are endearingly referred to as “missionary 

kids.” A very common occurrence is for Adult Missionary Kids (AMK) to become involved in full-time 

ministry. Andrews (2004a) reports that 36.4% of AMK choose to go into full-time ministry, much like their 

parents. Researchers offered some common positive reasons as well as some common negative reasons 

that motivate AMK to marry. The negative reasons included: needing security, wanting independence, 

wanting to rescue, wanting to please others, and marrying another AMK so they don’t have to explain 

their life experiences (Purnell, 2004). According to Pollock and Van Reken (1999) AMK indicated they 

often choose not to marry because of the repeated losses they have experienced in their lives. The 

negative reasons attributed for AMK marrying and also a theme of AMK not marrying, because of 

previous repeated losses, is of potential importance in attachment research.  

 
Concerns for Missionaries 

There has been a growing concern for families in North American missions in recent years. 

Specific reasons tend to be focused around the visible shift in American culture such as increased 

permissiveness, greater interest in materialism, less cohesion in the family, greater concerns for family 

related issues, greater interest in international travel, and the varied needs and characteristics of a newer 

generation of missionaries (Powell, 1999; Powell, 2004). Family-related issues are often the principal 

reasons for missionary attrition (Donovan & Myors, 1997).  
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Marriage and family issues comprise the third reason for missionary attrition, with the first and 

second reasons reported as “unpreventable” and “personal” respectively (Brierley, 1997, p. 91). 

Unfortunately, no supplementary information is offered to enhance the definition of these three categories 

to more clearly understand missionary attrition. About thirty percent of missionaries return home early due 

to personal and family stress (Pollock & Van Reken, 1999). Missionaries often “tend be independent, self-

sufficient people not likely to reach out and ask for help” (Gingrich, 2002, p. 60). Stress is consistently 

rated highly with two specific themes, namely interpersonal relationships and management issues 

(Carter, 1999). The failure to adjust is the reason for over thirty percent of missionary resignations by one 

mission board (Britt, 1983). 

In addition to specific ministry responsibilities, locals observe the manner in which mission family 

members interact with individuals inside and outside of their family. Demonstrating healthy psychological 

or emotional and spiritual characteristics is crucial. This includes a variety of aspects such as: growth and 

development of children, family unity and satisfaction, healthy communication patterns, inclusion of all 

family members in work and diverse day-to-day activities. Healthy interactions with locals, mission 

organizations, and those associated with their home country are also observed by the nationals (Powell, 

1999; Powell, 2004). 

O’Donnell (1987) presents a developmental model for missionary families and describes three 

types of developmental stages of the North American mission family. The three stages broadly cover the 

family life cycle, the individual psychosocial stages, and typical missionary stages experienced by most 

long-term missionaries. Each of the three broad stages is further broken down into six family life cycle 

stages, ten psychosocial individual stages, and eight mission stages. O’Donnell proposes assessment of 

past coping strategies during transition between family life cycle stages and highlights the importance of 

interviewing every family member. Within the assessment he recommends the incorporation of family 

cohesiveness levels and individual levels of satisfaction during times of transition. He points out that 

additional care and support might be required for “mission families experiencing multiple developmental 

challenges at the individual, familial, and mission stages” (p. 288). O’Donnell concludes, “an increased 

awareness of individual, family, and cross-cultural issues will promote the current and future health of the 

mission family” (p. 287). Referred to as “the destructive triangle” three areas are often the focus and need 

of missionaries and they include guilt, anxiety, and depression (O’Donnell, 1992, p. 126). 

 
Research on Missionary Families 

Although research on missionaries and their families has increased over recent years, they are 

still highly underrepresented in the research literature. Andrews (1999, 2004b) reports that some of the 

most conclusive research with missionary families focused on the interrelationships of spiritual life 
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satisfaction, family life satisfaction, and vocational life satisfaction. Participants in the research study were 

career missionaries, who were married, had children between the ages of seven to eighteen years of age, 

and had been on home visit/furlough for fifteen months or less. Participants were made up of 245 adult 

missionaries, 127 MK adolescents, and 140 MK children. Participants represented eight different 

missionary sending organizations and a number of various items and scales were used to collect the 

findings.  

Results in the area of family of origin indicated that although the majority of missionaries (68.2%) 

reported that it was easy to have fun and laugh in their family of origin, over half (55.5%) also indicated 

difficulty in sharing personal feelings. It was concluded that the more positive one views his or her family 

of origin, the higher the comfort level that individual experiences in sharing important issues, beliefs, and 

emotions with their spouse. An absence of the father in the missionaries’ family of origin had a strong 

negative correlation within marital satisfaction, conflict resolution, communication, and personality issues 

(Andrews, 2004b, p. 367). Sweatman (1999) indicated that the greatest areas of dissatisfaction in 

marriages of missionary couples come from the couple’s lack of quality time together (48.5%), 

dissatisfaction with their sexual relationship (39.4%) and dissatisfaction with affective communication 

(29.8%).  

When exploring the spousal relationship, Andrews (2004b) underscores the priority of the 

relationship shared between a husband and wife over all others and the importance that relationship has 

to the well being of the parent-child relationship. A clear, direct, and positive correlation linking 

satisfaction in all three domains - spousal, family, and spiritual - further indicates the higher satisfaction 

with one’s spouse, the higher satisfaction in all other areas (p. 370), and ultimately missionary 

effectiveness. Another interesting and valuable finding was that the perception held about one’s family of 

origin directly related to the missionary couple’s relationship quality (p. 370).  

Andrews (1999, 2004b) proposed that the relationships of prospective missionary candidates and 

spousal relationships need to be explored more fully through the application process. She asserted that 

mission sending organizations need to promote nurturing behaviors in couples to strengthen the spousal 

relationship. Finally, Andrews indicated that it is essential for the missionary couple to believe that the 

sending organization genuinely cares about and values the couple’s marriage (p. 370-371). Couples 

sacrifice their lives to serve, and they need to possess a sense that their marriage relationship is 

important and supported by the sending organization in return.   

 
Missionary Attrition 

Predicted causes for missionary attrition offered by Donovan and Myors (1997, p. 49) relate to 

jobs, leadership, lack of support, family, and relationships. Job placements are important to missionaries 
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and they find some jobs unsatisfactory. Reasons regard a lack of opportunity for personal training or 

professional development or simply an unsatisfactory placement due to inaccurate job description. Lack 

of competence in the leader and lack of support on various levels can significantly effect missionary 

attrition. Insufficient support in the areas of financial, emotional encouragement, mentoring, spiritual 

guidance, and pastoral care are all vital areas to take into account. Education of children, the family’s 

physical safety and security, lack of family time and recreation are demanding areas that must be dealt 

with and considered. Conflict resolution, communication, lack of genuineness and honesty in relationships 

are challenging for missionary couples and increase attrition rates.  

Donovan and Myors (1997) suggested a systems approach to better understand and work with 

the missionary population. They saw this approach being particularly well suited to the inherent team-

oriented, interrelational nature of the mission. It is an approach that can easily promote healthy patterns 

of relating within healthy boundaries. The authors noted that many missionaries suffer stress related to 

the loss of basic needs for belonging and they lack role identification. Many are lacking a sense that they 

are making a difference, and lack a sense of predictability (p. 63). Missionaries maintain a need to be 

listened to and opportunities to debrief experiences. However, most currently lack this opportunity. Some 

distinct areas for consideration in candidate assessment include: past history, relationships, family of 

origin, motivation, and the marriage relationship.  

To improve the quality of missionary performance and the ability for missionaries to become well-

adjusted, Barnett, Duvall, Edwards, and Hall (2005) support the assessment and development of object 

relations (a forerunner closely related to attachment theory) and the spiritual growth of missionary 

applicants. The authors sense the influential importance these areas hold over the effectiveness and 

psychological adjustments of missionaries once assigned to the field. They believe this will offer a more 

accurate assessment of the missionaries “internal resources and their likely ability to effectively perform 

and adjust while overseas” (p. 37). The importance for the mission director to be attentive to the 

emotional welfare of missionaries once they are on the field was noted. Finally, they stressed the 

significant importance of early intervention as a means of preventing unproductive performance and 

emotional distress.  

Finally, Brierley (1997) identified a need for qualitative research to be conducted as a means of 

identifying more personal information in relation to missionaries. A crucial goal of this current qualitative 

study was to gain a rich understanding of participants’ attachment histories using thick comprehensive 

descriptions of share personal narratives. A strength of the study is that it provided participant with the 

opportunity to play a key role in conveying personal meaning through life stories rather than interpretation 

of data imposed by the researcher. It is hoped that this study will increase understanding of attachment 
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from the missionaries’ perspective and that information will promote appropriate training and care of 

missionaries. Because missionary participants speak in their own voice, they are significant sources of 

data.  

 

Summary of Literature Review 

 
In the literature, attachment theory was used as a framework to explore adult romantic 

relationships. Attachment theory potentially relates to missionary marriages in numerous ways. Some of 

the particular areas of interest relating to missionary couples include separation and loss, one spouse as 

the primary attachment figures for the other and thus providing a secure base and a safe haven. Other 

topics significant to missionaries as well include commitment, satisfaction, trust, and long-term stability of 

the romantic relationship. Attachment is relevant to missionary couples in the regulation of emotions and 

in determining individual differences in various attachment styles. Attachment theory can be effectively 

utilized when modifying, managing, and mitigating negative affect in romantic attachment. Finally, there is 

a strong link between attachment insecurity and psychopathology.  

Various features of religious beliefs and behaviors were recognized and better understood within 

the structure of attachment theory. The relationship one shares with God can be viewed from an 

attachment perspective and a relationship with God possesses the four defining characteristics of 

attachment: maintaining proximity, a safe haven, a secure base, and responses to separation and loss. 

How various attachment styles experience God and how they might encounter the religious experience 

appeared to correlate with working models in personal relationships with others. 

The call into missions for the missionary family is a life changing decision. Missionary selection 

and training process are intense and although no standard training was identified, pre-field training time 

was highly correlated with retention of missionaries. Problem areas were noted in association with the call 

into ministry and screening criteria was offered. Missionaries can serve any where in the world and the 

jobs missionaries hold are varied. Adult missionary kids often become involved in full-time ministry and 

discussion on missionaries and attrition is relevant to this population. There are many concerns for 

missionaries. Findings from studies on family of origin issues have a strong negative correlation within 

marital satisfaction, conflict resolution, and communication. Perceptions held about one’s family of origin 

directly relates to the missionary couple’s relationship quality, and correlates with family functioning and 

marriage satisfaction.  

Missionary attrition correlated to jobs, leadership, support, family, and relationship. A system’s 

approach was suggested for the future, a need for theory-based research and conceptualization, and a 

call for qualitative research to be conducted with missionaries. Researchers reported that missionaries 
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have a need to be listened to and it is essential for the missionary couple to believe that the leadership of 

the sending organization genuinely cares about the couple’s marriage, and that the organization is 

sensitive to the needs of missionary couples. In general, evangelical mission organizations value 

individual mission families and support a belief that the family should stay together. However, for that to 

happen, each member of the family must remain healthy.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODODOLOGY 
 
 

Attachment theory offers a life span explanation for the manner in which close relationships are formed 

beginning from infancy, how they are sustained throughout one’s life, and how they end. The theory of 

attachment further explains the manner in which close relationships have an effect on individuals. Overall, 

the purpose for this study was to investigate themes of attachment in the life stories of missionary 

couples. This was accomplished through the use of individual, intensive, and in-depth interviews with 

missionary couples. The focus of the interview was on the personal narrative of each missionary’s life 

story. The goal was to answer the three research questions: How are themes of attachment evident in the 

life stories of missionary couples? How are patterns of attachment evident in current relationships? Are 

self-reported categories of attachment in romantic relationships the same as self-reported attachment to 

God? Components of this chapter include: narrative life study research as a research method; benefits to 

using qualitative research; and validity of combining attachment theory, life story narratives, and 

missionary marriages. The following section covers the research purpose and research questions. This is 

followed by the research goals and research design. The pilot study is described, the research site, and 

the sample. The data collection includes: the self-report attachment measures, interviews, and field notes 

and theoretical memos. Data analysis used in this study and the researcher perspective complete the 

chapter.  

  

Narrative Life Study Research as a Research Method 

 

Qualitative methods, and specifically narrative research, have the ability to make unique and rich 

contributions to the understanding of romantic relationships. However, an assessment of the research on 

close relationships shows “little use of qualitative methods in the leading empirical journals” (Allen & 

Walker, 2000, p. 26). This is perplexing since, “The concern with process makes it [qualitative research] 

an ideal technique for the investigation of close relationship processes” (p. 20). Hatch and Wisniewski 

(1995) maintain, “we need far more studies utilizing narrative and life history approaches” (p.131). 

Sprenkle and Moon (1996), well known researchers in the field of marriage and family therapy and 

proponents of family systems theory, argue for dissemination and recognition of qualitative research. 

They state, “qualitative designs seem congruent with systems theory ... and legitimize the kind of 

discovery-oriented research that has helped to make marital-family therapy a vibrant field” (p.5).  
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Patton (1990) points to tradeoffs between the use of qualitative and quantitative research 

methods. Many of these tradeoffs center on breath and depth. “Qualitative methods permit … the 

researcher to study selected issues in depth and detail.” In contrast, quantitative methods “require the use 

of a standardized approach so that the experiences of people are limited to certain predetermined 

response categories” (p. 165). While quantitative research measures a significant number of responses to 

a limited set of questions, qualitative researchers are able to construct a large quantity of detailed data 

that has been gathered on a much smaller number of research participants.  

A qualitative researcher trained in interviewing and recording skills is able to acquire rich narrative 

that reaches deep into the participant’s thoughts, feelings, and lived experiences. Using the technique of 

in-depth personal interviews, research participants are offered the opportunity to share dynamic 

processes in his or her life that might not otherwise be captured. The practice and process of interactive 

methods allows the researcher to uncover deeper meaning and better understand the innermost parts of 

the research participant’s privately lived world. “Important new knowledge is created when qualitative 

methods stand alone and are not used simply as an additive to quantitative methods” (Allen & Walker, 

2000, p. 28). There is currently a renewed appreciation for the value of qualitative methods, and some 

believe the time has arrived to use purely qualitative methods in research.  

A life lived is what actually happens. A life as experienced consists of the  

images, feelings, sentiments, desires, thoughts, and meanings known to  

the person whose life it is. … A life as told, a life history, is a narrative,  

influenced by the cultural conventions of telling, by the audience, and by  

the social context (Bruner, 1984, p. 7).   

 
Benefits to Using Qualitative Research 

There are numerous benefits to using qualitative research. Qualitative methods offer the ability to 

ask profound and reflective questions. Use of both open and closed questions permit the researcher to 

focus on meaning and multifaceted questions can aid in exploration of ambiguous subjects. Allen and 

Walker (2000) indicated that when using narrative research as a research method, the researcher 

becomes not only an active participant, but additionally, the major instrument in the interview process. 

They further maintain that the qualitative research study is influenced and formed by the theoretical 

underpinnings and discipline of the researcher along with the researcher’s personality, values, and 

motives. Logically, for example, a marriage and family therapist might be motivated to explore an 

improved therapeutic treatment with increased efficacy for specific family problems, improve family 

stability, or increase marital satisfaction for couples. Theoretical influence, discipline, and the researcher’s 
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personality, values, and motives can also often be seen in the content, selection, and manner of 

questions developed and used by the researcher in the narrative interview.  

Another benefit to using qualitative research is that it provides the researcher with the opportunity 

to share and contribute to the process of creating shared knowledge and meaning. Unlike quantitative 

research, where the researcher is often distant and avoids transparency, qualitative methods permit 

transparency for the researcher herself and for the research participant. Use of qualitative methods 

promotes openness and encourages use of theory in precise and unique ways. This is an asset to the 

research because, “having an open and theorized approach to subjectivity enhances the quality of the 

usefulness of the work” (Allen & Walker, 2000, p. 30). Life stories hold an important and particularly rich 

method of study for many reasons in qualitative research and are remarkably integral to narrative 

methods. But, perhaps the most important aspect of life stories is that everyone has one.  

In order for a life story to be coherent, according to Linde (1993), two conditions must be met. 

First, the various parts of the text must be correctly interconnected with one another and to the life story in 

general. The researcher needs to see a sense of consistency and the life story must flow logistically and 

rationally, eventually linking one point to another. Second, the text must be seen as well-formed and 

recognizable. The internal structure of the text must be understandable and the tradition, as it relates to 

prior text, must be recognizable. Thus, an ordinary situation that might commonly be found in a family 

history is understood because of the internal structure and understandability. A very simple example 

might be a story that begins with a couple who gives birth to a child. As the story unfolds, the child 

matures and grows into adolescence, learns to drive a car, goes away to college, marries, and starts a 

family. This brief example illustrates a simple sense of coherence and consistency of a story, flowing 

logically in a rational direction and eventually linking one point to another while also being understandable 

and recognizable.   

Coherence is created by the researcher and the research participant. It possesses both social 

and personal demands. Socially, the researcher and research participant have an obligation to offer a 

chain of coherence or causality through out the life story narrative. By adhering to this obligation the 

researcher and/or the research participant are less likely to be criticized or corrected by one another or by 

others. Personal demands are observed when the researcher creates a personal standard to both 

understand the life story on a personal level and to document a story that makes sense, is coherent, and 

reflects the history of another individual’s lived experience.  
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Validity of Combining Attachment Theory,  

Life Story Narratives and Missionary Marriages 

 Several common strands are distinguishable and clearly connect the diverse domains of 

attachment theory, the methodology of life stories narratives, and the population of married missionary 

couples. Common strands weave these domains together into an intricate tapestry that becomes more 

understandable and distinct because of the way each strand is bound together with the next. Validity for 

combining the domains of attachment theory, life story narratives, and missionary marriages is drawn 

together by systems theory, the family life cycle, and shared relationships.  

Systems theory. The systems metaphor is used by marriage and family therapists to describe 

families. When using systems theory, the therapist does not view a particular person as a separate entity 

but rather a part of the greater whole. The whole is the unit being helped or studied and can be, for 

example, a couple, a family, a group, or a larger community. In the practice of systems theory, the focus 

is on the shared relationship/s between components and not on the individual or separate parts of the 

component. Systems theory is about the relation to relationships. According to Goldenberg and 

Goldenberg (2004), “For most family therapists, systems language continues to provide a basic tool for 

thinking in interactional terms” (p. 17). 

Systems theory offers a paradigm for the therapist to view various origins and contexts for 

behaviors. Organization of and the wholeness of the system are key concepts in systems theory. 

Therefore, movement within any one component of the system influences and affects all other parts of the 

system. Some of the central themes in family systems thinking are; family rules, a desire for homeostasis 

and internal stability of the system, positive and negative feedback, subsystems, boundaries, and open 

and closed systems. The therapist is regarded as an observer who empowers the system and a 

collaborator who is both curious and impartial. The idea of systems theory is relevant to attachment 

theory, as the participant shares attachment memories from the family of origin system. Systems theory is 

relevant to missionary marriages, and how the individuals come together, marry, and form new systems. 

Systems theory is also relevant to the sharing of life stories, through the researcher becoming a part of 

each missionary’s system for a time and the changes that occur in both the missionary’s systems and the 

researcher’s systems because of the subsystem that was formed. 

Systems theory has been a complementary addition to the goals of this research, the research 

methods, and to the role of the researcher in this study. For example, systems theory provided a voice to 

the greater missionary system through the voices of participants found in this study. It has complemented 

the research methods since a major purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of 

participants’ shared relationships through their life stories and because systems theory is about the 
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relation to relationships. Finally, systems theory has been complementary to the researcher, who 

regarded herself as an observer whose desire was to empower the system and a collaborator who 

endeavored to be both curious and impartial. This is analogous to the role and characteristics the 

researcher took on with the participants in this study. Specifically in constructivism, the researcher enters 

into an egalitarian relationship with the research participant, a co-creator of inquiry outcomes, 

“orchestrator and facilitator of the inquiry process” (Guba & Lincoln, 1998, p. 214). The researcher’s voice 

became the voice of a “passionate participant” who was “actively engaged in facilitating the ‘multivoice’ 

reconstruction of his or her own construction as well as those of all other participants” (p. 215).  

The intention of this study was to identify themes of attachment in the complex lives of missionary 

couples. The experts on the topic were the missionary participants. They held the answers to the 

research questions. The researcher became the learner and observer, who offered a voice to the 

experiences of others. It was anticipated, that by giving a voice to the experiences of missionaries in this 

study, it would in turn act as a means of empowering others. In true fashion of systems thinking, one part 

of the system will have affected the greater whole.  

Family life cycle. Life stories are related to the family life cycle. Many forms of therapy require 

the therapist to learn about the client’s history. Sullivan (1954) explains why this information is important 

for psychiatrists to obtain. The outline follows a general progression through one’s life. By gathering the 

life story of an individual, from a psychological view, it is possible to trace precise developmental 

experiences of a person that occurred at various life cycle stages. The assessment of different stages in 

the life cycle, as well as changes, adjustments, and the reorganization that the family masters in the 

process, is often shared in the form of stories.  

Stories are healing. They attribute “cognitive and emotional significance to experience … moral 

weight to actions and events” (Roberts & Holmes, 1999, p. 10). In the course of telling stories, we learn 

who we are and who others are. Narrative therapy teaches the client to re-author the life story into an 

alternative story that better serves the client (White & Epston, 1990). The belief that an individual’s life is 

organized around predictable stages of life, offers the foundation for the life history and a natural guide for 

organizing and evaluating one’s life using the life history. Particular stages of life were represented in the 

interview guide that was developed for this study. The guide provided a natural approach for research 

participants to share the narrative of his or her life story.   

Shared relationships. Shared relationships are interrelated with life stories. One’s life story is 

not simply a collection of stories, but it represents a collection of connections. These connections are 

created within each story and between the subset of stories that are found within one’s life story narrative 

(Linde, 1993). Nevertheless, the life story is more than a collection of stories about situations with 
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descriptions of those circumstances. Rather, stories involve the relationship between stories and the 

persons that are at the heart of them. Stories are about the relation between relationships. We all share 

stories about our families and it’s not uncommon for emotional issues to surface in sharing these stories.  

Frequently, marital couples co-create narratives about family with one another and with friends. 

Sharing stories about family relationships is something we do naturally in day-to-day life. According to 

Boss, Dalh, and Kaplan (1996), “Common, everyday knowledge about family worlds is epistemologically 

important” (p. 86). These authors consider it necessary to understand everyday occurrences in families, in 

order to have an appreciation of how families work. Two separate quantitative self-report attachment 

measures were used in this study to explore shared relationships. The measures were employed to 

gauge two important relationships; romantic attachment and attachment to God. Qualitative studies can 

often include quantitative measures and this adds to the process of collecting and comparing information 

with varied sources. This is one form of triangulation, which Denzin (1989) indicates as an alternative to 

validation 

When viewing the underside of a tapestry, the mixture of loose threads is unclear. Yet, when 

taking the time to examine it, once turned right side up, one sees something that is suddenly distinct 

because of the way the strands are bound together. This discussion has examined common strands that 

draw together the theory of attachment, the methodology of life stories, and the population of missionary 

marriages. Family systems helped inform attachment theory, the family life cycle helped explain the 

population of missionary marriages, and shared relationships were explored through the methodology of 

life stories and self-report measures.  

 

Purpose and Research Questions 

 
The primary objective of this exploratory study was to gain understanding and knowledge from 

missionary couples, surrounding their perspective of past and current close attachment relationships. The 

purpose was to investigate themes of attachment, in the lives of missionary couples. Perspectives were 

gathered through narratives of life stories. Research questions were:  

1. How are themes of attachment evident in the life stories of missionary couples? 

2. How are patterns of attachment evident in the current relationship? 

3. Are self-reported categories of attachment in romantic relationships the same as self-reported 

attachment to God? 
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Research Goals 

 
The following goals were applied to the research. 

1. Investigate themes of attachment in the lives of missionary couples, through narratives of their life 

stories.  

2. Offer increased understanding and knowledge of the missionary experience from an attachment 

perspective.  

3. Give a voice to the experiences and struggles of missionary couples. 

4. Fill a gap in the literature on attachment theory and adult romantic relationships, specifically with 

missionary couples. 

5. Promote improved training and care of missionary couples. 

 
Research Design 

 
 

 The research design, for the present study, was an empirical qualitative investigation of 

missionaries and relied on scientific inquiry. It was governed by the principle that interpretation comes 

though understanding actions and interactions (Miles & Huberman, 1994) and further elucidated by Slade 

(1999) that “an understanding of the nature and dynamics of attachment informs rather than defines 

intervention and clinical thinking” (p. 577). The primary objective of this study was to gain knowledge from 

the missionary couples’ perceptions of past and current close attachment relationships. This information 

was gathered through narratives of the missionaries’ life stories to evoke rich narrative accounts of 

attachment and attachment styles.   

 
Gathering Narrative Life Stories 

 Open-ended semi-structured interviews were administered by the researcher to obtain the life 

stories of missionary couples. An interview guide was used and the researcher asked participants to 

describe five broad segments from his or her life. The five segments included: family of origin, meeting 

your spouse, early marriage, marriage now, and being a missionary. Each segment was initially 

addressed with one main question, “Tell me the story about ….." and was followed with prompts, if 

necessary, to obtain the desired life story data. The interview guide, developed by the researcher, was 

the result of personal experience in a variety of settings. These included: years of interviewing clients in a 

marriage and family therapy clinic, interviewing patients at an in-patient behavioral health setting, years of 

teaching courses in clinical social work at a state university, and reading various interview guides over the 

years.  
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Inductive analysis was used to create categories, patterns, and themes from the interview tapes 

of life stories and full transcriptions of the participants’ narratives. When the researcher uses storytelling 

as an interpretive point of view, the researcher’s “storytelling self ….. that is presented is always one 

attached to an interpretive perspective” (Denzin, 1998, p. 317) and consequently, using a constructivist 

paradigm, the writer presented a text that stressed an “emergent design and emergent understanding” (p. 

318).  

 Interview transcripts are often used to as a means to understand an individual’s experience, and 

researchers must be cautious if condensing information from these transcripts. Categories were 

developed fresh from the research data and not imposed prior to the collection of the data. Transcripts in 

this study were not coded, but the researcher repeatedly listened to and reviewed interview tapes, 

participants’ full transcriptions, field notes, and personal memos. Through vigilance the researcher 

captured the “essence” of the account and this approach lead to a “practical understanding” of meaning 

through the life stories of the participants (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.8).  

  
Data Analysis 

Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 12) view the method of data analysis as three interrelated 

processes: data reduction, data display, and conclusions. Wolcott (1994) separated out three procedures 

for data analysis: description, analysis, and interpretation. Wolcott argued that these are the three main 

ingredients of qualitative research. In description, his goal is to tell a story as vividly as possible. In 

analysis, Wolcott’s emphasis is to take the data and search for patterns and themes. Finally, in 

interpretation the researcher offers a personal explanation for what is going on.  

Similar to the work of Wolcott (1994, 2001) and of Miles and Huberman (1994), Rossman and 

Rallis (2003, p. 270) recommend three interrelated components in the process of analyzing and 

interpreting qualitative data. They labeled the three components as organizing, meaning, and writing. In 

organizing, the researcher is systematically reviewing all forms of research data and by arranging or 

categorizing the materials, using themes and patterns to organize findings; the researcher is able to 

create meaning. When investigating meaning the researcher is using themes and patterns and telling a 

coherent story. Finally, in writing the researcher is sharing with others so they are able to read what the 

researcher has been learning.  

Rossman and Rallis’ three component process first involves, “fully knowing the data” which is 

characterized by immersion. Second, it involves organizing the data into “chunks” and this is 

characterized by analysis. Third, it involves communicating meaning to the chunks of previously 

organized data and this is characterized by interpretation. Below, a figure was developed by this author 
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(see Figure 1), providing a visual to elucidate the prior discussion based on Rossman and Rallis’ (2003) 

three interrelated components for analyzing and interpreting qualitative data.   

 
Analyzing and Interpreting Qualitative Data 

              Steps                        Action                      Involves                      Characterized by 
Organizing reviewing themes 

and patterns 
fully knowing the data immersion 

Creating Meaning telling coherent 
story 

organizing data into 
chunks 

analysis 

Writing sharing what is 
learned 

communicating 
meaning to chunks 

interpretation 

Figure 1 Analyzing and Interpreting Qualitative Data 
Developed by K. Mills from material obtained in Rossman and Rallis (2003, p. 270). 
 

This researcher believes that analysis begins at the time the study begins and was drawn to 

Rossman and Rallis’ (2003) description, especially based on their choice of action words in defining the 

process. The task of data analysis and interpretation in this study was an action related task and it 

reached across multiple forms of data sources. It required reviewing transcriptions obtained from 

participants’ in-depth interviews, self-report measures of romantic attachment style and of attachment to 

God, demographic and personal information forms, field notes, personal memos, and by listening 

repeatedly to audio tapes of interviews from every research participant.  Finally, full transcriptions were 

created from each participant’s taped interview and they were repeatedly reviewed. The goal was to 

understand “the complex world of lived experience from the point of view of those who have lived it” 

(Schwandt, 1998, p. 221). This required deep immersion in the research data. Through the process of 

analyzing the data, steps were followed. The researcher; organized the data, became familiar with the 

data, generated themes, interrupted the data, searched for diverse meaning, and finally, wrote the report 

(Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 279). 

 
Pilot Study 

 
 A pilot study was conducted to help determine how research for the dissertation would be 

constructed. The pilot trial was utilized to sharpen the procedures, better estimate the time involved in 

administering the interviews, and check for the general feasibility of the study. The pilot study was helpful 

and enhanced the overall quality of the dissertation research and minimized unexpected delays. 

 A husband and wife, who served as missionaries in the past for ten years in Africa, participated in 

the pilot study. Pseudonyms were used, Kim for the wife and Dan for the husband. They are both 

Caucasian, mid-forties, and both have earned Masters Degrees. They have two children and have been 

 61

 



married for approximately 25 years. Kim is the oldest of three daughters in her family of origin. Her 

parents have been married for 45 years with a history of alcohol abuse in the past. Dan was adopted at 

birth and is the youngest child of three children in his adopted family. His father, a physician, contracted 

an illness and died when Dan was eight years old. Dan’s mother died from a house fire when Dan was in 

his early teen years.  

Kim was interviewed at her home. The researcher felt welcomed. The home was warm and 

inviting with pleasant smells of food cooking. The gentle sound of clothes tumbling in the dryer could be 

heard. Opened windows ushered in a soft breeze and the home was tidy and nicely furnished. The 

researcher was seated and before beginning the interview Kim brought out a big fluffy dog bed. She 

placed it in the opposite corner of the room and the family dog curled up on her bed and went to sleep.  

The researcher gave Kim the Self-Report Attachment Styles form and asked her to complete it. 

Next, the researcher gave Kim the Self-Report Attachment to God form and asked her to complete it. 

When the forms had been completed, the researcher began to ask questions from the interview guide. 

Each question was read out loud in an informal conversational tone. Additional probing questions were 

used to explore Kim’s answers when necessary. Responses were audio recorded.  

Kim was a good story teller and her energy was magnetic. She came alive as she relived her 

past. Excitement and emotion was in her voice as she retold her earlier experiences. At times during the 

interview, the room was quiet as Kim reflected on the question. The only sounds were the gentle rhythm 

of the dryer and the soft breaths of the dozing dog. Kim was honest and quite frank at times. She was 

very expressive and painted vivid word pictures with her speech. She did not attempt to hide her 

emotions. She was tearful as she recalled particular childhood memories, while another time; she 

squealed with delight and was hardly able to catch her breath due simply to sheer joy and passion. Her 

interview was invigorating.       

Dan was interviewed at his office. The researcher was greeted by a receptionist, who called Dan 

to see if he was ready to meet. Dan came to the reception area, greeted the researcher, and took her to 

his office. Dan’s office was open and furnished very simply, with a desk, a small book shelf, a couple of 

chairs, and a lap top computer. The room was very neat and orderly, with a full wall of windows on 

adjacent sides; one side facing into a long inside hall way and the other facing outdoors. A shadowbox 

hung on the wall and contained a photograph of Dan’s father with medals awarded to him while he was in 

the Air Force. Several artifacts from Africa were displayed. There was a framed family photograph with 

Dan, his wife and two children. Dan arranged two chairs by the book case and the researcher set up the 

audio recording equipment. The exact protocol used with Kim was followed with Dan for consent forms, 

demographic form, and attachment measures. 
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Dan was very approachable and easy to interview. He has a friendly smile and a very pleasant 

personality. He is physically active, enjoys running, and outdoor sports. He has various interests and 

enjoys adventure. Dan is a very positive individual. He truly seemed to enjoy sharing his story and he was 

very descriptive as he responded to each question. Dan is a detail oriented person and he remembered 

fine details from his past. At times, he was very clearly concentrating and almost lost in his thoughts as he 

recalled details to clarify meaning or to form a thoughtful response.  

 The researcher followed up individually with each of the two participants, at a later date, for 

feedback on the interview process, including content of the questions and the general interview 

experience. Revisions were made and are reflected in the current versions of all forms. Discussion on 

some of the changes follows.  

There was a very different feeling between the two interviews. The interview with Kim felt more 

relaxed, confidential, and personal. The interview with Dan felt more formal with more distractions. This 

may be because Kim’s interview was at her home and Dan’s interview took place at his office. 

Considering the difference in the two pilot test interviews, the researcher became concerned and wanted 

to provide a private interview location, where confidentiality would be maintained, and little or no 

distractions for the dissertation research participants. As a result, the director of the research site was 

contacted by the researcher to arrange for a private area for conducting the dissertation interviews.    

Both pilot research participants were interested in the study and easy to interview. However, time 

was a concern with both interviews, and the researcher experienced a sense of urgency to complete the 

interviews in a timely manner and felt rushed towards the end. One of the changes incorporated into the 

dissertation study was to increase the time allotted for the interviews on the consent form, from one hour 

to two hours, followed by a debriefing, and the possibility of a second follow-up interview.  

An added change that was made in the study, based on a suggestion made by Dan, was to begin 

each of the main questions with, “Tell me your story about …..” He implied that it was easier to respond 

when the questions were asked in this manner. There were a few minor changes made to the interview 

guide. A small number of questions seemed redundant and were removed. The tape recorder that was 

used for the first interview produced a very clear tape but made an annoying clicking noise while in used. 

It was replaced prior to the second interview. Portions of Dan’s taped interview were very difficult to 

understand because he tends to speak softly. Adjusting the microphone closer to the research participant 

remedied this problem.   

Another change that was made to both of the self-report attachment measures was to add a 

Likert scale. Both Kim and Dan indicated that there were some portions contained in two or more of the 

attachment descriptions that they could identify with. The addition of the Likert scale provided participants 
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a way to more clearly indicate the degree to which they agree with each description. In addition, 

participants were also given a highlighter to highlight specific phrases in any of the descriptions that he or 

she believed described him or her. This added more clarity and significance to participant’s responses 

and brought to light nuances that might have otherwise been lost. 

A final change made to the study was that initially, identical copies of the two attachment 

measures were given to the participants at two different points in the interview. One set of attachment 

measures were given to the participants prior to the interview and a second identical set were given to the 

participants after completion of the interview. At the onset of planning the study, it was thought that 

participants might answer the attachment measures differently after completing the interview. Therefore, 

the researcher chose to give two sets of the attachment measures to test this likelihood. In hindsight, this 

was not seen to yield any additional information and appeared to be redundant to the researcher. For that 

reason, it was decided to administer attachment measures once, prior to the interview.  

 
Research Site 

 
 The research site for this study is located near a coastal area. It is a residential community for 

missionaries currently involved in active mission assignments. Missionaries occasionally stay for one 

night, if they are simply traveling through the area. However, most stay for a longer period and many stay 

for up to a year if they are on furlough or need to be away from their assigned location for various reasons 

such as medical care, raising financial support, or in the process of retirement. The site is comprised of a 

variety of housing units made up of single-family homes and apartments. The organization providing the 

homes is a nonprofit organization and the homes are rented fully furnished. Rent is charged at a very 

nominal fee. Many of the missionary families are returning guests and are well known by the director.  

 A long time friend of the researcher has volunteered at the missionary location, during the winter 

months, for many years. The friend’s daughter and son-in-law have been missionaries to South America 

as a nurse and a physician for many years. The researcher’s friend has accompanied her daughter and 

son-in-law in medical mission work many times over the years. The researcher spoke with her friend 

concerning research interests with missionaries and the friend offered to speak with the missionary 

organization director in regard to his interest in this research project. He was quite interested.  

The researcher traveled to the research site for an extended weekend to discuss research 

options with the director. During that time, the researcher performed some volunteer work at the site, 

shared some informal time in the company of the director, and was able to meet privately with him at 

length concerning her desire to conduct research there. The director was very engaged in the 

conversation and supportive of the project. He shared that he had been attempting to recruit someone 
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with an interest in performing research at this location for some time. At the end of the appointment, the 

director granted his verbal permission to the researcher to conduct research at this site. He also offered 

his assistance if needed, in selecting appropriate informants, when that time came. The director’s parents 

were missionaries to a foreign country for a number of years. Therefore, the director is not only familiar 

with the missionary population at the research site but also familiar with the missionary population in 

general. 

Finally, the researcher contacted the director of the missionary housing organization by email and 

received a letter indicating his permission for the researcher to conduct research at this site. The 

researcher returned once again to the site to meet with the director and make preliminary plans for a 

physical location where the researcher could conduct private interviews with research participants. The 

researcher also secured accommodation for herself since her friend would not be at the site when the 

researcher returned to gather the research data. The director indicated his continued interest and ongoing 

support in the research project at that time.   

 
Sample 

Patton (1990, p. 169-183) indicated that foundationally the logic and power supporting purposeful 

sampling is in obtaining information-rich cases so that they can be researched in depth. A purposeful 

random sampling technique was used in choosing research participants for this study. The power of 

purposeful sampling lies in purposefully selecting a relatively small sample of information-rich cases. The 

stories described in this study “were randomly selected in advance of knowledge of how the outcome 

would appear” (Patton, 1990, p. 180). Although not a representative sample, the credibility of a purposeful 

random sampling technique is “considerably greater” than sampling techniques that report findings after 

outcomes are known. Patton maintains that purposeful random sampling provides cases from which the 

researcher can gain considerable knowledge because the cases are central to the research’s primary 

purpose and area of interest in the study. Morse (1998) conveys, “A good informant is one who has 

knowledge and experience the researcher requires, has the ability to reflect, is articulate, has the time to 

be interviewed, and is willing to participate in the study” (p. 73). Morse’s criterion was used as the rational 

for sample selection in this study. The method of random purposeful sampling was an appropriate method 

to use with collecting narratives of life stories for this study. The offer of assistance earlier from the 

director of the site also proved to be an asset in purposeful random selection of appropriate participants 

that met the criteria for a good informant set forth by Morse.  

Guidance on decisions concerning sample size is offered by Rossman and Rallis (2003). The 

authors suggest that the researcher needs to consider such factors as the conceptual framework, 

research questions, time constraints, and data-gathering methods (p. 138). The goal of this study was to 
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gain rich in-depth narratives about missionary life stories, offer a voice to missionaries’ life experiences 

and struggles, and respect and honor their life experiences. There are eight major sections to the 

interview guide with approximately 60 prompts that were used to acquire desired detail in each 

participant’s life story. A conservative estimate for each interview was two hours. A debriefing interview 

was also conducted with the husband and wife together. It offered them the opportunity to share details of 

the experience and portions of the individually shared life stories with one another.  

Rossman and Rallis (2003) maintain that in using “very long interviews with each participant, you 

would be unwise to have a sample of more than three to five people” (p. 138). Because the interviews 

were very long and covered each participant’s life story, four individuals were chosen to participate in the 

study. They were comprised by two married couples, who were residing at the research site. The 

participants were purposely chosen because: a) they had the knowledge and experience that the 

researcher required, b) they had the ability to reflect, c) they were articulate, d) they had the time to be 

interviewed, and e) they demonstrated a willingness to participate in the study (Morse, 1998, p. 73).  

An objective for each individual participant was that he or she would be part of a married couple 

and that both the husband and wife making up the couple would be willing to participate individually in the 

study. A second aim was that each individual would possess a minimum of 10 years experience as 

missionaries. Further, it was the intention that each participant would have had a mission assignment 

outside of North America but from a sending organization that was based in the United States. Finally, it 

was hoped that the individuals had a minimum of two children. The director’s assistance was employed in 

the initial selection process. Individuals participating in the study were volunteers, so if individuals 

indicated an interest in the study and did not possess all of the desired criteria, volunteers with the closest 

match were chosen.  

 
Data Collection  

 
After reading and signing an informed consent form, participants responded to a demographic 

form, self-reported attachment style measures, and open-ended interviews. The method of data collection 

focused on themes of attachment in the individual’s life story.  Information was collected from the 

demographic and personal information form, which was completed prior to administering the individual 

interview. The interview sessions were audio taped. Transcriptions of the entire interview were made for 

the current study. Triangulation occurred between the various forms of data collection along with field 

notes and personal memos in an attempt to search for themes of attachment across life stories. Written 

permission had been obtained from The Florida State University Intuitional Review Board for the pilot 

study and for the subsequent dissertation research (Appendix C). 
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 An informed consent form developed by the researcher was given to the research participant 

immediately after introductions were made. The informed consent form was read and signed by the 

participant prior to beginning the interview (Appendix D). A copy of the consent form was given to every 

participant.  

 A demographic form was given to each research participant in advance of the interview 

appointment in an effort to use the private interview time wisely. The demographic and personal 

information form included: contact information; family information; education; specific questions regarding 

mission service; descriptive words for spouse, mother, father, and God; and space to write a table of 

contents for an imagined autobiography (Appendix E). Space was provided at the end of the form for the 

research participant to state any additional information that he or she believed to be important to the 

study.  

 
Self-Report Attachment Styles in this Study 

 In addition to the life stories that were gathered for this study, two separate self-report attachment 

measures were utilized. Some have questioned the validity of self-report measures of attachment for 

assessing implicit features of attachment (Crowell & Treboux, 1995) and there are reservations about the 

validity of gaining the participants’ true attachment-related processes when using this method of data 

collection. Admittedly, every self-report measure can be biased. However, there are also several valid 

reasons to continue the use of self-report measures in accessing features of attachment-system 

functioning (Crowell, Fraley, & Shaver, 1999). Adults generally have adequate relationship experiences to 

report; both conscious and unconscious processes work in the same direction to obtain a specific goal 

and even individuals who deny attachment claims of insecurity, portray conscious beliefs that a defensive 

person might hold (p. 453). The two self-report measures used in this study were given to participants at 

the beginning of the interview, after consent forms were signed and prior to beginning the taped interview.  

Adult romantic attachment measure. The adult romantic relationship measure can be found at: 

<http://www.sfu.ca/psyc/faculty/ bartholomew/rq.htm>. The measure represents the two dimensional, four 

continuous categories of adult attachment and is made up of four brief statements that describe four 

attachment styles. Bartholomew used the word “others” in the four statements. The adult attachment 

measure was adapted by this researcher to specifically reflect the shared marital relationship between 

spouses. Therefore, the word “others” was changed to “my spouse” in the final version used in this study. 

It was presumed that this change did not affect the validity of the measure since nothing else in the 

measure was altered. Research participants were asked to read through each paragraph and indicate 

how closely each of the statements expressed how he or she felt about the relationship with his or her 

spouse by circling the appropriate number on a one-to-five Likert scale (1 being very little, 5 being very 
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much). A separate scale is located below each of the four paragraphs. Next, research participants were 

asked to use the highlighter provided to highlight any of the phrases, in any of the four paragraphs, that 

seemed to describe him or her in the relationship shared with his or her spouse.  

Attachment to God measure. The second self-report attachment measure is an attachment to 

God measure. It has been adapted with permission from Sage Publication (Appendix F), publisher of the 

journal from which the measure was obtained. The measure was developed by Kirkpatrick and Shaver 

(1992). The Attachment to God measure is very similar to the adult romantic relationship measure, except 

it has only three categories, lacking the fearful category. The final version of the measure used in this 

study has been adapted by the researcher to reflect the fourth category of fearful. One of the questions 

the researcher desired to answer in this study was, “Are self-reported categories of attachment in 

romantic relationships the same as self-reported attachment to God?” Consequently, it was necessary to 

add the fourth category so both self-report attachment measures would contain four corresponding 

categories. 

The attachment to God measure is made up of four brief paragraphs that describe four styles of 

attachment to God (Appendix G). Research participants were asked to read through each paragraph and 

indicate how closely each statement expressed how he or she felt about his or her relationship with God 

by circling the appropriate number on a one-to-five Likert scale (1 being very little, 5 being very much). A 

separate scale is located below each of the four paragraphs. Next, research participants were asked to 

use the highlighter provided, to highlight any of the phrases that seemed to describe him or her in the 

relationship shared with God. 

 

Interviews in this Study 

 Shaver and Mikulincer (2004) indicate that individuals’ narratives about attachment experiences 

have the ability to evoke a rich, multifaceted collection of information. Testing their four-category model of 

adult attachment styles in a study with young adults, Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) support the use of 

the four-category model of adult attachment styles and the use of interviews in stating that, “a semi-

structured interview can be used to assess the degree to which subjects approximate each of the four 

hypothesized attachment styles” (p. 234). 

This research study investigated the four continuous attachment styles first described by 

Bartholomew (1990) in her four-category model of attachment (secure, preoccupied, dismissive-avoidant, 

and fearful). Landmark events in the life stories of missionary couples were explored. Experiences 

surrounding family of origin, meeting one’s spouse, marriage, and the missionary’s career were examined 

by way of the research participant sharing his or her life story, with a concentration on landmark events. 
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An interview guide (Appendix H) was developed by the researcher so that the same questions were 

explored and the same information acquired with each participant interview. Probes were used to 

elucidate areas of interest. The interview guide enabled the interviewer to be “more systematic and 

comprehensive by delimiting in advance the issues to be explored” (Patton, 1990, p. 283). A 

conversational approach to interviewing was used with the researcher maintaining specific focus on the 

areas of interest. 

It is not uncommon for qualitative interviews to extend into many hours while incorporating 

reasonable breaks. Weiss (1994) reported that as long as the interview is comfortable and sustaining and 

the material being gathered is informative, research participants normally do not become weary or 

impatient with a two hour interview. Weiss finds research participants, “more often to be enlivened” (p. 

56). When the research participant and researcher met the above mentioned criteria, Weiss’ policy was 

followed to “support the fullest report a respondent can give and continue an interview as long as it is 

productive” (p. 57). All of the interviews extended over two hours and two of the interviews lasted 

approximately three hours. 

The entire interview of each participant was audio taped. By using a tape recorder, the researcher 

was able to fully focus on the participant’s narrative and nonverbal cues and was not preoccupied with 

getting the details of the life story down in writing. This also enhanced the accuracy of the data. Interview 

tapes were fully transcribed. While reviewing the audiotapes and transcriptions, a focus remained on both 

what might be considered the day-to-day events as well as unusual happenings. Particular care was 

given to the descriptions of participant’s perceptions of experiences and interpretations of his or her lived 

experiences.   

The process of collecting and comparing information with varied sources is one form of 

triangulation. Interviews yielded rich information with specific questions that garnered concrete answers. 

Denzin (1989) indicated that triangulation is an alternative to validation. The personal observations of 

research participants by the researcher adds another valuable, secondary level of understanding and 

assists the researcher to draw inferences that one would not be able to acquire relying solely on 

interviews (Maxwell, 2005). The “use of multiple methods, or triangulation, reflects an attempt to secure 

an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon in question” (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998, p.3-4). Combining 

both interviews and observations, as a form of triangulation, provided a supplementary method to the 

researcher for supporting primary data. In this way, it was possible for the researcher to obtain a more 

accurate account than either of the methods used alone might produce. As a clinical social worker and as 

a marriage and family therapist, the research was experienced in observing others, assessing, and 

documenting significant factors. Triangulation occurred among the demographic and personal information 
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form, self-reported attachment style measures, and open-ended interviews. This information was coupled 

with observations as a supplementary method for validating information. Interview transcriptions, field 

notes, and personal memos were used in the process of triangulating information.  

 
Field Notes and Theoretical Memos 

 Field notes are descriptive personal accounts that are written by the researcher. They serve a 

purpose very much like that of a diary or journal, only specifically focused on the research process. Field 

notes were used to document the researcher’s reflections concerning the field setting, ideas, emotions, 

insight, feelings, intuitions and perceptions. Rossman and Rallis (2003, p. 196) maintain that there are 

two major components to field notes, the running record (the data about the research) and the observer 

comments (the data about the process and yourself). Field notes assisted the researcher in managing 

data and safeguarding valuable information that emerged throughout the research process. Theoretical 

memos are similar to field notes and are essential for improving reflection during a research project. 

Typically, as the researcher reads through field notes and data, ideas and insights come to mind. This 

early process and appraisal of the data aided the researcher in the development of seeing ‘what is going 

on’ with the research. Jotting a theoretical memo about an idea was a way for the researcher to 

safeguard and further develop these ideas. Theoretical memos were used to identify issues, reflections 

and concerns with the research. They were used to identify distinctive analytic issues and ways to 

rearrange or present findings. They included “written records of analysis related to the formation of 

theory” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 197).  

 

Data Analysis for this Study  

 
Writers often conceptually separate analysis and design; however, Maxwell (2005) treats analysis 

as part of design. One way of conceptualizing analysis is that it begins at the same time the study begins 

(Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Coffey and Atkinson (1996) view data analysis as, “a reflexive activity that 

should inform data collection, writing, further data collection, and so forth” (p. 6). Thoughts of data 

analysis can be overwhelming especially when there “is no single way to analyze qualitative data” (p. 2). 

Not only are there several ways to analyze data but it can also get quite messy in the process and many 

authors caution against hasty decisions early, by choosing one strategy and eliminating another.  

In proposing a distinction between analysis of qualitative data and interpretation of qualitative 

data, Wolcott (2001) restricts the extent of analysis “to refer to the examination of data using systematic 

and standardized measures and procedures” (p. 33) and this includes the use of “standard procedures for 

observing, measuring, and communicating with others ….. the reality of the everyday world as we 
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experience it” (p. 33). Patton (1980) differentiates between analysis, interpretation, and evaluation. He 

asserts, “Analysis is the process of bringing order to data, organizing what is there into patterns, 

categories, and basic descriptive units” (p. 268). Interpretation on the other hand, necessitates “attaching 

meaning and significance to the analysis, explaining descriptive patterns, and looking for relationships 

and linkages among descriptive dimensions” (p. 268).  

In this study, attention focused on repeated themes of attachment within shared narratives from 

participants. There was also a focus in the ways in which participants have understood and managed 

close attachment relationships in day-to-day situations throughout life. The researcher’s conscious desire 

was to purposely not prematurely impose categories on the data. However, based on the very nature of 

attachment theory, it is almost impossible for one not to naturally catch sight of the four dimensions 

(secure, dismissive-avoidant, preoccupied, and fearful), in participants’ life stories.  

In gathering the research, the researcher remained spontaneous and inquisitive with each 

participant. This stance is comparable to White and Epston’s (1990) reference in narrative therapy, to the 

client as the expert. This position promotes a sense of empowerment for the client, which is 

complementary with the goals of this research. During the interview, every participant was encouraged to 

think of specific situations, individuals, and events and to explore the entire experience as much as 

possible.  

Given that the raw data obtained from extensive interviews are quotations, a researcher would 

most like to produce fully transcribed interviews of each and every participant. Most believe the emphasis 

on resources, goals, and constraints must be weighed and prioritized. It was first decided that this 

researcher would transcribe only selected portions of the participants’ interview tapes for the study. She 

believed that this would be sufficient to promote preservation of precise quotations.  

Following Patton’s suggestion to work back and forth between interview notes and tapes, the 

researcher concluded that she needed a method that was more concrete for analyzing the data in this 

particular study. After listening to hours of narratives, she became aware that important data might be 

overlooked or lost in the process. The emphasis on resources, goals, and constraints were reevaluated 

and prioritized. Finally, realizing the benefits of having all of the participants’ words on paper and the 

ability to actually hold them in her hands, she chose to fully transcribe participant’s responses.  In this 

way, narratives could be read and re-read, highlighted and noted, resulting in more effective use of the 

data. In spite of the time involved in transcribing each participant’s story, it was well worth the investment 

of time. Ultimately, the researcher gained a better appreciation for each participant and became better 

acquainted with the stories. It was an excellent learning experience. A new awareness was gained for the 
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direction of respected and experienced qualitative researchers that believe a qualitative study is not a 

quality study without full transcriptions and hard copies to work from.   

A Likert scale was included in each of the two self-report instruments after participants in the pilot 

study mentioned that there were portions of two or more of the attachment descriptions they identified 

with. The use of the Likert scale complements Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) assertion of a four 

continuous prototypes of attachment patterns. The scale allowed participants to more clearly indicate the 

degree to which they agreed with each description. Research participants were also able to highlight 

specific phrases within each description that seemed to portray him or her. The use of the highlighter did 

not seem to yield helpful information. However, the Likert scale was an important asset to the study. The 

instrument was based on a conscious self-assessment and was used to dimensionally identify 

participants’ perception of personal attachment styles. Self-report measures were compared and 

contrasted with each participant’s interview narrative.  

The researcher processed the interview tapes in the following manner. During the actual 

interview, the researcher utilized a tape recorder and also wrote notes on the interview guide for each 

research participant. These notes were useful as an index to tapes. After listening to the interview tapes 

several times, the researcher fully transcribed all of the participants’ narratives. The section of the overall 

interview that was especially interesting to the researcher was the portion focusing on meeting his or her 

spouse. The researcher was acutely interested in what specifically attracted each individual to his or her 

spouse. Additionally, themes of attachment were sought out. In this respect, divergence or the process of 

“fleshing out” patterns (Guba, 1978) was integrated into the analysis. Finding themes allows the 

researcher to focus the analysis of qualitative data and this involves finding out what fits with what. Guba 

(1978, p. 53) suggests beginning with “recurring regularities” that the researcher finds in the data. These 

regularities can be sorted into two groups, “internal homogeneity” which is similar data, or “external 

homogeneity” depicting differences among categories of data. 

Using a profile format, the researcher chose for participants’ life stories to read more like a story 

than an academic manuscript. Profiles use participant’s actual words in the process of sharing the story. 

Participant’s lengthy quotes were noted within quotation marks and were taken directly from that 

individual’s life story transcript. Minimal changes might have been necessary for grammatical reasons or 

to make the sentence read more clearly. These changes were bracketed [in this fashion]. Pseudonyms 

were used and identifying information was altered. 

Initially, when considering the overarching theory of attachment, one might naturally consider the 

four categories of attachment in searching out themes in the data. The researcher additionally 

endeavored to approach the data as openly as possible. The researcher worked back and forth between 
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audio tapes, transcriptions, and accompanying project data; to verify meaningfulness and accurateness, 

and to establish and prioritize categories significant to the researcher. The process of discovering themes 

within data is a creative procedure, which involves deciding what is truly significant to the research 

(Patton 1990). 

 
Validity Issues  

The foundation of qualitative research rests on thick rich descriptions of persons, places, and 

experiences. Weiss (1994, p. 150), believes that in spite of the various manners in which interview data 

may prove to be challenging, when the researcher uses “richly detailed accounts of vividly remembered 

events” she is likely to find this approach trustworthy. Validity in qualitative research answers the question 

of credibility, reliability, and trustworthiness. These standards are valuable in evaluating qualitative 

research. “Validity in qualitative research has to do with description and explanation, and whether or not a 

given explanation fits a given description. In other words, is the explanation credible?” (Janesick, 1998, p. 

50).  

 The integrity of the researcher plays a significant role in the validity of the research (Patton, 

1990), especially since the researcher is the method or instrument for data collection and is located at the 

heart of the investigation process. This point is reflected by Polkinghorn (1984): 

The activity of knowing is itself a human phenomenon. How can we  

turn the tools of knowledge-making on ourselves when we are the  

tool makers? There is no absolute point outside human phenomena  

from which to investigate. Moreover, the knowledge gained when we 

study ourselves changes the object that we are studying. (427) 

The human researcher is also an intelligent, adaptable, and accommodating instrument that is capable of 

countering circumstances with competence, discernment, and compassion (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Patton, 1990). This is viewed as an asset to the research along with accountability, which is a necessary 

component.  

Maxwell (2005, p. 108) argues that qualitative researchers deal with threats to validity as specific 

incidents or processes rather than as variables that must be controlled. Patton (1990, p. 461) believes 

that credible qualitative research responds to three broad questions: What rigorous techniques and 

methods are used throughout the project, from data gathering to data analysis? What is the researcher’s 

experience and qualifications, both professionally and personally? What assumptions sustain the 

research paradigm? 

Ruling out specific validity threats is a crucial concern in qualitative research. Techniques and 

methods, the researcher’s credentials, and the research paradigm have previously been addressed in 
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great detail in other portions of this paper. Since it is virtually impossible to develop a comprehensive list 

of threats to validity, the following conveys three specific threats to validity that are common to qualitative 

studies: researcher bias, reactivity, and trustworthiness of the data. Researcher bias is witnessed in 

preconceived ideas, opinions, prejudices, foregone conclusions, and any biases of the researcher that 

would affect the data, in either a positive or a negative way (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). To manage bias, the 

researcher must have an honest understanding and acknowledgement of her own personal perceptions 

surrounding the topic of study. To guard against researcher bias, Rossman and Rallis (2003) advise 

researchers to remain conscious of past experiences that could influence personal views and “to be 

aware of and vigilant about the baggage we carry into inquiry” (p. 51). In effort to guard against biases in 

this study, the researcher worked to remain conscious of and actively correct assumptions during 

interviews. In this study, the researcher sought out validation, clarification, and member checks as 

needed.  

Reactivity is a term that is often applied to the effect the researcher has on research participants. 

One way to address reactivity in this study was for the researcher to share with participants that the 

researcher did not have a stake in how participants responded to interview questions or in the outcome of 

the study. To reduce apprehension the following statement was included in the consent form. “This is 

considered an exploratory study and Ms. Mills does not have a stake in how participants respond to the 

interview questions.” The researcher truly did not maintain a desired outcome for the study. The greater 

concern was that participants felt comfortable being completely honest. Confidentiality was addressed 

with the intent that participants would feel comfortable and maintain a high level of candor in the study.  

In this study the researcher related to participants and engaged them in a respectful, non-

threatening, and unobtrusive way. Interviews were conducted in a relaxed, natural, and conversational 

manner. With the researcher assuming the position of learner and the research participant, the role of 

teaching expert, there is a higher propensity to promote a sense of empowerment to the participant.   

Trustworthiness of the data is often reflected in the accuracy and comprehensiveness of what 

research participants share in the setting, the data that is recorded, and findings that are reported. In an 

effort to reach that goal in this study, during the interview, any unclear statements were clarified with 

research participants so the intended message was captured. Active and reflective listening was used to 

encourage participant confirmation of data. Immediately following each interview, time was scheduled to 

enter field notes and personal memos. As an example, these notes included reactions of the researcher 

and of the participant, introductory ideas concerning themes, connections with existing theory, and 

important observations. Audio tapes were made of the entire interview. Transcriptions of the participants’ 

narratives provided concrete evidence and accurate quotes.  
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In an effort to meet validity requirements, this research was carried out in a careful and dedicated 

manner. Researchers need to use common sense and moral conscientiousness when working with 

research participants. Respect and appreciation for research participants and the researcher’s integrity 

must be of main concern. Throughout the study, priority was given foremost to the research participant, 

followed by the research itself, and lastly to the researcher.     

An essential goal in carrying out this research was to more fully comprehend how the missionary 

research participants understand and make meaning out of their lived experiences. “If the interview 

structure works to allow them to make sense of themselves as well as to the interviewer, then it has gone 

a long way towards validity” (Seidman, 2006, p. 24). In the end, as qualitative researchers, we must, “rely 

on the quality of our interviewing for the validity of our material … Our best guarantee of the validity of 

interview material is careful, concrete level, interviewing within the context of a good interviewing 

partnership” (Weiss, 1994, p. 150).   

 

Ethical Issue  

 In order for a qualitative study to be trustworthy, it must possess more than validity, it must also 

be ethical (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Researchers choose a topic and enter the field of research because 

they have an interest in their topics. Some might even admit a passion for the topic. The researcher 

aspires to learn more about the subject and this generally occurs through the course of acquiring and 

constructing knowledge. Researchers bring assumptions along with them and these assumptions can not 

help but have an effect on the research, the researcher, and the research participants. Researchers “will 

be undeniably affected by what they hear and observe in the field, often in unnoticed ways” (Miles & 

Huberman, p. 8 1994). The researcher becomes a co-author with participants in the data, and in 

understanding the experience. This becomes a shared, active process - - not a gathering of information 

by one.  

 With a background in marriage and family therapy, clinical social work, and in psychology, ethics 

are both familiar and mandatory for this researcher. She has both taken classes in ethics and taught 

courses in ethics. Codes of ethics in both marriage and family therapy and social work have been upheld 

in this research project. Several steps were taken to ensure that a high standard of ethics were 

maintained. Formal permission has been granted to this researcher, from The Florida State University, 

Intuitional Review Board (IRB), Human Subjects Committee, in order to conduct this research (Appendix 

C). An informed consent form (Appendix D) was distributed to each research participant. The researcher 

verified that each participant read and understood the form prior to signing the document. The informed 

consent form emphasized that research participants entered into the research relationship as volunteers 
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and that they could withdraw at any time from the research project. The nature of the study was 

discussed and participant obligations were noted with appropriate time frames. A plan for handling the 

findings and confidentiality of the research participant and of the data was addressed stating, ‘Information 

obtained during the course of this study will remain confidential, to the extent allowed by law.’   

 
Researcher Perspective   

 
Qualitative researchers openly acknowledge the impossibility of writing a text that holds no trace 

of the author. In an effort to protect the research and to add credibility and validity to the work, the 

objective is to openly address the researcher’s point of view. In qualitative investigation, the researcher 

and the research participants often become “coauthors in narrative adventures” (Lincoln & Denzin, 1998, 

p. 411). There is a presumption that the research experience is shared and that the relationship is much 

more egalitarian than most other forms of research. The researcher must maintain a high level of integrity 

because, regardless of how conscientious and fair-minded the researcher is, “The loudest voice is the 

voice of the author” (Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995, p. 131). 

Qualitative methods were natural and comfortable for this researcher. It was a personally 

rewarding experience. Attachment theory and life stories offered an excellent framework for exploring the 

lived experiences of missionary couples for a marriage and family therapist. As a therapist, this 

researcher has witnessed the power of stories to stir emotions, create change, and to heal physically, 

emotionally, and spiritually. Everybody has a story to tell, but not everyone has someone to listen. This 

researcher came to listen and to learn. 

The researcher becomes the “connection between the field text, and the consuming community in 

making certain that such voices are heard” (Lincoln & Denzin, 1998, p. 411). It is also becoming more 

common for “qualitative researchers to be advocates of the moral communities they represent” (Denzin, 

1998, p. 338). Clinical training has prepared this researcher to create a therapeutic environment. In this 

setting one can experience a secure base and a safe holding environment. Throughout the study, the 

researcher worked to provide a nonjudgmental setting and a sense of confidentially. These were viewed 

as fundamental approaches that were necessary to aid in the elicitation of rich and meaningful narratives 

of research participants’ stories, with the anticipation of empowering the participants and benefiting the 

future.  

 

 76

 



CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

 
 

Profiles were used to communicate participant’s experiences and were both practical and 

effective for sharing research data from the life stories. They offered a concrete approach and used 

participant’s tangible words in the process of sharing the story. A profile must contain a beginning, middle, 

and ending, along with a sense of conflict and resolution (Seidman, 2006, p. 119). The participants’ 

interview data was convincing and sufficiently comprehensive, thus effective in creating and supporting 

every profile. The very nature of the interview guide used in this study lent itself well to capturing the 

beginning, middle, and ending necessary for each profile. The interview guide was purposely designed to 

follow participants’ life stories in an orderly fashion and was successful in achieving that goal in the 

interviews. Every participant’s story contained some level of conflict and resolution. At times, in reporting 

struggles with ongoing issues related to being a missionary, participants offered possible solutions to 

resolving these problems. These comments are covered later in the chapter. Themes of attachment were 

evident across all the life stories in the study.  

In keeping with the profile format, the researcher chose for participants’ life narratives to read 

more like a story than an academic research manuscript. Profiles incorporated the participant’s actual 

words in the process of sharing the story. Therefore, quotes from research participants were merely noted 

in double quotation marks and were taken directly from that individual’s life story transcript. Lengthy 

quotes were not formatted in the traditional American Psychological Association’s publication manual 

indented block style. The names used in the study are pseudonyms and identifying information was 

altered to maintain confidentiality. Each profile depicted portions of the missionary’s life story experience 

in the participant’s own words and was intended to provide readers with a quintessence representation of 

the individual’s experience. 

Chapter four is introduced with a description of each couple and followed by a separate synthesis 

of meaning from the narratives of John, Jena, David, and Dana. Next, each research question is 

reexamined and recurrent themes were explored for each participant. Tables were developed to display 

results of self-reported romantic attachment and attachment to God for each participant. Results are 

discussed and themes were revealed. The chapter is concluded with recommendations from every 

participant for improved training of missionaries and advancement in member care.   
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Couple Descriptions 

 
John and Jena 

John and Jena have been married for thirteen years. This is the first marriage for each of them. 

They met on the field as missionaries and married. John and Jena received a one month pre-field training 

in preparation for their mission career of teaching English as a second language in Asia. Neither of their 

parents were missionaries. They have one child.   

 
David and Dana 

 David and Dana have been married for sixteen years. This is the second marriage for each of 

them. They met prior to becoming missionaries. Neither of their parents were missionaries. The couple 

has two children. David and Dana attended and graduated from the same Bible College but at different 

times. They also obtained one semester of classroom pre-field training prior to going to the field. Once in 

the field, they completed a one-year internship together. 

 
Summary of Descriptions 

 
While all of the participants in this study are missionaries, the stories revealed both similarities 

and distinct differences. Each participant experienced a unique existence and although some experiences 

were similar, they may have been perceived or interpreted differently. The stories revealed apparent 

themes related to attachment. Across the life span, the role of the primary attachment figure is typically 

transferred from a parent, to a peer, and for those who marry, on to a spouse. The major tenants of a 

secure attachment are: a secure base, a safe haven, seeking and maintaining proximity, and protest or 

distress at separation. These tenants were present, and indicated a secure attachment, or they were 

lacking at various stages in the primary attachment relationships of every participant.  

 
Data Synthesis 

 
Synthesis of Meaning in John’s Story 

Exposure to physical violence and imminent threats to John’s life in his childhood home might 

have had the greatest effect on John’s early attachment. Growing up with daily physical fighting 

presented an extremely distressing childhood. “I remember one time, my mom actually pulling a gun on 

my dad. My dad said, ‘You’re not going to do that.’ I don’t know if you have been in that situation but it is 

really shocking. I was there.” John’s mother was domineering and angry, his father was a violent 

alcoholic, and his oldest brother was in trouble with the law and in prison. “Those were pretty troubled 
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times. My parents did not have a great relationship. They argued a lot. My dad was an alcoholic and my 

oldest brother was constantly in trouble.” The other siblings were violent and often fought physically 

among themselves as well as with the parents. A troubled cousin whose mother had committed suicide 

brought her own set of problems when she moved into the home. The large family overflowed with 

chaotic and traumatic attachments. The attachment-related themes of a fear of failing, a sense of self-

doubt, abandonment, and maintaining distance in relationships came up through John’s story. 

John’s early life. John’s childhood was incredibly frightening. He recalled, “The violence, the 

anger, the yelling, the screaming. That’s scary. And really thinking, one of these days, I think they’re 

going to kill my mom and I think I am also going to get killed.” When asked who “they” were, John replied, 

“Probably, that would be my father, my sister, my cousin, or my older brother.” It only added more 

confusion that his parents were both the source of fear and also the solution to fear (Johnson & Whiffen, 

2003). The parents were the source of fear because they were the ones perpetrating the violence. 

Conversely, they were also the solution to fear because a parent is normally the one a child turns to for 

comfort. In this case it was the very individuals who caused the distress. The biological attachment 

system naturally motivates a frightened child to attain proximity to the parent in order to be protected. 

When the parent is also the source of terror, the child becomes disoriented or stuck as he experiences an 

innate desire to turn to the origin of the fear that he is also struggling to flee (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003, p. 

106). John’s parents did not share a stable or loving relationship and were not able to provide an 

emotionally secure environment.  

From an attachment perspective there is little to compare to the fright and helplessness of a child 

who fears that his mother and he might literally be killed. John’s statement, “I think they’re going to kill my 

mom and I think I am also going to get killed” taps both the model-of-self (anxiety of abandonment, sense 

of self-worth, and lovability) and the model-of-other (avoidance, availability and trustworthiness of other). 

A sense of the daily intensity is in John’s description of the repeated cycle, “It would happen in the 

evening, build up through the day and in the evening it would just blow up at some point.” Viewing the 

scenario through the lens of attachment, fear and anxiety were activated through the day, causing 

difficulty in regulating emotions. The violent aggression communicated “You get away!” John “shut down 

and went inside” to flee the trauma. This might have been his only means to “get away” as a little boy.  

Without the security necessary to develop a secure attachment, one often acquires a secondary 

attachment style. At times, when John shared his story, there was a suggestion of disorientation, of being 

reluctant to remember or overwhelmed with the memories. At other times, he seemed to experienced 

difficulty remembering, as though he has tried to erase the memories from his mind. He learned to survive 

a childhood filled with threats to his life and to the lives of those he loved by detaching. “I think that it very 
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much … It went inside and I just kind of tried to tune it out, go to another realm, think of something else, I 

don’t know, I can’t really remember now what I would do … you could kind of hear it in the background 

but yeah, I think just going inside.”  

Attachment is organized as a behavioral control system. The goal of the system is to preserve a 

safe predictable environment, a place where behavioral homeostasis is maintained. When the child feels 

secure, exploration and socialization takes place. When the child becomes wary or fearful, the exploration 

and social systems are terminated, causing activation of the attachment behavioral system. When the 

environment is threatened, the child becomes fearful and needs are not met. A predetermined set of 

underlying behavioral goal-corrected processes take over to seek proximity (vocalizing, crying, 

approaching and following) in response to both internal and external cues (e.g., Cassidy & Shaver, 1999). 

Further exploration of John’s story in attachment terms suggested that he sensed despair and disruption 

of the attachment bond. He experienced the sequential phases of protest, despair, and detachment 

(Bowlby, 1969, 1982). John’s story indicated his attempted protest and distress at the threat of separation 

(threat of death to his mother or himself) “Sometimes a lot of violence would spill over and I would try and 

step in and [I got] hit.” Clinging behaviors, a sense of despair, and finally detachment occurred by “going 

inside, shutting down, and trying to think of something else” to escape the trauma.  

John failed the first grade because he couldn’t hear. “My ears were completely plugged and I 

couldn’t hear what was going on and was really falling behind. That was traumatic at the time.” One might 

marvel at this unique coincidence; that with all of the “yelling and screaming” in the home, John 

experienced problems with his hearing. It could have inadvertently protected him from some of the violent 

outbursts. A theme surrounding a fear of failing emerged in John’s life story (in college, in his master’s 

program, being admitted to the English Language Institute (ELI), with God). “And even in college a little 

bit I had a fear, but by then I could say I’m not going to fail, I’m not going to fail. Even when I got my 

master’s degree, the courses I was taking were really hard. All you had to do is self-talk. ‘You’ve never 

failed so what makes you think you will fail now?’ That is kind of a small fear that may be a factor from 

being held back in first grade.” John continued to use positive self-talk to encourage himself through 

uncertain times. In his sense of failing God, John used scripture to reassure himself. “I remember when I 

became a Christian I thought, ‘How long will this stick?’ And again, that’s the fear for me. I reassure 

myself with scripture. Jesus said, ‘No one that you have given me will be plucked out of my hand.’ That’s 

assurance to me. To my knowledge these fears and so on, He is completely in control. There is really no 

failure.”  

Interestingly, John is a teacher today and he also volunteers at his daughter’s school helping 

other students outside her class. He experienced first-hand the importance of an encouraging and 
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supportive teacher, both with his hearing problems and other times when he turned to teachers for 

support. “I got close to several of my teachers, particularly one fourth grade teacher. At times, I would turn 

to them.” A quality John wished to be remembered for was, “For being a good teacher and a person who 

gives to his students.” To be a good teacher, one must first become a good learner. The theme of John 

as a learner was woven throughout his story.  

John’s second oldest brother taught John to ride his bike. The same brother and older sisters 

explained to John what “held back” meant when he failed first grade. It could be that his older brother and 

sisters offered some security to John. John now puts an optimistic spin on negative happenings in his life 

and used positive sentiment override to explain other’s undesirable behavior (“They did the best they 

could.”) which has become an asset to him. He has chosen not to focus on the negative. When sharing 

his story about failing first grade, he reframed the experience as “a blessing” and stated he “was blessed.” 

As he matured, John realized that he was more physically developed than his peers and he excelled at 

sports. “Looking back now, I realize what a blessing it was to be held back a year because through junior 

high and high school, I was the oldest in the class and more physically developed. I could do sports so 

actually I think I was blessed.” Today, John appears very physically fit with a tall athletic build. In fact, 

when he arrived for his interview he had just come from working out at the physical fitness center on 

campus. It’s very possible that his physical development, athletic abilities, and height provided self-

confidence in his youth; and through his superior athletic abilities, he felt security in his physical 

accomplishments.  

John had no memory of ever being comforted by either parent, but he did have a distinct memory 

of his father’s encouragement. “One time, I was praying out in the living room, just praying. I can’t 

remember why just now. I just remember this. My father came along and I stopped. And he said, ‘No, you 

don’t have to stop praying. You should keep praying’.” This might have encouraged John to develop an 

attachment to God as someone he could turn to for comfort and eventually impacted John’s choice to 

become a missionary. Additionally, when he offered advice for a successful marriage, John’s first 

response was, “Pray together.” John’s father’s words of encouragement had a powerful and lasting 

impact. John continued to follow his father’s encouragement and offers it to others today. 

John felt that his father communicated love and support by being present at John’s ball games 

and sensed that his father was proud of him. The emotional and physical bond he felt with his father 

motivated John to excel at sports. “If he was not working and I was doing something like a baseball game 

or a basketball game or a football game, he was always there and proud of me and supportive in that 

way.” However, he had a traumatic experience when he saw his father sobbing at his grandfather’s 

funeral. It was John’s first experience with death. “Watching my father cry was really sobering. He was not 

 81

 



just crying, he was really sobbing. I was on the steps at the Catholic Church. It was seeing him weak, 

perhaps vulnerable. Being surprised that maybe he was not in control.” This was “sobering” and 

frightening when John realized that his father, who seemed to exert such power and control in the home, 

was now sobbing uncontrollably.  

Sometimes, as an alternative method for dealing with difficulties, John is a self proclaimed 

“avoider.” Though John has accomplished much success in life, he has viewed himself as less than 

successful at times and uses avoidance and procrastination to escape failing. “I’m an avoider. I would 

really rather avoid conflict. When things get tough, I just loath that.” John holds a leadership position 

along with his teaching responsibilities as a missionary and he has learned to be a better leader. 

“Actually, the sooner and more firmly I tackle difficult situations or difficult people, the more respect they 

have for me and the smaller the issues are.” A theme of John as a learner was woven through his life 

story and he has chosen to learn a better way in many areas of his life.   

John meeting his spouse. When John and Jena met, both were coming from a prior broken 

relationship. John hesitated initially to voice his attraction and true feelings for Jena. “I was becoming 

interested in Jena in January and February of 1994 but I didn’t express it. May 1st, we both sat down and 

talked about our feelings openly.” Utilizing attachment theory, one might theorize John’s hesitancy to 

reveal his interest to Jena as a fear or rejection, a fear of failure, and/or a fear of intimacy based on past 

close relationships. After exploring “some obstacles we saw” in the relationship, he sought counsel from 

trusted individuals, and John proposed. 

At times it appeared that John has struggled in trusting his own judgment. Many times John has 

turned to others that he admires and trusts to assist him in making good decisions. They have offered 

direction and validated John’s important life choices which has served him well (becoming a missionary, 

marriage, navigating the culture). “Someone in our organization, an older man, came to me and said, ‘If 

this relationship is really what you want, you should pursue the relationship.’  So I said, ‘You know you’re 

right.’ Then I talked to other people and simply said, ‘Do you see any reason why I shouldn’t pursue this 

relationship?’ and they were like, ‘No.’ so I proposed.”  

John physically met Jena at ELI’s pre-training conference, prior to going back to Asia a second 

term to teach, at the beginning of the fall semester in 1993. They were married in November of 1994. 

However, John does not recall a first date. “Jena and I have talked about this, I can’t really think of a first 

date. We went right into the marriage.” Because of a no-dating policy in ELI, they were not permitted to 

date in the field. Although they saw one another about once a month and traveled together at length 

along with others while in Asia, they also lived two and one-half hours apart in Asia. Yet, in the states 

after they were engaged, they were not serving as missionaries and they lived in the same town for three 
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months prior to the wedding. One might note the sense of physical and emotional distance that was 

consistently maintained in the relationship. As a result, they didn’t know one another very well prior to 

marriage.     

John’s early marriage. Early marriage was difficult for John. “My early expectations about 

marriage were not very accurate. I thought it might have been easier.” They had not dated or spent time 

together alone getting to know one another and both indicated the choice to marry was more practical 

than romantic. “I think she is physically beautiful, her maturity, her desire to be in Asia long-term, she 

loves teaching, she loves students. I thought, ‘We can meld these passions together.’ It seemed like a 

good thing to do.” The early marriage was a time when John learned a better way. He learned, “Jena 

needs space” at times. John likes to communicate and found that Jena needed, “less of that at times. She 

likes to be touched throughout the day and hold my hand. Those are things I’ve learned and I do.” 

John and Jena experienced communication and conflict in their families quite differently. “I was 

used to so much screaming and violence, so to me a little disappointment or a disagreement wasn’t really 

a conflict, but it was to Jena ..... I had to learn to say, ‘OK we are having a disagreement, slow down, 

listen to her.’ To me it was over but with Jena it took her longer to let go.” John responded to Jena 

sensitively and empathetically which was necessary to create a corrective attachment experience and lay 

the foundation for security.  

John’s marriage now.  After thirteen years of marriage John and Jena are “much more in tune to 

each other” and they have developed more security in their attachment. John stated the main factor that 

brings security in his marriage now is, “I know she won’t leave. Not that I ever thought that she would but 

now I just know. That’s not going to happen, absolutely. The longer we’re married the happier we are.” 

This speaks to the increased level of security in the relationship. At the beginning of their relationship, 

John and Jena both agreed never to use divorce as a threat. Over the years, they have created a secure 

base and a safe haven in their relationship. “In the last several years we’ve been able to [facilitate] 

marriage seminars. We’ve been learning a lot about that and how to do that in our own marriage as we’re 

helping other folks.”   

John as a missionary.  John indicated he was running away from something when he became a 

missionary. “I remember this as a conscious thought. It would really be nice to work with a Christian 

organization. So maybe I was looking for something that was positive because my upbringing wasn’t 

positive. I was thinking everything would be really easy. Of course, it wasn’t.” He acknowledged fearing 

failure initially when accepted by ELI, “I was surprised that I was accepted into ELI. I really went into that 

orientation process thinking I would not be accepted.” The first time John went to Asia, he was leaving a 
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broken engagement behind in the states. That might well have added to his desire for something positive 

and the loss of a relationship could have heightened his sense of failure.  

The second time John went back to ELI, he had been teaching in the states, was not happy, and 

missed Asia. He had spoken with Jena over the phone and corresponded with her by mail. However, 

when he decided to go back to Asia, he had the option of working with Jena as a teammate, at the same 

university where he had previously worked. He was familiar with the university and the students, yet he 

chose not to accept that assignment. “ELI asked me if I wanted to go back to the same university. If I had 

said yes, that would have meant that Jena and I would have been teammates. But, I said that I didn’t 

want to go back to that university.” One might wonder how John came to that decision. He had loved his 

work there, knew the area, and voiced that he had missed the vicinity and the students. He had 

developed an attachment to some of the students, encouraged them, and sent letters and gifts back to 

them after he departed. Was the physical distance necessary for emotional comfort? Was there an 

unspoken fear? Was he avoiding something; possibly a new relationship? Were there distressing 

memories? Rather than returning to the same university, he chose to go to a university two and one-half 

hours away, his teammate was another male, and John and his teammate were the only foreigners in the 

town where they worked. 

Today, reminiscent of his childhood home, John faces tension and uncertainty in his mission work 

and in the culture where he lives. “There is always this tension, if I go completely in, will I be OK? There is 

something about losing control.” Similar to his parents, the country, the culture, and the people he loves 

so much are both his source of fear and also the solution to fear. One might wonder if he is comforted in 

knowing how to respond in a familiar environment, though not ideal for most individuals. After thirteen 

years, he has learned to ask friends that live in the culture for advice. “What do you think? Is this a safe 

situation?” He has trusted their judgment and has learned to, “Let them guide us through the culture.”    

John has developed a secure attachment to God, yet there are some fears that he continues to 

deal with as a missionary. “My biggest fear as a missionary would be if we had to leave the field for some 

reason.” He has developed insight through his attachment to God, which has helped him become more 

accepting and less critical of himself. “I have been able to intellectually develop a really good solid 

foundation of who God is and an understanding. That helps me when I’m hard on myself. I see through 

that filter and those things don’t have to be true now, because I know who God is and my inheritance in 

Him and what Jesus has done for me.” 

John’s greatest comfort with God was knowing, “He is completely in control. There is really no 

failure and if we would need to leave [Asia] it would be because He is in control. We have to believe, He 

really is in control.” John has come to terms with feelings of failure through his attachment to God. John 

 84

 



has worked to provide a secure attachment for his daughter and is thinking ahead to when his daughter 

begins college. He and his wife have planned to “come back [to the United States] just to help her make 

that transition. Our friends who have kids making that transition say that’s a scary time for them and for 

the parents. So we would probably take a year or two then go back to Asia.” John wants to be physically 

available to his daughter as that change takes place, to provide security for her.  

Reflecting on the questions from the interview for this study on attachment and romantic 

relationships John concluded, “I think this [attachment research] can be beneficial to marriages. Just 

thinking back on some of the families that have been on our team over the past few years and the 

marriages that have not been as strong as they could be, particularly with one case, there was constant 

conflict on our team. There was insecurity on both sides and this has shed some light on some of those 

issues over the past few years for me.”  

 
Synthesis of Meaning in Jena’s Story 

Specific words and themes were recurrent through Jena’s story. She had a tendency to use the 

words “never” “always” and “consistency” often. A theme of extreme dichotomies was identified in her 

story. Other related themes in Jena’s story were a lack of self-confidence, abandonment, perfectionism, 

self-worth based on performance and accomplishments rather than self-acceptance, anger at what she 

couldn’t control or didn’t understand, and concern about what others thought of her. Jena was highly 

expressive, and possessed high elaboration and high emotional content.  

Jena seemed to prefer absolutes, firm structure, and a desire to feel she was in control. Jena 

shared that she did not do well with change and indicated a desire for consistency, “I don’t deal well with 

major life change. It takes me awhile. I’m not that flexible.” In her relationship with God, her comfort 

comes from “knowing He is unchanging. He always stays the same.” From an attachment perspective it is 

understood how the need for stability and predictability might have originated from Jena’s childhood and 

the dichotomies she speaks of. Although Jena stated, “I don’t remember negative feelings or anything” 

she recalled experiencing her father’s and sister’s mental illness as “very traumatic.”  Jena reported that 

her sister’s illness “is still an ongoing family issue and is so stressful for me.” She was concerned if people 

would see her as “crazy. That comes from watching my sister and my dad struggle with illness, sort of an 

underlying fear that I too could go crazy or will people think I am crazy.” As a young person, Jena knew 

her father was “not very comfortable with displays of emotion and distained a show of emotion.” Jena’s 

parents were distant in their relationship, unable to share emotional closeness, and wrote letters to 

convey their feelings. “There is something wrong if you’re living in a house with someone but you have to 

write letters to communicate your feelings.” As a young girl she sensed that her parents did not have “a 
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healthy marriage.” From an attachment perspective, one might possibly assess that this environment 

could produce uncertainty, insecurity, and even fear for a child.  

Jena’s early life. Jena reported that in childhood she “was very shy, didn’t want to meet other 

children, or answer the phone.” Jena speculated, “There weren’t people around and years later my mom 

shared that because my dad traveled, she often felt afraid. She never told us that, but I wonder if we 

picked up subconsciously that she was afraid.” Using an attachment framework, one might view the 

mother as preoccupied in the midst of her own fears or unresponsive to the distress of her children. 

Caught up in her own emotionality, the mother was possibly unable to provide the secure base that her 

children needed to feel self-confident and take reasonable risks.  

Jena shared, “I threw temper tantrums, but never outside our home, never with other people.” In 

attachment terms, anger in close relationships is often a bid for connection with the non-responsive or 

inaccessible attachment figure. An increased expression of fear or anger accompanied by clinging 

behavior is frequently learned as a method for maintaining contact with an inconsistent care provider. 

Jena stated that she and her sister were “such good little girls” in public. Yet privately in her home, she 

threw temper tantrums and had an awareness that she was able to control that. One might wonder if the 

negative connection she received from her mother, by having a temper tantrum, was better than little or 

no connection at all. Jena stated that she was a “daddy’s girl, we had a lot more interests that we 

enjoyed. I remember enjoying that very much and always feeling close to him.” Jena possessed a special 

relationship with her father. However, he was often away from home on business trips.  

In many ways, Jena’s childhood contained several dichotomies. On one hand she recalled, 

“There were never shouting matches. People didn’t lose it in my house.” On the other hand she stated, 

“My mom could totally lose it at us. We could have screaming matches.” The two opposing themes reflect 

a sense of uncertainty and lack of stability: “My father can be very dominant and intimidating,” and “My 

mom’s kind of passive.” Jena’s father was often traveled, leaving her mother in charge. Jena stated, “She 

would say, ‘just wait till you father gets home’ and dad would come home and whack us.” Today, Jena is 

parenting her child differently in this respect. “I definitely think if there is an offense, the parent that is 

there should deal with the offense at the time. Not pass that on to the guy that walks in the door at the 

end of the day.” 

The family dynamics and family hierarchy were imbalanced in Jena’s childhood home. Her 

mother’s role was childlike in some ways. “She was like one of us rather than the two of them. So in some 

ways it was almost like dad and the three girls.” Jena stated that she “never saw conflict.” Even in her 

father’s infidelity when “my father began having relationships with other women … there was still no open 

conflict.” The unspoken message was, ‘we don’t acknowledge problems and we don’t talk about feelings’. 
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Appropriate and successful conflict resolution was lacking in Jena’s childhood. Unspoken messages were 

passively conveyed through distance, avoidance, inconsistency, unresponsiveness, and silence. Dealing 

appropriately with conflict and communication was a repeated area of great difficulty in Jena and John’s 

early marriage, so much so that they both questioned whether or not they had made the right choice to 

marry and if they would be able to return to the mission field.  

Jena’s parents parentified her and sought a secure base and safe haven from Jena rather than 

providing that for her. On one hand, Jena stated, “They did not try to pull my sister and I into their 

conflict.” On the other hand, she shared that her father often confided his feelings to her about his lack of 

satisfaction in his marriage to her mother. “He would often talk to me about his feelings about the 

relationship. They didn’t really love each other. He had outgrown the relationship.” Her parents divorced 

when she was in college. “The hardest thing for me, when my dad was out of the picture, she confided in 

me too. I felt like I had way too much information. I may be twenty-something, but I am still the child. I 

really didn’t want to know all these things. They were even asking me for advice.”  

Jena experienced abandonment when her father remarried. “That was harder than the divorce. I 

don’t think he really understood why that was difficult for me.” Perhaps Jena didn’t fully understand why it 

was so difficult for her either. She indicated her sense of abandonment, “I felt betrayed … I thought I 

knew him.” One might have imagined the experience of her parent’s unhappy marriage, her father’s 

infidelity, the divorce, and her father’s marriage to another woman could have played a role in Jena’s 

ability to trust and feel safe in her romantic relationships. At the same time, she did not want to be alone 

and felt a sense of urgent determination to become married herself.  

In her family, Jena was often viewed as being more capable than she felt at times. When asking 

her father for advice he would respond, “I’m sure you will make the right decision.” Jena’s bids for 

connection and support were ignored. “There were times when I could have benefited from someone 

saying something direct.” As a result, “there was the sense that everybody was depending on me to take 

care of myself. And I needed to live up to that expectation ... I mostly dealt with things by keeping them to 

myself ... It is still hard to admit that I don’t know what to do or I need help.” She tended to be self-critical 

and felt “I should be doing better, further along, and more mature. Am I measuring up? Am I waiting for 

other people to take the first step?” Because she was frequently treated more like an adult in childhood, 

when she needed the security and safe haven of someone older and wiser, her self-confidence was 

affected. 

Jena shared “I struggled with losing my temper” and she became angry with what she could not 

control or didn’t understand. With her mother, Jena was “very impatient with certain aspects about her 

(mother), feeling not understood and not understanding her. There were times when she could be sort of 
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smothering.” Jena struggles in her relationship with her sister. “I feel that the person that can light my fuse 

the fastest is still my sister. I find it very hard to be patient. For years I was determined to make her hear 

me.” Jena became “bitter” with her father after he remarried and she had a distant relationship with him 

for sometime. Jena holds a very high standard for herself and for others. At the same time, she focuses 

on accomplishments rather than accepting herself for who she is as an individual. She tended to hold a 

negative view. “It’s far easier for me to worry or predict negative outcomes than to be positive and predict 

positive outcomes.” This was something she is working on yet feels, “it’s kind of been an ingrained kind of 

thing.” 

Jena meeting her spouse. Jena was in her mid-thirties when she contacted her mother to reveal 

her decision to stay in Asia another year. Jena’s mother told her that she should return to the states if she 

wanted to marry. One might wonder if the mother’s statement and the parent’s marriage added to Jena’s 

anxiety to marry. “They really didn’t have a lot in common. In fact, I’ve often wondered what drew them 

together in the beginning. Kind of cultural, they were in their late twenties, which for the forties and fifties 

you were old to not be married. I think there was pressure. They really didn’t have a lot of common 

interests.” 

Jena was thirty-seven when she met John. What attracted her was, “he was very calm and 

reassuring in a crisis.” She was attracted to “his commitment, and his consistency. He’s not somebody 

with wide swings in emotions … his steadiness.” Jena yearned for these qualities since childhood. She 

longed for her father’s direction but “he was constantly saying, I’m sure you will figure something out. I 

can remember being frustrated, even in college.” Additionally, in the mist of her father’s and sister’s 

mental illness Jena desired a secure consistency, calmness in the crises, protection, and comfort. Feeling 

abandoned by her mother’s angry isolation and later feeling abandoned by her father, Jena deeply 

wanted someone who was committed. John seemed to hold the secure attributes she was seeking.   

Jena and John had not shared romantic feelings with the other in their relationship and Jena felt 

anxiety about where she stood, “I was never sure if he was nice to me because he liked me or because 

he is nice to everybody.” Sharing and communicating true feelings was lacking in Jena’s childhood. Her 

parents used letters to communicate feelings and her father “distained a show of emotion.” Jena was 

romantically attracted to John and wanted deeply to know if John cared for her. “If he did, I thought he 

was the one.” The couple approached the relationship from a pragmatic stance, more of a business deal 

than a romance, interviewing one another, and fielding potential obstacles. Jena added, “Without a 

commitment … I felt no obligation.” Jena wanted to get married, “It was not a threat, it’s just the way it 

was.” After John proposed, they had a three month engagement and attended premarital counseling. 

However, prior to the wedding, “We didn’t really have a date.”  
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Jena’s early marriage. Jena and John experienced a difficult start in marriage and struggled with 

communication and conflict resolution. They didn’t know one another very well. Each came from a family 

that dealt with conflict and feelings in opposing manners. Each possessed a different attachment style, 

and experienced attachment in his or her own way. In John’s family the unspoken message was, ‘You get 

away’ causing him to use distance and avoidance. In Jena’s family, the unspoken message was, ‘I get 

away.’ Her father’s infidelity and her mother’s isolating in the midst of conflict caused Jena to feel 

abandoned. Therefore, John needed distance and Jena needed closeness. 

Acknowledgement of conflict and communication of feelings in Jena’s family was almost 

nonexistent while in John’s family it erupted in violence on a regular basis. Jena was highly emotional and 

John had learned to check-out emotionally. Jena initially followed her mother’s technique of locking 

herself in the bedroom. However, Jena remembered her feelings as a child when her mother locked 

herself in the bedroom, “the emptiness and helplessness. What do I do now?" She consciously chose not 

to submit John to that. At the same time Jena was emotionally reactive. John was better at asking 

questions, listening to her, and hearing her. “His range of emotions is narrower than mine. He seldom 

feels the lows that I feel and the highs I feel.” John made changes in dealing with conflict as well. He 

slowed the process down for Jena and by provided a safe environment, he was patient, and he yielded in 

disagreements.  

The first year of marriage held many stresses and changes. Funds were tight. Jena was 

completing a master’s degree and had medical concerns. However, Jena and John both made some 

positive choices and learned a better way of working out issues early in the marriage. They provided 

corrective experiences for each other and established a foundation for building more security into their 

individual attachment and into the marital relationship. First, they entered the marriage as good friends. 

Second, both were totally “committed to God, to one another before Him, and to the work that [they were] 

doing.” Third, they were committed to going back to Asia together. Fourth, they were committed to 

communicating and working it out. When Jena found herself questioning her choice to marry, she 

intentionally recalled her wedding day. “I felt totally at peace and convinced that this was the right thing to 

do and not a moment of doubt. I needed to cling to the fact that regardless of my feelings, this is what 

God intended and I needed to work this out and not look back.” They were both teachers and enjoyed 

learning. They read books on marriage and learned techniques from their premarital counseling. It is 

possible that their attachment to God also provided the commitment and security to work it out. “We were 

committed from the very beginning ... We are committed to God and we’re committed to one another 

before Him.”  
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Jena’s marriage now. Several factors seem to have worked together over the years to help Jena 

increase attachment security. The key factors were her husband, her daughter, attachment to God, and 

time. Since marriage, Jena and her husband have grown in secure attachment. They have shared many 

experiences together as missionaries, away from other family members and their influences. Jena and 

John have learned to support and care for the other. With time, they have acquired trust that the other will 

be there. The funeral of John’s sister, and later of Jena’s father, were occurrences when each particularly 

supported and cared for the other “coming back for the funeral, that’s such a traumatic thing to do.” They 

have learned to compromise and talk about uncertainty and changes. This has lead them to growth, 

spiritually, and attachment to God. Jena has learned to handle conflict differently than when first married. 

“Now we talk. We both try to hear the other person, avoiding language that is provoking or escalating, and 

trying to understand what the other person is saying. Trying to understand without letting your emotions 

carry you away, trying to express what you specifically feel the problem is and then work together to 

figure out the outcome.” The marriage seminars Jena and John have provided could have been 

particularly helpful in strengthening their marriage skills. Jena has learned to actively listen while focusing 

on the problem and then work with John to find a solution. 

Having a child was a major life change for Jena. She felt safest with high predictability, and a 

child changed that in many ways. At the same time, through her child, Jena has experienced a new level 

of love and sacrifice. “I was amazed at the depth of the love I had for this child. I didn’t know I was 

capable of that much love, willing to give my life for this child without even thinking twice.” Jena was 

mindful of her own behavior and how it might impact her daughter, “You want to be a good example. 

She’s observing you so you’re careful.” Jena seemed intuitively aware of how her mother’s fears and 

insecurity affected her own childhood. Now, Jena explains, “The most difficult challenge in my marriage is 

dealing with all of the changes. We have many and my poor daughter is very stressed about our current 

change. I just hate to tell her, this is your life. This is really the first of many transitions.” Jena and John 

have consciously worked to provide a sense of security for their child. “We try to give her the sense of 

security that our marriage is a stable thing.” The couple’s child is very social, self-confident, and outgoing. 

Having a child has forced Jena out of her former comfort zone, expanded her experiences and helped her 

“to become more of a people person.” Although she indicated that her natural tendency was to be shy, 

having a child has increased her confidence and helped her to “take the first step and ask the first 

question.”   

Jena feels an attachment to God and believes her marriage is from God. “We felt led by God to 

marry ... We see our marriage as marriage for life.” Through her work as a missionary, she has learned to 

trust God more. Jena and John share daily prayer; that increases their individual attachment to God and 

 90

 



their attachment to each another. Years of staying committed and working it out have built a trust that the 

other will be there and they can depend on that.  

Although Jena feels that she and her husband share a good friendship, she expressed a longing 

that he might “initiate more romantic things.” Jena’s fear in marriage surrounds what she experienced 

through her parent’s relationship, not deepening the intimacy in her marriage. She desires shared 

interests outside of the couple’s child, work, and spiritually. It’s almost as though the couple’s relationship 

has become too “consistent” now and Jena is seeking more spontaneity, “just do something for fun, plain 

old fun. I think the playfulness and more fun are related because it’s hard for me to feel romantic or 

sexual when the relationship most of the time is more like good friends.” Although they have grown in 

security, Jena desires more closeness in the relationship and John tends to be more distant and avoidant. 

This dynamic has been a challenge for the couple to negotiate.  

Jena as a missionary. Jena disclosed that she was running away from a painful relationship and 

the challenges of a master’s program when she became a missionary. “I had just come out of a very very 

painful relationship in the states. So I arrived on the scene with a lot of emotional pain. I was feeling as 

though God was drawing me to go overseas. Then some of my courses were very hard and theoretical. I 

began to lose interest. I took a couple of semesters off.” Initially, upon arriving in the field Jena struggled 

with adjustments, language, and culture. Jena stated her greatest need as a missionary is qualified 

“member care, more personal and emotional care.” At times, varied reasons prohibit Jena from talking to 

the person who is designated to counsel missionaries (ie. confidentiality, not knowledgeable). In these 

times Jena says, “Who else do I talk to? Who else is there? There is nobody else.” In a less traumatic but 

still similar way, Jena seemed to be re-experiencing the feelings from childhood, when her mother locked 

herself in the bedroom leaving Jena alone.  

Jena stated she needs someone to ask how she is doing as an individual, as a mom, and as a 

wife. “Someone from outside of the organization … that we can say what we need to in confidence.” She 

has felt a lack of member care support, particularly for couples. From an attachment perspective, issues 

escalate for missionary couples due to stressful transitions, culture, and dealing with unknown threats. 

Underlying personal issues become heightened in times of fatigue, illness, fear, trials, and pain. The more 

securely attached an individual is, the better able he or she is to deal with vulnerability and anxiety. Jena 

confirmed what others in this study have said, the main reason missionaries leave the field early is due to 

interpersonal conflicts. It is something she has struggled with in her work and it continued to be an issue.  

Jena stated that her greatest fear in being a missionary was, “We might do something that would 

get us thrown out of the country.” Her greatest fear with God was, “not being all that I’m meant to be.” She 

aspired to be remembered as “a faithful and fruitful servant of God.” A turning point in Jena’s life seemed 
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to be “going back to where I felt God had been leading me before.” This was in opposition to much of 

what she was searching for at the time (a mate, education, and career). This might have symbolized 

when she began to more fully trust God’s leading and development of a more secure attachment to Him. 

It was “wild and dangerous and crazy to be way over in Asia especially as a single. In the context of 

finally putting aside fears of lifelong singleness, fears of being alone, and walking in God’s direction, He 

eventually brought into my life my husband and my child as well as doing something that I think is very 

meaningful.” Jena summarized, “From a human standpoint I’m a very unlikely candidate for missionary 

work. I did not have a spirit of adventure or a love of the unknown. I was not courageous. But I never 

gave up. My first partner used to say, ‘You don’t fit the missionary profile’. I think it’s a testimony to God’s 

grace. This is not the life I would have chosen for myself but I love it. I feel very honored at the way the 

Lord has led.”  

 
Synthesis of Meaning in David’s Story 

 David is a very passionate individual with a strong love for adventure and enthusiasm for life. He 

grew up in the midst of violence and deceit. Frequently, he felt threatened and trapped. There was a 

theme of “directions” through his life, comfort with the unknown, and importance on truth, accountability, 

and integrity. Truth and honesty equal freedom to David. Making conscious choices as an adult to do 

what is right has created positive change for him. He is forgiving of others fully dedicated to his beliefs. 

He presented a calm presence, was thoughtful in his responses, and was focused.  

David’s early life. David’s childhood was violent and frightening. He felt trapped. “As a kid, my 

dad would beat us. I remember many many nights hoping that God would kill me and get me out of there. 

That was one of the biggest fears I had. There was no escape from them. I thought I had been switched 

at the hospital and someday, my real family was going to show up and get me out of there or God was 

going to just kill me.” David’s home lacked any sense of safety. He had no one to turn to. Similar to 

another participant in the study, the parents were both the solution to fear and also the source of fear. 

Often distinguished by seeking close proximity and then reacting with fearful avoidance when closeness 

is offered, it is linked with chaotic and traumatic attachment (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003). There was no 

sense of a safe haven in times of trouble and David sought to escape.  

His earliest memory was when he received a western gun set and toy airplane for Christmas. “I 

used to run up and down the hallway and shoot those little red plastic bullets. It was wonderful!” He 

reminisced about the toy airplane, “when you push the wheels along, all the lights, and you hear the 

sound of the jet engine!” Interestingly, today David possesses a deep love for adventure. One might 

perceive adventure as an escape from the horrors in the home. Reading was another escape, “books, all 

adventure books, going to other planets … it’s always been adventure.” In adventures, David was freed 
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from fears and more importantly, he was in control. His approach of using adventure to deal with trauma 

in childhood resulted in positive changes as an adult. A love for adventure and freedom resides with him 

today.  

 David “grew up going to church but there didn’t seem to be any spiritual reality at home with 

yelling, screaming, fighting, and drinking the rest of the week.” David viewed his parents as untruthful, 

and they “kept secrets to life’s most important questions.” His parents’ deceit left a lasting impression on 

David and played a significant role in his desire for truth and accountability in his own life. Growing up, 

David noticed his parents “struggled with different directions. One wanted to go one way and the other 

wanted to go another way. My dad had left years before they actually got divorced and so they always 

lied about it and said, ‘There is some business he’s got and he works out of town.’ But the guy was gone 

for years.”  

David began drinking at fourteen and joined the Marines at eighteen. By the time he was 

discharged, he was a self-confessed, “alcoholic, wild man, and junkie.” David observed, “My childhood 

had a significant impact on me. I made choices based on my childhood. If I could imagine myself growing 

up in another house I wouldn’t have made those choices; my choice to go into the military, start using 

drugs, and drinking. I feel like I wasted fifteen years. Time I could have been doing something good and 

positive was gone. You can’t get it back.” The first thirty years of David’s life were spent running with little 

direction. As a child there was no safety in his home and he escaped the violence through adventure. As 

he became older, he escaped with drugs and alcohol.   

David had little prior experience with a “real” relationship or someone he could trust. He also had 

little experience with peace. Up to this point, he commonly had untrustworthy people in his life. He had 

spent most of his life running away and trying to escape, until the night he encountered a conversion 

experience that affected every aspect of his life. “The Lord came into my house. It was not visual, but a 

real presence. It was peaceful and powerful.” With David’s past insecurities, he expected to hear, “Ha! 

Got-cha! You’re going to Africa.” Yet, this experience was vastly different. He immediately changed 

direction and found himself running towards something and someone for the first time. Interestingly, it 

was also Africa that he found himself running towards some years later. David developed an immediate 

attachment to God and was “delivered at that moment” from all of his addictions. “That night I was 

changed, and I never went back.”  

He quickly became immersed in a church and felt he had “finally found a home.” He worked the 

next several years to “get the stupid stuff out of my head,” initially attending a recovery group and 

eventually becoming the pastor over the ministry. He was married briefly and developed an attachment in 

marriage. When she left, David stated, “I felt abandoned by her and the pain was probably connected to 
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that. All I could do is lie down on the floor of my apartment. I couldn’t even get up.” But this loss was a 

different experience. “I was not totally abandoned. The Lord was there” and the security in his relationship 

with God was “the only reason I feel like I lived through it.” 

David meeting his spouse. David and Dana formally met after David’s divorce and a dinner 

invitation by mutual friends. David was immediately attracted by Dana’s smile, her confidence, and her 

unguarded honesty. A short time later, they saw one another at their apartment parking lot, and realized 

for the first time that they lived at the same apartment complex. Before long they recognized they were 

headed in the same direction, in more ways than one. When each understood the other was interested in 

world missions, the attraction grew stronger. David learned that Dana had helped to smuggle someone 

out of [a foreign country] and thought, “This could be the girl for me.” He was instantly drawn to her 

passion, her courage, and her love for adventure. 

David and Dana both previously experienced a failed marriage with an unfaithful spouse. That 

experience taught them what they did and didn’t want in a mate. This time, they “needed to know the real 

story.” David had experienced growing up in a home with parents going “different directions.” He knew 

that ended in divorce. “My parents did not deal with the truth and one of the things I’ve learned from 

working with former drug addicts and alcoholics is you have to deal with the truth. If you don’t deal with 

the truth, you can’t be free. What is the truth? Once you know that, you can be free.” Through his secure 

attachment to God, David felt he was being led into world missions and trusted God’s direction. 

Concerning Dana, “The Lord had designed us to run into each other over and over” and David felt secure 

in that.   

David’s early marriage. When David and Dana first married, they attended a workshop on 

Sharpening You’re Interpersonal Skills. They learned about “the emotional needs” of the other and “how 

to deal with those emotions in marriage.” They learned the concept of “making deposits to an emotional 

bank account and started doing those things.” The willingness each demonstrated, in providing the loving 

and secure experience that the other needed in the relationship, had a reciprocal effect. It worked to build 

the security of both individuals. David stated that he has a need for touch and “from the very beginning 

Dana has never withheld herself from me. That has been a tremendous confidence builder, confidence 

that she loves me and feeling totally secure in that because she has never withheld herself.” David is 

committed to marriage for life and “never mentions the ‘D’ word. Never!”  Finally, he has learned that in 

conflict “there are times when you have to say, ‘Let me just go in the other room and calm down’ to 

deescalate the situation instead of escalating it.” David educated himself early in the marriage on how to 

have a secure relationship. His “early expectations of marriage were fairly accurate.” He added with a 

grin, “There has been no disappointment, none what-so-ever.”  
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David’s marriage now. Repeated positive experience with the primary attachment figure builds 

one’s security in attachment. David illustrated his experiences in his marriage with Dana. “Really good 

experiences over almost seventeen years cause me to feel secure in my marriage.” He continues to 

enhance his skills, “I’m trying to become a better listener.” He consciously communicates his love to his 

wife, “through touch, pecks on the cheek, a hug, and I tell her.” He noticed, “Dana is self-sacrificing. That 

says she is preferring me above herself. That’s love. What could she do that would communicate her love 

more to me? Well, for me, she’s already doing that (big smile).” David’s marriage is characterized by 

closeness and intimacy, and he makes realistic appraisals of marriage. He understands that Dana’s 

father was violent and displays of anger can “elicit a response out of Dana. So I’m careful about that.” 

David and Dana possess an appreciation for one another’s strengths and respect for weaker areas. He 

has learned when one is better at a particular task that person handles the task, and that reduces tension 

between them.  

David actively changes aspects from his past that he doesn’t like. “I can’t let what they did to me 

affect how I treat my kids or how I live. I’m going to have to do what I know is right.” David has acquired 

insight surrounding effects of his childhood and is learning to build security for his wife and children. 

David offers his children truth so they can make good choices. ”I want my children to know everything 

about my marriage, the finances, and the emotions, all of it. The mess and how the mess gets cleaned 

up. A mess is not all bad. The problem is what you do with the mess. That’s what I want them to know.” 

The most important concept David desires for his children is to understand the reality of his relationship 

with God. Growing up, David’s experience with religion was, “you just go to church on Sunday for an hour 

and then you live like the devil the rest of the week.” He wants his children to know about the personal 

relationship he shares with God on a daily basis, “He is amazing and He is real.” 

David as a missionary. David believes God called him into missions. He graduated from Bible 

school and thought he would leave for the mission field immediately. When that didn’t happen right away, 

he didn’t understand why but still knew he was called. His confidence was not shaken and he decided 

they “just needed to be faithful where we were.” He continued working full-time in the couple’s painting 

and wall papering business. He felt security in his attachment to God and believed he was in God’s will. 

Jobs were provided over the next eight years. When the door to missions finally opened, David was 

prepared and ready to step through. In retrospect, David believed that through his faithfulness and 

waiting, God provided experiences that became valuable to him later as a missionary.  

During the first years of adjustment on the field as missionaries, David and Dana struggled with 

finances and their relationship. The first few years in the mission field are generally times of major 

adjustments with culture, language, and competency. “We were both praying, ‘God, you’ve got to 
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intervene.’ I really can’t explain what happened, other than to say the Lord did it. Suddenly, all the 

pressure between us was just gone! We had gone to another level in every aspect; communication, sex, 

everything. It was incredible. And we are still at that same place.”  

David indicated he was definitely running towards, “the goal, the prize, the end” when he went 

into missions. Previously, he had been running away. “That was the point of drugs and alcohol, to get 

away, to self-medicate.” He changed directions and “Now I’m running toward a plan, a purpose, and a 

destiny” that is shared with his wife. “I don’t know the full extent of what the Lord has for us, but there is 

something to pursue and that’s the direction we head.”  

The most difficult encounter for David as a missionary was an interpersonal conflict with Mr. Les, 

David’s supervisor when he and his wife first became missionaries. Returning from furlough after a few 

years in Africa, David and Dana saw a different side of Mr. Les. He was involved in immoral behavior, 

making unethical choices, and seemed to have lost any sense of integrity. David and his wife were 

prepared to resign after they discovered what was transpiring. There was no accountability system in 

place in the mission and David was convinced that he must approach Mr. Les with the issues. Mr. Les felt 

threatened and became furious. He tried to have David’s support cut and have him kicked off the field. 

David’s integrity was not harmed in the process but he felt the enormous difficulty of the situation.  

David contacted an independent counseling center in a distant town where he and his wife sought 

guidance. “Without the emergency intervention, we wouldn’t have made it. Dr. Smith told us, ‘I wish I 

could tell you that this is an uncommon story but it is not.’ Strangely enough, knowing we were normal 

helped get us through it. To know we were not the only ones that this has happened to. The other thing 

that seemed to help was to know we were not the first ones that they did this to. It’s not about us, we 

were just next. That was significant.” In addition, David and his wife acquired the support of two couples 

they met through their children’s school. In retrospect, David witnessed again how God provided for them. 

“They and another couple really stood with us and let us process it with them. They are still wonderful 

friends today. The Lord provided something for us when in the mission, there was nothing.” Friendships 

are an important form of support in distressing times and friends help to mitigate feelings of stress. 

David attempted to approach Mr. Les in a positive way to find solutions to the problems. When 

that was not successful, he actively coped to find alternative methods to deal with the problems including 

seeking out the support of others and securing professional counseling to help himself and his wife 

through the difficult period. David believes missionaries lack emotional and personal care on the field. He 

rated his own care through that situation at a two (on a 1 to 10 scale). He stated that the primary reason 

for missionary attrition was due to “conflicts with other missionaries. When we were in Bible school they 

told us the number one reason people leave the field was conflicts with other missionaries, which we 
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didn’t believe until we went through it. Now we believe it!” David has been proactive with his own mission. 

In an attempt to prevent a similar situation from occurring, he arranged for a support group and a board of 

directors. “We are accountable to those people. We don’t want to repeat that kind of thing again.”  

The greatest comfort David finds in his relationship with God is “God has been real [to me]” and 

“the Lord’s faithfulness. He will never leave me or forsake me and that has been constant through good 

times and bad.” David believes, “The hardest times can be the most powerful times with Him. You 

experience Him in the hard stuff.” David has total faith and confidence in God. “I have no fear what-so-

ever with God.” He is secure and trusts the unknown. “I am so excited. There is no fear what-so-ever. It’s 

only excitement.” He hopes to help other missionaries in the future. “The biggest thrill for me is helping 

somebody do what they are called to do.”   

David relates his life to “The Tale of Two Cities. It’s been the best of times and the worst of times, 

all at the same time. On one hand, we have these issues with people that are nightmare-ish. On the other 

hand, we have developed a Bible school that has been far beyond our expectations.” In the “extreme 

highs and extreme lows” his faith and attachment have grown. “God is a lot more than what we think and 

has given us everything we need to live in His word. He really is amazing and He is real.” 

David summarized his life. “In order to win, all you have to do is don’t quit. Now my dad, he quit 

trying. He ran off. My parents didn’t let me quit. It started with music and then football. In the military if you 

quit, they shoot you - - that slows down quitting. Then you get addicted to drugs and you can’t quit. Then 

you start going to church and they tell you, ‘Don’t quit.’ So, you don’t and you go. So, that is just what we 

do. We don’t quit. All you have to do to win, is don’t quit.” 

 
Synthesis of Meaning in Dana’s Story 

Growing up, Dana’s father was distant, harsh, and critical. Her mother “showed respect for him as 

her husband and I believe that she truly loves him. She was always very clear that she messed up as a 

believer when she married someone who was not a believer and that was a mistake. But that didn’t 

change her commitment to him.” Dana witnessed her mother’s commitment and strength in navigating 

difficult times in marriage. Today, Dana credits her mother for giving her a desire and know-how to “work 

it out” in hard times. Dana has a love for adventure, is self-confident and is very independent. She 

approaches others in a positive manner, is forthcoming and thoughtful. At the same time, she 

acknowledged areas in her life where she felt insecure and tended to be perfectionist at times.  

Dana’s early life. Dana is the oldest of three daughters. She appeared to be flexible and 

accepting of change. Her earliest memory was the birth of her second sister when Dana was five. She 

stated, “That was a big change in our family and good.” As a child she saw her parent’s relationship as 

distant and separate in many ways. “I saw a lot of respect, not a lot of intimacy.” Her father was avoidant 
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and harsh, “very black and white.” He was very critical of her mother and “hard to live with. There was not 

deep communication. Over time, the marriage seemed to grow apart.”  Her mother took the children to 

church, but her father did not attend.   

In childhood, Dana felt little comfort when distressed. “If I found any, it would be in my mother. 

She would listen but sometimes her responses were, ‘You need to just get over that.’ I feel like I missed 

some comforting. There were times I needed her to say, ‘I’m really sorry that happened.’ She was never 

mean. But there was no taking time for understanding.”  Dana’s father often worked away from home. 

“We felt he was glad to see us again and to be back with the family. My dad communicated his love a lot 

with provisions. He did not use the words, ‘I love you’ until I was an adult. He hugged and kissed us when 

he came home. With my mother, just her confidence, I think I always felt reassured by her care for us.” 

Dana recalled an incident when she felt frightened, “As a teen, my dad wanted a back rub and I 

remember feeling like giving him a back rub was inappropriate. I didn’t know exactly why I felt that. Now, I 

could identify that. He was without his shirt and I was rubbing his back. I felt like he really enjoyed that 

and I did not think that was an appropriate enjoyment. That was very uncomfortable.” Dana indicated that 

she did not share her feelings concerning the back rub with anyone. Instead, she “internalized” them. 

Dana believes her mother taught her devotion and commitment and a willingness to “work it out” 

during hard times. “You are there for your spouse and for your children. Seeing that she stuck that out is 

something I have modeled, probably not even consciously at times. It has been a great asset in my adult 

life in many areas.” There are also things “we have purposely chosen not to model in our marriage.” In an 

effort to avoid being like her father, Dana has worked on her temper. She has strived to realistically 

evaluate herself and then make adjustments. “God did create me the way I am and so it’s not always bad. 

Sometimes there are people who need to get upset about things. They are the people who do something 

about it, trying to balance anger by responding appropriately.” Mikulincer and Shaver (2005) discuss 

anger in attachment as functional anger (constructive goals) and dysfunctional (motivated by resentment 

or revenge). Dana’s father seems to have displayed dysfunctional anger but Dana desires functional 

anger, to respond appropriately in anger.  

Dana consciously works to parent her children differently than she was parented. “I try to be that 

listening ear. My mother was always listening, but not to hear the heart of the matter. That was because 

she was so busy. I try to take time to listen and realize some times they just need to talk. They really don’t 

want an answer. It takes effort to be different than what is in your head.” Dana’s effort to change 

addresses internal working models, a method developed by our brain for creating generalizations 

representing early attachments and subsequent close relationships. 
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 During her teens, Dana’s parents experienced especially troubling times in the marriage. “My 

dad was always upset with my mother and always yelling at one of us. They were fighting a lot. For any 

child that is very traumatizing.” Dana recalled a time when her father exploded into the bathroom while 

she was bathing. “I was in the bathtub crying and he just threw open the door! I was there in the tub 

throwing the wash cloth over me and he was yelling at me, telling me to shut up because I was crying. 

We were all crying. The whole household was in an uproar.” This was a humiliating experience for Dana. 

She was distraught and fearful that he parents might divorce. She needed comforting and reassurance. 

Instead, her father burst into the bathroom embarrassing her in the midst of her fearfulness and causing 

her to feel vulnerable. Experiences of vulnerability often heighten a feeling of loss of control, followed by 

highly restrictive perfectionism or an increased need for reassurance.  

On the positive side, Dana indicated her parents understood commitment and from them she 

learned “perseverance, honesty, and commitment to family.” She appeared self-confident and attributed 

that to her parent’s commitment. At the same time, she was aware that “I tend to be perfectionist, not 

meeting all of my own standards. That creates a conflict within. I believe I’ve made some progress but 

would like to see myself better able to say, ‘just let that baby go’ and move on.”  

Dana sensed rejection from her mother after Dana’s first husband committed adultery, left the 

marriage, and they divorced. “I felt rejected by my mother. I think she had tried to warn me about him and 

I didn’t listen. I think she felt I had spurned her advice and it was a blot on the family.” This was a very 

painful experience for Dana. She had witnessed her mother’s commitment to marriage and Dana desired 

to restore her marriage but her ex-husband was not willing. She was helpless to do anything to change 

the situation. At the same time, he had left and she felt the pain of his abandonment, “You are one, and 

then there is this ripping apart.” Dana insightfully disclosed, “I have personally had to deal with some 

fears of attachment. I really trusted people. When I found out people could not be trusted, that was 

shocking. I pulled back. A negative effect is I do not open the deepest parts of my heart to people. I know 

I guard it and I know that sometimes it is on purpose.”  

Dana tended to be very accepting and compassionate of others. “We learned to get out there and 

do it. I don’t think there is a lot of fear on my part.” Her willingness to accept others and work hard is an 

asset that has been especially helpful to Dana in her mission experience. “My father was a Shriner and 

wanted to help poor and hurt children.” Dana observed her father’s desire to help others and as a result, 

she is benevolent toward others. In fact, her initial assignment as a missionary was working in an 

orphanage. “I think I learned giving and to be relational from my parents.”  

Dana is committed to her faith and the divorce impacted her attachment to God. “Emotionally, it 

was traumatizing in my walk with the Lord. I was a committed Christian and was called to missions. The 
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church I grew up in, once you were divorced, that was pretty much the end of your life. That’s how I felt. 

Not only did I lose my spouse, I felt everything I wanted to live for was on the line. I did not want to live 

with regret and did not want to fail the Lord. I knew if I could keep these things straight, I could go on.” 

She graduated from Bible College and was committed to her church, the music ministry, and teaching in a 

Christian school.  

Dana meeting her spouse. Dana recalled seeing David one evening at church. “We had never 

had a discussion. I just remember thinking, here he is on a Saturday night in prayer and the Lord is going 

to honor that faithfulness. I had gone through some trauma and I knew that the Lord honors faithfulness.”  

After the service, Dana joined mutual friends that had invited David and her to dinner and she had her 

first conversation with David. He impressed her from the beginning. Dana was attracted to David’s 

respect for her. “He came over and opened my door and walked me in.” Next, she was drawn to “his 

ability to carry on an intelligent conversation.” When he picked up her check, she knew that he was 

different than anyone she had met in a while. Within weeks, they pulled into the parking lot of their 

apartment complex at the same time, realizing they lived at the same complex, and they became more 

seriously attracted. David invited Dana to his apartment and totally captured her attention. He had 

transformed his dining room into his ‘world mission center’ with maps and information about various 

countries all over the walls. Afterwards, Dana shared details and pictures of her experience smuggling an 

individual out from behind the iron curtain “we ended up going out to dinner and just talking and sharing a 

lot about who we were and our desires.”  

Dana expressed her appreciation to David with a card early in the relationship and he expressed 

his admiration to her with white roses. “We were both looking for the right kind of person. Even though we 

did not know each other, we knew each other from afar. We had a similar set of friends who could concur 

the type of persons we were. I knew his character and I think he knew mine.”  

Dana believed that she was called to missions and was committed “not to waste time on anybody 

who was not headed down that path.” She was impressed with David’s manners, intelligence, and the fact 

that he was called to missions. At the same time, Dana had a strong personality and David was not 

intimidated by that. “David has always loved who I am and what I did. He was not afraid of my public life 

because I did a lot of musicals. He has always supported what I do.” Dana shared, “The Lord had spoken 

to me that when I met the right one, he would be both strong and gentle and I saw that in David. He is 

very strong but he has tenderness with me.”  

Dana’s early marriage. David and Dana shared a closeness and appreciation of one another 

early in the marriage. “I did all the usual honeymoon stuff, candlelight, dressed sexy, all the things you 

think of when you first get married. He responded to everything. He brought me flowers often. It was 
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lovely!” Yet, some of Dana’s fears of acceptance surfaced. “Will I be enough? Will he find me pleasing 

physically and in the home? Am I who he thought I was? Is he still going to like me in two weeks when he 

finds out I have bad breath in the morning?” In conflict, their strong personalities and passion came 

through and they tended to be loud. “You must be willing to take it as well as dish it out.” Dana explained 

how they built respect even into conflict. “Divorce was never an option and we don’t use that threat with 

each other. Never! That is not part of our communication. We never hit below the belt – like a verbal 

attack on who you are as a person. We might be strong and we might really be hashing this baby out, but 

we are not personally abusing the other person.” 

Dana’s marriage now. Dana works out of her home and ministers with David. That took some 

adjustment on both parts. “He had to get used to being around me all the time. He said, ‘You really talk a 

lot’ which was a little shocking to him.” They are both very independent. They need and respect one 

another’s space. Coming through tough times with the ministry and finances brought them closer as a 

couple, resulting in a new depth to their marriage. “If you persevere through together, there is something 

really sweet that happens.” Dana is open and honest with David, and neither is threatened by that. “This 

year we went through something and it finally dawned on me. I said, ‘you’re talking to me like I’m your 

employee and if you’re going to talk to me like I’m your employee I’m going to quit because I don’t want to 

be your employee. I want to be your wife.’ He thought about that and said, I think you’re right.”  

Dana is consistently monitoring her relationship, taking responsibility for her role, and correcting 

her behaviors when needed. She willingly sacrifices for David and respects his strengths and 

weaknesses. “We know that we each have weaknesses and we’ve learned how to go around those.” 

Dana is secure in her marriage. “One thing that brings security to me in my marriage is knowing that 

David is completely faithful to me. Having had an unfaithful spouse [in my first marriage], that is 

something that definitely could be an issue. I have never doubted David. We are able to look at each 

other and on occasion we say. ‘I want you to know, I have never cheated on you.’ I think that brings a 

strength to your marriage relationship that is incredible. His faithfulness brings great security to me.” 

Earlier feelings of vulnerability lead to Dana’s need for reassurance. “I need him to tell me I’m OK. 

Sometimes he’s a pretty black and white guy and I need him to call me grey sometimes. When he tells 

me I’ve succeeded at something its volumes more than anyone else saying it. It’s just over the top! When 

he tells me I’ve done something well, it really communicates a lot to me.” Dana added, “Our rules are 

solid and good and we do not use threats. We apologize when we are wrong and we emphasize 

forgiveness and try to get to a resolve. We might go through a huge circle to get there because we are 

both so stinking opinionated but we are looking for resolution.” 
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In her work with David, Dana sees her role as an assistant to him, “How can I help you finish the 

task you’re working on? What can I do to make that work for you?” She works to keep life exciting. “In our 

intimate life, I try to do the things I think will be enticing to him so I think that communicates love to him.” 

David communicates his love by his faithfulness. “That speaks volumes to me. He’s very loving intimately. 

I love his physical touch.”  

Interestingly, Dana’s fear in marriage now reflects back to her fears from the beginning of her 

marriage. “It is a fear that he will lose interest in me, won’t see me the same way or that we won’t 

appreciate each other anymore. You’re just there, expected to be there.” Dana’s fear parallels what she 

observed in her parent’s marriage and she possesses insight into that. “I think there is an underlying fear 

that probably comes from my own parents’ marriage, that in our old age we would not disintegrate when 

our kids are gone. That we would look at one another and say, ‘Who are you?’ I don’t think we’re headed 

that way, but there is an underlying fear that it might change.” One feature she would like to modify in her 

marriage is, “I feel like I am more sexually aggressive and sometimes I wish he was more sexually 

aggressive. It’s not that he doesn’t respond to me but I would like to be perused more often.” Dana 

wanted her children to know that she and David are faithful to one another, they are committed, and they 

work things out. She teaches her children, “It’s hard to fix something if you let it go. It doesn’t go away. It 

just gets bigger.” The key is to address it and “fix it.” 

Dana as a missionary. Dana viewed the eight years they waited before going to the field as 

productive years. “God was really doing some things in us.” She is hopeful, optimistic, and willing to work 

hard toward a goal and delay gratification for the good of the family. This was something she noticed in 

her mother, admired in her, and felt she herself has gained. When the opportunity to go to the field finally 

presented itself, they immediately sold their home and made a two-year commitment the first term. Dana 

felt they were running towards the mission life. “It was something we felt called to and were looking 

toward that day. My husband was asked if it bothered him when the Lord told him to go and he said, ‘No, 

it was all those years when He said wait that drove me nuts!’” When the door opened, Dana felt well 

prepared and was ready to go. 

Dana described the most difficult situation she and David have faced as missionaries and 

expressed a major interpersonal conflict they encountered with their supervisor, Mr. Les. The 

disagreement involved Mr. Les’ moral, ethical, and financial choices that had affected the mission. Dana 

and her husband tried to approach Mr. Les to seek a solution and he was so threatened that he blew up. 

Dana and David had no local support. Yet Dana was compassionate and able to reflect on Mr. Les’ past 

hurts and how it might have influenced his choice to become belligerent and verbally attack. Although it 

meant that Dana and David might need to resign, they were still willing to do what was right and confront 
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their supervisor about the situation. Dana and her husband felt very alone. Still, they were able to procure 

something positive from the situation by strengthening their own support and accountability, possible 

preventing future problem of this nature in their work.  

Dana believes missionaries leave the field for several reasons. First, “A lot of people are 

unhealthy emotionally. Whether they were like that when they got there or they accumulate it over time on 

the field. So emotional reasons are why they leave.” Second, “the stresses, raising funds combined with 

the stress of living in another culture.” Third, missionaries leave the field due to unresolved conflict. Dana 

reported that her greatest need as a missionary was, “somebody that cares about you. We’ve set up a 

support group for ourselves. We have a board of directors that we keep well informed.” As far as her 

children, Dana’s concern was for their safety. “Where we live is incredibly insecure and now that my 

children are at a certain age it would also be about rape, not just robbery.” 

Dana conveyed that her greatest comfort with God was “His faithfulness. He is so intimate. 

Sometimes his presence is just overwhelming. He is so close to me, speaking to me in a very intimate 

way, something I needed to hear. Also in times of trial, you know a peace that passes all understanding. 

You can’t know that if you’ve never experiences real trial. It’s a sense that it’s going to be OK.” Her 

greatest fear with God was, “Losing intimacy. Sometimes I can become the Martha instead of the Mary. It 

can become very easy in ministry. If you get too busy, you stop having a close relationship with God.” 

Dana has a passion for her work and for the people. She would like to be remembered, “as having really 

loved the people we work with. This was not just a job to us. We did it because the Lord asked us to and 

we were happy to do it. I love my life. We’ve had hardships and trials but I wouldn’t trade it."  

 
Summary of the Synthesis of Meaning: 

Returning to the Research Questions 

 
The research questions guiding this study were: How are themes of attachment evident in the life 

stories of missionary couples? How are patterns of attachment evident in the current relationship? Are 

self-reported categories of attachment in romantic relationships the same as self-reported attachment to 

God? Each of the research questions are revisited with a brief introduction and an exploration of recurrent 

themes for each participant. This section ends with a summary of the findings from the research 

questions.  

 
How are Themes of Attachment Evident in the Life Stories of Missionary Couples? 

Life stories provided the mechanism for participants to organize and conceptualize rich personal 

accounts surrounding past, present, and anticipated future. Themes of attachment were evidenced in all 
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of the life stories presented by missionaries in this study. Themes of attachment were reflected in 

attachment relationships, choices, and behaviors and emerged from each individual’s narrative. 

A recurrent theme in John’s story. Although John is very gifted, highly accomplished, and very 

successful in life, his attachment theme surrounded a fear of failing. It was apparent in his life story with 

college, acceptance to ELI, his master’s program, and God. The theme was first evidenced in first grade. 

“My ears were completely plugged. I couldn’t hear what was going on and was really falling behind.” The 

problem required medical attention. “Once they got my ears unplugged, I did really well.” However, the 

fear has continued for John. “I do remember after my second year in first grade, it began to dawn on me 

what had happened and I had a fear of failing. Even in college I had a fear.” The theme continued and 

appeared again in John’s interview process with ELI. “I was surprised that I was accepted into ELI. I really 

went into that orientation process thinking I would not be accepted.” The evidence of fear persisted when 

John earned his master’s degree. “Even when I got my master’s degree, the courses were really hard. So 

that is kind of a small fear that may be a factor of being held back in first grade.” The fear of failing God 

was also apparent in John’s story. “My greatest fear would be that I would fall away. I remember when I 

became a Christian I thought, ‘How long will this stick?’”  

 A second theme, related to failing, was John’s use of positive self-talk and affirming scripture. He 

has successfully used these techniques to reassure himself and to sooth himself during times when his 

anxiety is high. “Even when I got my master’s degree, the courses were really hard. All you had to do is 

self-talk. ‘You’ve never failed so what makes you think you will fail now?’”  John has also used scripture to 

relieve his fear associated with falling away from God. “I reassure myself with scripture, you know. Jesus 

said, ‘No one that you have given me will be plucked out of my hand.’ That’s assurance to me.” 

A recurrent theme in Jena’s story. A recurrent attachment theme found in Jena’s life story was 

a lack of self-confidence. In childhood, Jena “was very shy, didn’t want to meet other children, or answer 

the phone.” As she became older the theme continued. “I wasn’t really an initiator in relationships or in 

situations so much.” She noted, “I was approaching adulthood that way too. I didn’t bother anybody. I 

didn’t make people particularly miserable or unhappy but I didn’t contribute or initiate or show as much 

interest in others as I should have. I was always waiting for other people to take the first step.” Jena’s 

reluctance to take the first step in her early relationship with John was seen when she didn’t share her 

feelings about being attracted to him; although, she desperately wanted to know where she stood. “He 

was nice to everyone, so I was never sure if he was nice to me because he liked me or because he was 

nice to everybody.”  

 In her relationship with God Jena was concerned about “not being all that I’m meant to be.” As 

she thought about her marriage in the future, Jena’s level of self-confidence and fear reflected her 
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parent’s marriage, “They really didn’t have a lot in common. In fact, I’ve often wondered in some ways, I 

don’t know what drew them together in the beginning.” When Jena anticipated her future retirement, 

some fears and anxiety became apparent. “My fear is, when we retire, what are we are going to do with 

each other if we don’t start trying to share some recreational interests outside of our work and our child. If 

we don’t start finding those things, what are we going to do when we retire?” Jena was attempting to 

develop more interests with her husband during their furlough because furlough afforded the couple more 

free time together.  

A recurrent theme in David’s story. One of the repeated attachment themes discovered in 

David’s life was his sense of direction. He often referred to feeling drawn closer to or farther away from 

something or someone and he used the word ‘direction’ often. This theme was evident in David’s early life 

and when he considered his parent’s marriage. “My parents always seemed like they struggled with 

different directions. One wanted to go one way and the other wanted to go another way. At some point, 

they decided they were not going to stay together.” He had learned through his parent’s relationship that 

couples who go in different directions end up not staying together. In his own marriage, David wanted to 

make sure he and his wife were headed in the same direction so they asked hard questions of one 

another and assessed that. “One was what is the direction of your life? Which way are you going? Do the 

directions of our lives match up? What is the will of God for your life?” David wanted to be as certain as 

possible that he and Dana were headed in the same direction, so they would stay together.  

 David changed his old direction and drew close in his relationship with God. David’s statement 

evidenced his comfort level with the unknown and also his new found secure attachment with God. “Now I 

am running towards, only there is a plan, a purpose, a destiny that we have in the Lord and that’s what 

we’re going for. I don’t know the full extent of what the Lord has for us but there is something to pursue 

and that’s the direction we head. I am not experiencing any fear what-so-ever with God. It’s only 

excitement.” 

A recurrent theme in Dana’s story. One the repeated attachment themes that was discovered 

in Dana’s life story was her love for adventure and a desire to embrace change and ambiguity. An early 

memory for Dana was when her younger sister was born. Dana was five years old and the only child as 

she recalled the birth of her sister. “That was kind of a big change in our family and good.” Through her 

interview, there was no anxiety evidenced when significant changes occurred in her life. She shared that 

her first separation from her parents occurred when she went to camp. “I was probably eight or nine. 

Overall, it was very good. I don’t remember being homesick. I was always independent. I loved getting to 

go and the adventure. I was experiencing a lot of new things.” Later, in her first mission experience the 

theme of adventure and embracing the unknown continued. “My first short-term mission trip, we had 
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smuggled a guy out of [a foreign country]. It was a pretty daring trip behind the iron curtain.” During a very 

difficult experience with their supervisor, Dana and her husband remained composed and took 

constructive action and acknowledged their distress, arranged personal support, and turned to others for 

help. “We had no personal and emotional care on the field overall during this time. Locally we had no 

pastor and no relationship with the people. We felt completely alone. We set up people in the states to 

help us through the trauma, a support group for ourselves and a board that we keep well informed.” Dana 

and her husband handled this situation proactively. The resulting solution has continued to be a source of 

accountability and support for them. 

A second theme for Dana was essentially two-fold and closely related. She sensed shame and 

feared that she was not acceptable. Although the origins of these themes were entirely outside of her 

control, they have impacted her self-concept. The first illustration reflected shame. As a teen “my dad 

wanted a back rub. At one point, I felt like me giving him a back rub was inappropriate - - and that was 

frightening. I didn’t know what to do with that. I didn’t know exactly why I felt that. Now, I could identify 

that more. That was very uncomfortable for me. I kept that to myself. I internalized it.” The second 

instance suggested a sense of being inadequate. Dana felt her mother believed her to be somewhat of an 

embarrassment to the family after Dana’s first husband committed adultery and left the marriage. “I felt 

rejected by my mother … she had tried to warn me about him and I didn’t listen … she had felt I had 

spurned her advice and she felt it was a blot on the family.” Dana’s experience with her parents had an 

effect on her early marriage to David and was detected when Dana questioned herself when first married. 

“Will I be enough? Will he find me pleasing physically? Am I who he though I was? Am I going to be who I 

portrayed?” Dana gleaned insight into how the effects continued to shape her fears about marriage today. 

“As I get older, humm … that’s funny, it probably goes back to the beginning fears - - I think it is a fear 

that he will lose interest in me or not see me the same way. My dad did that to my mother … there is an 

underlying fear that probably comes from my own parent’s marriage, that in our old age we would not 

disintegrate, look at one another and say, ‘Who are you?’ I don’t think we’re headed that way, but I think 

there is an underneath fear that it would change to the negative.”  

 
Overall Themes of Attachment in Missionary Stories 

 Particular themes of attachment were evident in all four of the participants’ stories. Selected 

examples are offered below for themes of: significant difficulty in childhood, an individual who encouraged 

his or her faith and commitment to God, a sense that God was directing, commitment to marriage, 

uncommon paths leading each couple into missions, and learning a better way. 

Significant difficulty in childhood. All of the participants experienced some level of significant 

difficulty in childhood that affected attachment and security negatively. A number of experiences shared 
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by the missionaries were very complicated and contain indications of trauma. All reported some level of 

chaotic and traumatic engagement. Each desired closeness in fright and then responded with fearfulness 

when in close proximity to the parent. In this situation, the parent became both the solution to fear and 

also the source of fear, and is referred to as disorganized in children (Johnson & Whiffen, 2003). 

John’s childhood was flooded with alcohol abuse, violence, and constant threats to his and his 

mother’s life. Physical attacks were common and John sometimes tried to stop them. “I would try and step 

in and get hit.” He believed he and his mother would be killed. There was so much “screaming and 

violence … I just kind of tried to tune it out … but I remember you could kind of hear it in the background.” 

Hearing problems also posed a variety of challenges for John that ultimately affected his self-esteem. 

Jena’s childhood was shadowed by the mental illness of her father and sister and “smothering 

mothering” of her mother. Displays of emotions were distained and vital communication was lacking. Her 

father was often absent from the home when he traveled with his job. Jena felt abandoned when her 

mother locked herself in her room and when her father left the family and remarried. Jena was parentified 

by both parents, forcing her to deal with adult issues as a child. This led to a felt need to live up to the 

expectations of others, even when she did not know what she was doing.   

David’s childhood home was violent and chaotic. His father disappeared for lengthy times. When 

his father was home, David was beaten and recalled many nights praying that God would kill him and get 

him out of there. David believed he was going to die at the hands of his father. He described his father as 

an unreasonable drunk who deserted the family.  

Dana described her father as harsh, critical, and selfish, a man who was consumed with having 

things his own way. Her father was frequently absent when his job took him out of town. Dana was 

intimidated by her father when he initiated violent arguments with her mother yet she was also afraid they 

would divorce and he would leave. During a particularly vicious argument between her parents, Dana’s 

father burst into the bathroom yelling at her to stop crying while she was bathing. She felt terrified and 

humiliated. Dana also felt rejected by her mother when Dana’s first marriage ended in divorce after her 

husband’s infidelity, adding a personal sense of shame to her loss. 

An individual who encouraged his or her faith and commitment to God. Each participant 

remembered a positive experience early in life with an individual who encouraged his or her faith and 

commitment to God. The researcher viewed this experience as important because this step might have 

directed each individual down the path to his or her present career choice and had a bearing on 

attachment to God.  

The individual who encouraged John was his father. This was interesting to the researcher 

considering his father’s often violent nature. John mentioned that his father “was the Catholic in the 
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family” and he came into the living room one time when John was praying. John stopped praying and his 

father said, “No, you don’t have to stop praying. You should keep praying.” Jena recalled her friend’s 

mother. “She talked a lot, in a very natural way about her belief, her faith. And she was the first person I 

met that talked about God as if He were somebody she knew. She was very significant because I spent a 

lot of time in their home.” 

David remembered that after his personal experience with God one night at his home, “word 

finally got around and my mother came up and said, ‘You know, you need to start going to church.’ And 

she told me about a church that she heard of.” Dana recalled, “I remember my mother taking us to 

church.” In Dana’s home, it appeared that her mother was the spiritual leader. She described her mother 

as committed and strong in her faith. Dana credits her mother for modeling some of the positive attributes 

Dana sees in herself today.    

A sense that God was directing. Every participant indicated a sense that God was directing 

them in some way. Sensing God’s direction increased the participants’ trust and security in their 

relationships with God. 

John describes several “providential” happenings from his past. The first was the college he 

chose to attend. “That was the college my mom was going to go to. But I didn’t know that when I chose it. 

It was another one of those providential things.” This was a Christian college and it provided the 

environment John needed to make a commitment to follow God. The next providential incident was his 

college roommate. “I wasn’t yet a Christian when I first started college but I had a roommate. I grew up in 

the Catholic Church and he grew up in the church. He and I were very much the same. So it was, I think, 

one of those very very providential relationship because he and I were together [and] we both had a very 

similar relationship.” John reported another providential experience, “So then again, providentially an 

opportunity came up and ELI contacted me and asked me to go back to Asia.” John had returned to the 

states a year earlier and was not happy. He missed Asia. This invitation to return to Asia marked John’s 

second trip back to teach with ESL. In a short time, he would meet and become attracted to his future 

bride and together they would decide to become full-time missionaries. Jena also sensed God’s direction. 

She was working in the states, recently experienced a broken romantic relationship, and was not happy. 

“I felt like the Lord was saying, ‘I want you to go back to the last point in your life where you felt that you 

were following my leading.’... He eventually brought into my life my husband and my daughter as well as 

doing something that I think is very meaningful.” 

 David reported a personal sense that God had directed him and his wife when they managed 

their own business and waited to go to the mission field. “Now I can see. That’s what the Lord was doing. 

All of those experiences, both positive and negative. We have all of that in the mission field. Every bit of it, 
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raising support, connecting with people …None of the multi-level stuff we ever did worked, none of it. But 

the principles of networking with people. That’s why we got into it. But we didn’t know that then.” Finally, 

Dana sensed that God had directed her when she met her husband. “I felt that the Lord had really spoken 

to me, that the right one would be both strong and gentle. I saw that in David. He is his own man. He is 

very strong. He is not a wimp but he had this tenderness with me.”  

Commitment to marriage. All participants demonstrated a strong commitment to marriage and 

voiced that divorce was never an option. Some refused to even verbalize the word, stating they vowed to 

not ever use it with their spouse. Because of past encounters in their families of origin and with past 

romantic relationships, feelings of self-worth and lovability might easily be fragile. Having the ability to 

trust another in a close relationship might also be difficult. However, these participants felt secure in their 

marriage and in the promises found in their marriage covenant between God and their spouse. This has 

fortified their confidence that the spouse is trustworthy and fully committed. John commented, “What 

makes our relationship last is our commitment to the Lord and to each other. We covenanted at the very 

beginning of our relationship never, never to threaten each other with divorce. We don’t even talk about 

it.” Jena also demonstrated her commitment to her marriage, despite a considerably more difficult first 

year than she expected. “I needed to cling to the fact that regardless of my feelings at the moment, I 

should not second guess myself. Yes, that is what God intended. I need to work this out and not look 

back.” 

David noted, “We learned a couple of tools when we first got married and that helped us out a lot. 

We never mentioned the “D” word. Never! Another one was there are times when you have to look at 

your partner and say, ‘You know what? Let me just go in the other room and calm down.” Dana learned a 

strong sense of commitment from her mother, “that is that you stay committed in the hard times.” Dana 

also stated, “One thing that brings security to me in my marriage is knowing that David is completely 

faithful to me. Having had an unfaithful spouse [in my first marriage], that is something that definitely 

could be an issue. I have never doubted David … that brings a strength to your marriage relationship that 

is incredible. His faithfulness brings great security.”  

Uncommon paths leading each couple into missions.  Every participant’s life story was very 

unique. Additionally, the story of how each couple met, married, became missionaries, and began their 

family was also vastly different. John and Jena were looking for a career and mate and found the mission 

field. David and Dana were looking for the mission field and found a mate and a career. Even so, the 

factors that led John and Jena to become missionaries were similar to one another in many ways, yet 

different from the other couple. Interestingly, the factors that lead David and Dana into missions were also 

very similar to one another, yet different from the other couple. 
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John and Jena joined ELI’s language program when single and at different times. Each was 

attracted to ELI as a short-term teaching practice that would strengthen their resumes. At the same time, 

it provided a way to see the world and encounters with international experiences. John and Jena admitted 

they were each running away from something when they joined the program. The ‘something’ they were 

running from was a combination of romantic relationships gone badly and pressures of college. After 

teaching with ELI in Asia as a single person for a year, they met and later married. They lived in the 

states for a year after marrying and then returned to the field, committed to be long-term missionaries. 

They each completed degrees in TESL (Teaching English as a Second Language) and adopted their 

daughter as missionaries.  

 David and Dana were both involved in the same church when they met. Each had been 

previously married and divorced and each had previously experienced mission trips. Each knew they 

were called to be a missionary prior to meeting and marrying. They completed Bible school and mission 

training and were waiting patiently for the door to open so they could go to the field. They felt as though 

they were prepared, but the door did not open for several years. So they bought a house, managed their 

own business together, and started a family in the states. When the door finally opened, David and Dana 

and the couple’s two children ran toward their goal and the work they had so desperately wanted.  

Developmentally, the four individuals in this study experienced entry into missions differently from 

one another and at varying stages. As individuals and as couples they faced distinctive emotional issues, 

and completed diverse critical developmental tasks at different times. John and Jena were single when 

first going to the field. They met, married, and made the commitment to long-term missions a few years 

later. David and Dana had separately committed to become missionaries prior to meeting. They both 

wanted to be certain, before dating anyone, that potential mates were headed in the same direction. 

When each initially decided to go into missions as single adults, David and Dana were developmentally in 

the stage of separating from parents and friends and beginning careers. They prepared by attending Bible 

school and mission training and had been married for eight years with children prior to leaving for the 

field. Theoretically, from an attachment perspective, David and Dana had the opportunity to develop a 

strong attachment bond as a married couple prior to going to the field. Secondly, John and Jena had 

stated they were running away from something when they turned to mission work. On the other hand, 

David and Dana stated they were running towards missions. One might ask how the two opposing 

approaches of running toward missions in a foreign country vs. running away from something in the 

states might have impacted cultural adaptation, career adjustment, and close relationships. It might have 

aided or hindered the ability of each individual to adjust to a new culture, settle into one’s work, and 

develop new relationships in an unfamiliar environment as a missionary. Finally, what might have been 
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the role of running toward vs. running away on each individual’s personal romantic relationship with his or 

her spouse and also on the close relationships they developed with others once in the field? It is 

comprehensible to believe that approaching something in a positive manner, with anticipation and prior 

extensive training might create more enthusiasm and confidence than running away from something. It 

might also be reflective of the individual’s attachment style.  

Learning a better way. All participants demonstrated a desire to learn a better way. All implied 

that they wanting to do things differently in this current family structure, than what had been done in the 

family of origin. Participants demonstrated they were consciously making choices to create the home they 

wanted for their spouse and children. They were able to look at the past objectively and make impartial 

assessments. Rather than looking at life as black or white, they have chosen to keep what was positive 

about the past and replace the negative with a better way. 

John stated, “I was used to so much screaming and violence, to me a little disagreement wasn’t 

really a conflict, but it was to Jena. I had to learn to say, ‘OK. We are having a disagreement. So, slow 

down, listen to her.’ To me it was over. But with her it took her a little longer to let go.” John denoted that 

he consciously tried “not to be like my parents. I don’t drink and I stay physically healthy. I try to spend 

more time with our daughter and I’m much more involved in her schooling. And I’m trying to provide more 

of a protective environment because I realize now that is going to help shape her values. I love her and 

that’s why I do it.” 

Jena is also choosing a better way. “Something I would like to change about myself is I think I’m 

probably too hard on myself. I feel I should be doing better. I should be further along. I should be more 

mature. Yeah to have more grace. I’ve often been hampered by wondering about what other people are 

thinking as well. It would be nice to be more free of people and, ‘Am I measuring up?’ Frankly do people 

think I’m crazy? I think that comes from watching my sister and my dad struggle with illness, sort of an 

underlying fear that I, too, could go crazy. So I think I’m trying to let go and not feel confined by that.” 

David shared that he consciously works to “become a better listener, and that helps out a lot and 

trying to keep your emotions out of the deal. When you let your emotions rise up, then thing get out of 

hand but if you can stay calm, that really helps out a lot.” He was cognizant of past harmful experiences 

and firmly declared, “I can’t let what they did to me drive my future and affect how I raise my children.” 

David has chosen to continue affirming patterns positive past patterns. “Not everything was bad all the 

time and there are times when I try to act like my dad. There are times when I’m joking around with my 

kids and I realize, man that’s that same thing my dad used to do. Sometimes I think, ‘Boy I ought’a get rid 

of that’. But then I think, ‘It was not all bad.’ The negative things he was doing, I’m not doing. Joking, 
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kidding around, that kind of thing, even my grandfather, my dad’s father, that’s the same way he did it 

too.”   

Dana demonstrated that she was purposely raising her children differently than she was raised. 

Her mother “would listen. But sometimes her responses were, ‘you need to get over that, you need to just 

move on’. I feel like I missed some comforting. There were times I just needed her to say, ‘I’m really sorry 

that happened’. My mother was always listening, but not to hear the heart of the matter. I have a different 

life than she had. I try to take time to listen and take the time to get all the facts and realize some times 

they just need to talk. They really don’t want an answer. This is something that is not completely difficult 

to change, but it takes effort to be different than what is in your head.” Dana takes time to hear the heart 

of her children.   

 
How are Patterns of Attachment Evident in the Current Relationship? 

 As a result of fully immersing oneself in the personal attachment experience with research 

participants, the researcher gave meaning to exclusive encounters. Privileged knowledge emerged in 

context of understanding the subjective lives of participants. Patterns of attachment were evident in all of 

the participant’s romantic relationships. 

An attachment pattern for John and Jena. This couple’s attachment has increased in security 

over time. The five words that John chose to describe his wife were partner, friend, lover, organizer, and 

selfless. One technique that has worked very well for John is that of a learner. Over time he has learned 

what Jena needed to feel more secure in their relationship, and then he did that. “So I realized that Jena 

needs space. I like to communicate; I like to draw her out and talk. But I have learned she needs less of 

that at times. I had to learn those things about her and [then] do those things.” John and Jena approach 

conflict very differently in their marriage now; compared to how they dealt with conflict early in marriage. 

John has learned to adjust his approach to conflict. “I had to learn, OK, we are having a disagreement. 

Slow down, listen to her. To me it was over. OK we talked about it, it was over. But with Jena it took her 

longer to let go.” As a couple, they have learned parenting and conflict resolution skills. They have 

approached parenting and conflict differently than their parents did. “If there is some kind of conflict and 

our daughter is around, we pretty much try not to handle that in front of her. We’re not always successful. 

But most of the time we will say, ‘OK let’s discuss this later.’ We’ve learned to say, not just later but after 

our daughter has gone to bed or after supper or the next free moment we have - - then we do it.” John 

and Jena have become involved in offering marriage seminars, and John observed that as a couple, they 

are learning from helping others. When asked for his best advice to other couples for a successful 

marriage, John’s theme of learning continued. “Do as much communication as you can and learn each 

other’s communication styles.”   
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Jena and John’s attachment patterns were complementary in many ways. Jena was highly 

expressive and more emotional than John. She needed someone to hear her and to reassure her. The 

five words that Jena chose to describe her husband were patient, laid back, reliable, consistent, and 

reserved. Those characteristics attracted her to John. “He’s not somebody with wide swings in emotions 

or that kind of thing. It’s his steadiness.” As a couple, they tend to balance one another. From the 

beginning of the marriage, Jena believed John communicated his love to her by listening. “A lot of times I 

would be so emotional, so upset. The feelings could be there and I would walk away. He’s a good 

listener, being patient, being unselfish, and being the one that often gave in if there was a disagreement.” 

Similarly, with struggles outside of the couple’s relationship, “He’s very sensitive to listening to me when I 

have struggles inside or with my family. He’s a good listener and reassures.” Jena was aware of how 

extreme emotions affected the relationship. “When I show my true feelings or true emotions, if I share a 

very negative or very anxious or [if I’m] feeling very down, if it’s very extreme, he gets very quiet. I think 

he almost doesn’t know … I think he is just trying to listen not making a comment. His range of emotions 

is narrower than mine. He seldom feels the lows I feel. He seldom feels the highs I feel.” Finally, Jena 

believes, “My greatest need as a missionary is support, a listening ear.”  

An attachment pattern for David and Dana. The first time David met Dana, he was immediately 

attracted to her frankness. “She is not real guarded with her feelings or opinions. If she feels something, 

she’ll just tell ya’, which I found refreshing and nice and wonderful and still do.” David and Dana are self-

confident and manage well in ambiguous situations. They are passionate in their relationship and beliefs. 

The five words chosen by David to describe Dana were thoughtful, detailed, smart, sexy, and determined. 

Although they do not attack one another verbally, they are loud in conflicts and are not threatened by that. 

“We learned a couple of tools when we first got married and that helped us out a lot. We never mentioned 

the “D” word. Never! Another one was, there are times when you have to look at your partner and say, 

‘Let me go in the other room and calm down’ to deescalate the situation instead of escalating it.” They 

have learned to stay engaged during conflict and each maintains respect for the other. David is honest 

with Dana, approaches her positively, uses humor appropriately, and doesn’t take issues personally. 

Dana was attracted to David’s intelligence and respect for her. Dana and David shared symmetry 

with one another. They both possessed self-confidence and have strong personalities yet there was a 

very tender side to the relationship and they shared a deep intimacy. Dana noted, “I am a very strong 

person. David has always loved who I am. He always supported me and what I did. I also felt that the 

Lord had really spoken to me that when I met the right one, he would be both strong and gentle and I saw 

that in David. He is his own man. He is very strong. He is not a wimp but he had this tenderness with me.” 

Dana witnessed her parents when they ignored problems in their marriage and they grew apart over time. 
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Dana and David are not afraid of conflict and address issues as they arise. They were committed to 

working out concerns in their marriage. “We’ve communicated with our kids that [when you let things go in 

your marriage] it’s hard to fix. If you let it go, it doesn’t go away. It just gets bigger.” Dana and David have 

worked together as a team and are secure in the other’s commitment. The five words Dana chose when 

she described her husband were Christ-like, committed, faithful, caretaker, and loving. 

 
Overall Attachment Patterns  

It appeared that the individuals in this study have mindfully chosen to change. Each consciously 

desired to break negative cycles from childhood and now provide a secure attachment for spouse and 

children. When raised in an environment that was not secure, individuals have the ability to change from 

an insecure attachment style to secure. Research suggested that individuals have the capability to 

change attachment styles, during late adolescents and in adulthood. Individuals with an insecure 

attachment style can change to a more secure attachment through close interpersonal relationships 

(Rothbard & Shaver, 1994) and in supportive therapeutic relationships (Johnson & Whiffen, 2003). Others 

maintained that change can take place through negative life encounters (Waters, Merrick, Treboux, 

Crowell, & Albersheim, 2000) and in the path of prolonged experiences that have refuted internal working 

models that were established earlier in childhood (Shorey & Snyder, 2006). Participants in this study have 

experienced these situations and have confirmed change through their choices, behaviors, and current 

relationships. Attachment to God has also grown in every participant since childhood and has had a 

positive influence in the lives of participants, their commitment to marriage, their work as missionaries, 

and in parenting. Finally, it appeared that adding children to the family brought conscious changes to the 

marriages and parenting of participants in this study. These changes have had a positive effect on the 

couples as well.  

 

Are Self-Reported Categories of Attachment in Romantic Relationships  

the Same as Self-Reported Attachment to God? 

 Two self-report measures were used in this study; Romantic Attachment and Attachment to God 

(see Table 2). Both measures contained a Likert scale of one to five, with one being “very little”, three 

being “somewhat”, and five being “very much”. The higher the number, the truer the statement was for the 

participant. The results of Romantic Attachment and Attachment to God follow. 
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Table 2 

Result of Self-Report Measures Romantic Attachment and Attachment to God 

 Dimension John Jena David Dana 
Romantic 
Attachment  

Secure  
Dismissive  
Preoccupied  
Fearful 

 4 
 1 
 3 
 1 

 4 
 2 
 3 
 1 

 4 
 1 
 3 
 1 

 4 
 2 
 3 
 1 

Attachment  
To 
God 

Secure  
Dismissive  
Preoccupied  
Fearful 

 4 
 1 
 2 
 1 

 2 
 1 
 4 
 2 

 4.5 
 1 
 1.25 
 1 

 5 
 1 
 1 
 1 

Note: Values represent a Likert scale. 1 = very little, 3 = somewhat, and 5 = very much. 

 

The highest score for all participants was a four on secure romantic attachment, indicating they 

were relatively secure in their romantic attachment (see Table 2). The two males scored one on 

dismissive romantic attachment and the two females scored two on dismissive romantic attachment, 

indicating that the females were slightly more dismissive than the males. All individuals scored three on 

preoccupied romantic attachment, indicating some preoccupation for all participants in romantic 

attachment. All individuals scored one on fearful, indicating they were not fearful in romantic attachment.  

 Under attachment to God one participant’s scores stood out in two dimensions compared with the 

other participants (see Table 2). The two dimensions are secure attachment and preoccupied attachment. 

Three participants scored between four and five on secure, indicating a secure attachment to God. In 

contrast, one individual scored two, indicating the least securely attached of the four participants. Under 

preoccupied attachment to God, three participants scored between one and two, indicating a very small 

amount of preoccupied attachment. In contrast, one participant scored four, indicating highly preoccupied. 

All participants scored one under dismissive attachment, indicating little dismissive attachment. All 

participants scored between one and two, under fearful, indicating very little fear in attachment to God.  

John’s self-reported romantic attachment and attachment to God. In both romantic 

attachment and attachment to God, John scored highest in secure attachment (see Table 2). In both 

romantic attachment and attachment to God, John was not dismissive or fearful. John was slightly more 

preoccupied in romantic attachment than in attachment to God.  

Jena’s self-reported romantic attachment and attachment to God. In romantic attachment, 

Jena scored highest in secure attachment (see Table 2). Her second highest score in romantic 

attachment was preoccupied. Jena was not very dismissive and was not fearful in romantic attachment. In 

attachment to God, Jena’s scores are essentially opposite of the others. She scored highest in 
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preoccupied. Jena was not very secure in attachment to God. She was not dismissive and not very fearful 

in attachment to God. 

David’s self-reported romantic attachment and attachment to God. In both romantic 

attachment and attachment to God, David scored highest in secure attachment (see Table 2). He was 

slightly preoccupied in romantic attachment and not preoccupied in attachment to God. David was not 

dismissive and was not fearful in both romantic attachment and attachment to God.  

Dana’s self-reported romantic attachment and attachment to God. In both romantic 

attachment and attachment to God, Dana scored highest in secure attachment (see Table 2). She was 

slightly preoccupied in romantic attachment and not preoccupied in attachment to God. Dana was not 

very dismissive and not fearful in both romantic attachment and attachment to God.  

Differences among couples on attachment measures. The results of the study indicated some 

differences among couples on the two self-report measures; romantic attachment and attachment to God. 

John and Jena matched one another in every dimension under romantic attachment except in the 

dimension of dismissive (see Table 3). Both were relatively secure in romantic attachment, but Jena was 

a bit more dismissive. They were both somewhat preoccupied and both had very little fear in romantic 

attachment. The biggest difference for John and Jena was seen in attachment to God, where their scores 

were reversed in secure and preoccupied. John’s highest score in attachment to God was secure and 

Jena’s highest score was preoccupied. Jena was a bit more fearful than John in attachment to God.   

 

Table 3 

John and Jena’s Self-Report Scores 

John      Jena 

Romantic Attachment - Secure 4 Romantic Attachment - Secure 4 

Romantic Attachment - Dismissive 1 Romantic Attachment - Dismissive 2 

Romantic Attachment - Preoccupied 3 Romantic Attachment - Preoccupied 3 

Romantic Attachment - Fearful 1 Romantic Attachment - Fearful 1 

Attachment to God - Secure 4 Attachment to God - Secure 2 

Attachment to God - Dismissive 1 Attachment to God - Dismissive 1 

Attachment to God - Preoccupied 2 Attachment to God - Preoccupied 4 

Attachment to God - Fearful 1 Attachment to God - Fearful 2 

Note: Values represent a Likert scale. 1 = very little, 3 = somewhat, and 5 = very much. 
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David and Dana have rated themselves very similarly in every dimension under both romantic 

attachment and attachment to God (see Table 4). Both were secure in romantic attachment and Dana 

was slightly more dismissive. Both were somewhat preoccupied in romantic attachment and both had 

very little fear in romantic attachment. Both were very secure in attachment to God and both were not 

dismissive, not preoccupied, and not fearful.  

 

Table 4 

David and Dana’s Self-Report Scores 

David      Dana 

Romantic Attachment - Secure 4 Romantic Attachment - Secure 4 

Romantic Attachment - Dismissive 1 Romantic Attachment - Dismissive 2 

Romantic Attachment - Preoccupied 3 Romantic Attachment - Preoccupied 3 

Romantic Attachment - Fearful 1 Romantic Attachment - Fearful 1 

Attachment to God - Secure 4.5 Attachment to God - Secure 5 

Attachment to God - Dismissive 1 Attachment to God - Dismissive 1 

Attachment to God - Preoccupied 1.25 Attachment to God - Preoccupied 1 

Attachment to God - Fearful 1 Attachment to God - Fearful 1 

Note: Values represent a Likert scale. 1 = very little, 3 = somewhat, and 5 = very much. 

 

Overall Self-Reported Romantic Attachment and Attachment to God 

Overall results from the self-report scale of romantic attachment were fairly consistent for all 

participants (see Table 2). The highest score for each participant was secure in romantic attachment. All 

participants rated themselves at one or two for dismissive, indicating not very dismissive. All participants 

rated themselves at three for preoccupied, indicating they were all somewhat preoccupied. Finally, all 

participants rated themselves at one for fearful, indicating very little fear in romantic attachment.  

The overall results for attachment to God revealed more variation among participants (see Table 2). 

One participant’s scores in particular seemed to stand out from the others in the dimensions of secure 

and preoccupation. Under secure, three participants rated themselves between four and five, indicating 

very secure attachment to God. In contrast, one participant rated herself at two, indicating not very secure 

and the greatest variance among participants on this dimension. Under preoccupied, three participants 

rated themselves between one and two, indicating little preoccupied attachment to God. However, one 

participant rated herself at four under the dimension of preoccupied, indicating the highest score among 
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participants. Under dismissive, all participants rated themselves at one. Under fearful, three participants 

rated themselves at one reflecting very little fear and one participant rated herself at two.  

 

Patterns Among Current Romantic Attachment and Attachment to God  

 Scores were relatively consistent with little variance among individuals and among couples on 

romantic attachment. Under dismissive romantic attachment, both males rated themselves very little 

dismissive while both females rated themselves a bit higher. All individuals are somewhat preoccupied in 

romantic attachment and all experience very little fear in romantic attachment. 

Although still small, there appeared to be more variance among both individuals and couples 

under attachment to God. All participants rated themselves very low on dismissive attachment. All 

participants rated themselves with very little fearful attachment. The two dimensions that showed the 

greatest difference appeared on attachment to God under the dimensions of secure and preoccupied. 

Three participants indicated secure attachment to God. One participant rated little secure attachment to 

God. Three individuals experience very little preoccupied attachment and one experiences much more 

preoccupied attachment to God. One participant’s scores were exactly opposite to the spouse’s scores in 

secure and preoccupied attachment to God. These ratings were helpful as a way to triangulate data in 

this study. Perhaps one of the most interesting finding discovered through the use of the self-report 

measures was that not all of the participants rated themselves the same in romantic attachment as they 

did in attachment to God.  

 

Participants’ Suggestions for Improvement   

One of the goals of this study was to give a voice to the experiences and struggles of missionary 

couples. Every missionary participant offered his or her recommendations for what was needed to 

improve care of missionaries on the field. From the initiation of this study, it has been a personal desire of 

the researcher that these results will lead to improved training and enhancement of member care for 

missionaries.  

 

John’s Suggestions for Improvement 

Several recommendations for improving member care services were presented by John. His 

observation was that missionaries who have been in the field for a substantial time have an increased 

need to be pastored. “We need to be pastored more than people coming in. People come in every 

semester and we get evaluated and we get ranked. People say evaluation is not bad, but it is an 

evaluation. It goes in my records. I don’t need that as much as I need someone to come in and pastor 
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me.” John deemed that the “real” reason for missionary attrition was due to “team conflicts, dissatisfaction 

with the agency [and] disagreements ... The main reason is interpersonal conflicts and that has to do with 

both [personal] circumstances and mission policy.” John acknowledged, “My greatest need as a 

missionary is probably more support, you know pastoral support. I think the longer you’re there [the 

greater your need]. The first few years you really need to be managed but you also need a lot of pastoral 

care as well. I think more people in the American church, could come and visit us for a couple of weeks 

and see our life there. That would be encouraging, if they asked, ‘What can we do to help you?’”    

 

Jena’s Suggestions for Improvement 

Essential suggestions were proposed by Jena, who alluded to the lack of emotional support in 

mission work. “There was not someone to just connect with to see how we were doing. It was always 

some other role, some report, we were telling them how we felt our team mates were doing. I have often 

said that I think we need to have people from outside of the organization doing member care. There ought 

to be a third party to tell things [and] for them to say, ‘How’s it going as a mom? How’s it going as a 

couple?’ I have felt the lack of care. As a couple everything escalates as a missionary. When you’ve been 

there a while, you really begin to feel neglected.” 

Jena addressed her belief concerning attrition of missionaries. “The real reason people leave the 

field early, often it’s relationships with their team members and people they are working with. Some 

people have left because they are no longer complying with [the organization’s] policies that they had 

[previously] agreed to. One of the biggest things is that we have a no-dating policy for the first year and 

no romantic relationships with a national. Most of the time when that comes up, I would say they choose 

to leave [the organization] rather than break the [romantic] relationship even though they agreed when 

they came on. For families, sometimes concerns about schooling for their kids bring them home. Once 

you get to the field, whatever underling personal issues you have are going to flare up in that 

environment. My greatest need as a missionary is more support, a listening ear … more member care 

[and] more personal and emotional care.”  

 

David’s Suggestions for Improvement 

 David believes that he and his wife would have definitely benefited, especially early on, with the 

support of a local mediator or pastor in the midst of personal disagreements with a supervisor. At the time 

there was no one for David and his wife to turn to and they felt isolated. During that time, he believes his 

level of emotional care on the field was a two (using a 1-10 scale). On their own, they sought out and 
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secured emergency professional counseling in a distant city to get through this very challenging situation. 

“Without the emergency intervention, we wouldn’t have made it.” 

 David spoke of his experiences with why missionaries leave the field. “When we were in Bible 

school, in our preparatory class for missions, they told us the number one reason people leave the field 

was conflicts with other missionaries, which we didn’t believe until we went through it. Now we believe it!” 

Additionally, he believes poor decisions are made by mission organizations that lead to attrition among 

missionaries. Reassessing the main points he substantiated, “The reasons missionaries leave the field 

early, the real reasons for attrition, are conflict with other missionaries, poor decisions on the part of the 

mission, and lack of money.”   

 

Dana’s Suggestions for Improvement 

 Dana contributed several important suggestions. Her first suggestion reflected back to very 

challenging circumstances she and her husband initially experienced while working with independent 

missionaries. “Our personal and emotional care on the field overall was around five because obviously 

during this time period, we had no one. We went to a church that was part of the mission, but locally we 

had no pastor [and] no relationships with [other] people. We felt completely alone. Now, we have 

developed friendship with some other missionaries over time and we have some more stabilizing factors.” 

 Dana spoke of her personal experience with missionary attrition. “The recorded reasons why 

people leave the field and the real reasons people leave are not the same. The real reasons are several. 

Some people are unhealthy emotionally. Whether they were like that when they got there or accumulated 

it over time on the field, I don’t know but there is a lot of emotionally unhealthy, I mean a lot! Raising 

funds combined with the stress of living in another culture is a stressful world. You get tired of asking for 

money.”  

 Dana continued, “The greatest need as a missionary is care. You need somebody that cares 

about you. We’ve set up a support group for ourselves. We have a board that we keep well informed. 

Some groups have it, but even though you have it in name, doesn’t always mean its happening. We need 

emotional care and physical care too. If you are in a country where you are under great physical stress, 

just finding food can be difficult. Unresolved conflict is huge so you need coping skills. Without trying to 

sound really tacky, money solves a lot of issues. Money makes it possible to get help. Money makes it 

possible to go to the doctor. Additionally, as a woman, my greatest fear as a missionary is for my children. 

Always wanting to make sure you’re not ruining their lives. So, it’s my children and also security. Where 

we live is incredibly insecure and now that my children are at a certain age it would also be about rape, 

not just robbery.” 
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Summary of Results 

 

The results of this study have revealed what some may possibly view as unanticipated, and in 

particular, contradictory to what some churches might expect. Not all missionaries are spiritual giants. 

Many have experienced traumatic and violent childhoods. Yet, through loving and committed 

relationships, the participants in this study have been able to grow into a more secure attachment in 

marriage and provide a secure environment for their spouses and children. Many churches, supporters, 

and sending organizations set very high, and often unrealistic, standards for missionaries. However, this 

study indicated that missionaries possess many of the same needs and vulnerabilities that others have, 

except, those needs are often amplified on the field and support is often non-existent. Missionaries can 

not rise above stress. All of the missionaries in this study communicated that member care was lacking 

and they needed more physical and emotional support, a listening ear, and to know that some one cared 

about them and their marriages. Each of the needs mentioned, were directly related to attachment needs, 

indicating that one does not out grow the attachment needs we were born with. Ultimately, personal 

member care was found to be the most urgent need of the missionaries in this study.  

 A fascinating finding was found in the characteristics that attracted each individual to his or her 

spouse. These characteristics often reflected what was lacking in that individual’s attachment history and 

in the family of origin. For example, some things that attracted Jena to John were, “he is very calm and 

reassuring in a crisis … his commitment and his consistency. He’s not somebody with wide swings in 

emotions … his steadiness … he is a good listener.” Additionally, Dana was attracted to David’s respect 

for her and he was “both strong and gentle.” Another finding related to the females in the study. They both 

feared in their own marriages, what they witnessed towards the end of their parents’ marriages; that they 

would grow apart and have nothing in common. A major difference found in the participants in this study 

was, they have learned from their parents’ pasts and are working now to create secure attachments and 

common interests with their spouses that last a lifetime.  

 Self report attachment measures revealed security in all of the individuals and among couples in 

romantic attachment. However, in attachment to God, three individuals rated themselves as secure. One 

participant rated herself opposite from her spouse and from the other two participants. She rated herself 

as highly preoccupies in her relationship with God and with little security. This was an interesting finding 

because one might anticipate that missionaries would possess a secure attachment to God. The next 

question this researcher had was how was it that this one participant rated herself as preoccupied? It 

might have been due to feelings of abandonment she felt as a child when her mother locked herself in the 

bedroom or when the father abandoned the family through divorce. An individual’s view of God is often 

 121

 



linked to one’s childhood experience with a parent. One might view God as loving and kind if that was the 

childhood experience or they might view God as unreliable if that was the childhood experience. The next 

question this researcher had was, then how was it that the other participants did not follow this same 

pattern, based on their childhoods? The answer to that question will be found in another study. 

One of the most encouraging findings from this study for the researcher, who holds a special 

interest in marriage and family therapy, was that people have the ability to change attachment styles. 

Participants in this study have demonstrated that they were able to increase security, from insecure to a 

more secure attachment. Researchers maintain that change takes place through the process of negative 

life encounters and that might have occurred for several participants in this study. For all participants, 

prolonged secure and committed experiences have countered internal working models, previously held 

and established since childhood. All of the participants in this study learned what their spouses needed to 

feel secure and then they did that. Still, some participants have also changed with a close supportive 

therapeutic relationship. Furthermore in this study, participants have changed because of attachment to 

God. All of the participants have received assurance that the commitment found in their marriage 

covenant, between them, their spouse, and God, offered security that the spouse and God would never 

leave them or forsake them.   
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 

Findings in Relation to Other Research 

 

 This study was a response to a call for research by Shaver and Mikulincer (2002). “We would like 

to see more research linking narrative assessments with both self-report measures and experimental 

procedures that can reveal the causal workings of the attachment system” (p. 155). The authors 

expressly voiced an interest in the narrative approach. One of the factors distinguishing this study was the 

combination of attachment theory, life story narratives, and missionaries. Life stories communicated by 

missionary participants in this study presented much in common with prior research findings on adult 

attachment, missionaries, and attachment to God.  

 

Adult Attachment 

Attachment theory in and of itself was not intended to be used as a comprehensive theory for 

human functioning. It does not identify all aspects of human nature and was not intended to replace the 

many other valid compilations of clinical understanding. Rather, its purpose is to function as a conceptual 

model for understanding interpretations of the self and other in close relationships. The attachment 

framework functions well in the areas of parenting and general regulation of emotions (Bernier & Dozier, 

2002). Employing attachment theory in this current study has added to an understanding of the role of 

attachment through the life of a missionary. This knowledge is easily and naturally applied to individual, 

couple, and family therapy. 

In childhood, John and David each believed that his mother and he would be killed. Most likely, all 

children would experience a threat of death as traumatic and devastating to the trust that is crucial to 

building security in attachment. Feeney and Noller’s (1990) research using questionnaires found that 

avoidant individuals were likely to report separation from mother and mistrust of others.  

John classified himself as an individual with a propensity to be avoidant. Although in the course of 

his interview, John communicated his success in consciously working to overcome his avoidant behavior. 

David also grew up in an extremely violent home, yet he did not seem to manifest signs of avoidance. 

Rather, he demonstrated indications of leaning into the problem and approaching it in a positive manner. 

For example when David returned from furlough, he confronted Mr. Les about his unethical behavior, 

even though David believed that possibly meant that he and his wife would need to resign.  
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 Collins’ (1996) research explored attachment style differences by comparing individuals with 

secure prototypes to individuals with preoccupied prototypes. Findings revealed that preoccupied 

individuals explained events in more negative ways and reported more emotional distress. This was 

relevant to Gottman’s (1999) research on what makes marriages succeed or fail. He referenced negative 

sentiment override in the communication of distressed couples. Collins reported more emotional distress 

for the preoccupied attachment style. Jena described her predisposition to think about, worry about, and 

predict negative outcomes rather than affirming and predicting positive outcomes. She noted that this has 

been an ongoing struggle for her. However, Jena was actively taking successful steps to decrease the 

negativity. Material she and her husband are learning as they facilitate marriage seminars seemed to be 

having a positive effect on their marriage.   

According to attachment theory, a system is developed in the brain for creating generalizations 

that represent early attachments and subsequent close relationships. This system is composed of both 

conscious and unconscious components that together influence consciously controlled and automatic 

mental processes. The system provides “working models” of how we view ourselves and others, and 

guidance for close relationships. Dana demonstrated her effort to change “what is in [her] head” 

representing her conscious and unconscious thoughts as she consistently labors to parent her children 

more effectively than she was parented so they will possess a secure attachment. “I try to be that 

listening ear. My mother was always listening, but not to hear the heart of the matter. It takes effort to be 

different than what is in your head.” Andrews (2004b) affirmed, “The voices of our parents continue to 

speak into our lives long after we leave our childhood homes” (p. 369). The capability to differentiate 

between the positive and negative childhood messages is essential in healthy adult functioning and 

demands effort, as shown by the participants in this study. 

 

Missionaries 

Research conducted with missionaries by Andrews (2004b) indicated that perceptions held about 

family of origin bear a strong influence on family functioning and relationship quality. She reported, “it may 

be concluded that the more favorably one views one’s family of origin, the more comfortable one will be in 

sharing important emotions and beliefs with one’s spouse …” (p. 367).  Andrews’ (2004b) findings have 

been useful in initial assessment of prospective candidates that are married. Her results also supported 

common findings in attachment literature for the individual who experienced a secure attachment with a 

primary attachment figure. A secure individual was self-confident, approached others in a positive 

manner, and maintained intimacy in relationships.  
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However, from an attachment paradigm, Andrews’ (2004b) findings do not address individuals 

who have experienced a less favorable family of origin. Issues from family of origin can be resolved. It is 

important to note that an individual who holds an insecure dimension can become more secure through 

therapy, corrective experiences, and insight and that was demonstrated by participants in this study. It 

might be presumed that Andrews’ research did not include missionaries who changed from a less secure 

style of attachment to more secure by dealing successfully with past negative issues from childhood, as 

participants in the current study did. Participants in this study experienced far less than favorable family of 

origin experiences with traumas and threats to life in childhood. Yet as adults, participants in this study 

have cultivated security in their marital relationships and secure attachments for their children. Some 

examples follow.  

In John’s childhood home, the loss of his life or of his mother’s life was a common reality. John’s 

security has increased since childhood and in his interview, he verbalized ways he is endeavoring to 

parent his child differently than he was parented. John stated, “I try not to be like my parents … I try to 

spend more time with our child and I’m much more involved in her schooling.” As an adult, John 

intentionally provided a secure home environment for his child. He stated, “I want my child to know that 

we love each other. That I love her mom and that the more I love her mom, the more we love our family. “ 

Jena’s fearfulness as a child caused her to be afraid to talk with other children. Her security has 

increased. Interestingly, in adulthood Jena has learned a foreign language and teaches English to 

university students in Asia. Her child is very outgoing and Jena credits her child for helping her and her 

spouse to become more people focused “… it has been nice having [our child] because it has kind of 

forced us both to become more people-oriented.” Jena is well aware of security now. She has taken her 

role very seriously to create a secure home for her husband and child with all of the traveling they do as 

missionaries. “Your first responsibility should be your family and get them secure and comfortable in the 

new environment.”   

David’s childhood home was very unsettling. Yet he has learned the art of communicating his 

love to his wife on a daily basis. “I communicate my love to my wife through touch, pecks on the cheek, a 

hug, that kind of thing. I’m a touch person. And I tell her.” One of David’s stated goals as he raises his 

children were to teach them how to develop a strong marital relationship that functions well. “I want them 

to know everything, the finances and the emotions - all of it.” 

Dana’s parents exhibited a very tumultuous relationship which caused great anxiety for her. 

Because of those strong negative memories, she was very clear that she wanted her children to possess 

memories that were positive “… they also see us make-up and they see our commitment.”  She is also 

planning for a life-long marital relationship that finishes strong. “I want to see us continue to grow and 
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improve and staying aware of each other and not lose touch with each other. I want to enter into our later 

stages of life with a real intimate relationship. I want our kids to know that we are faithful to each other 

and that we are committed and that we work out things.” 

Andrews (2004b) noted an increase in family of origin issues in her missionary research. These 

issues included abuse and dysfunction found in potential missionaries and she charged missionary 

administrators to fully investigate these issues in the course of interviewing and assessment of 

prospective missionaries. She encouraged mission organizations to help facilitate candidates in 

processing these issues, “including referring when necessary to professionals who can work 

therapeutically with prospective missionaries.” Andrews affirms that this “releases an individual to relate 

more freely in his or her present relationship” (p. 369). 

It is important to assert that individuals who might have grown up in a less favorable insecure 

family, in spite of their past, are still able to bring about positive changes. Positive changes have far 

reaching implications for success in the lives of missionaries and in their relationships with others. It might 

be presumed that some missionaries who enter the world of missions have possibly not dealt with family 

of origin issues professionally or on their own. Failure to address an insecure attachment history and 

come to terms with the influence it has had on relationships complicates the capacity to become a 

successful attachment in that individual’s marriage and with their children (Johnson & Whiffen, 2003). 

Nevertheless, this study suggests that individuals who did not experience a positive family of origin are 

able to learn a better way. They have grow past, even very traumatic encounters, and were able to 

develop a secure intimate relationship with a spouse. 

Interpersonal conflict is perhaps the most frequent reason for attrition among missionaries in the 

general population. Because believed reasons for attrition are so broad and vague (family, agency, 

personal reasons, team, cultural, work related) it is difficult to document the actual effects of interpersonal 

conflict in the areas listed. Recorded reasons, believed reasons, and actual reasons for attrition are often 

quite different from one another. Conflict has been studied in attachment and close relationships (Collins, 

1996; Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996). Interpersonal conflict with other missionaries was the most 

common answer, provided by participants in this study, to explain missionary attrition.   

Individuals in the pilot study also implied interpersonal conflict was a major obstacle with 

missionary work. Dan stated, “My advice would be to pay attention to small problems on the mission field. 

They are magnified with family, friends and in other relationships.” Collins discovered that the behavior of 

individuals, with a preoccupied attachment style, tended to manifest conflict in close relationships. In 

connection with this, individuals that struggle with anxiety in close relationships also appeared to report 

more conflict in the relationship (Feeney, 1999). Couples that possessed a secure attachment tend to 

 126

 



experience more successful conflict resolution than the other three insecure attachment styles (Kobak, & 

Hazan, 1991). 

In the general population, individuals manifest repercussion from trauma in a variety of ways. In 

the marriage relationship, past trauma that has not been dealt with is often observed in distressed and 

volatile spousal relationships. Trauma victims who marry have a tendency to experience higher distress 

and in their distressed state, have a tendency to “become stuck in particular intense self-perpetuating 

cycles of distance, defense, and distrust” (Johnson & Williams-Keeler, 1998, p. 26). This behavior might 

be observed as avoidant or resistant with uncertainty surrounding others or self. A marital relationship, 

with these added dynamics, would pose greater difficulty for missionaries to withstand considering their 

lack of physical and emotional care on the field. However, with proper treatment individuals have been 

relieved of intense personal problems and distress in his or her marriage and couples have developed 

mutually satisfying relationships. Johnson (2002) developed a treatment therapy that integrates 

Emotionally Focused Therapy and trauma treatment. This therapy provides effective treatment for 

relationship distress and also the individual symptoms of trauma and posttraumatic stress disorder that 

might be evident in one who encountered a traumatic family of origin. 

 

Attachment to God 

For many believers in the Christian faith attachment to God is analogous to the relationship of a 

parent and child. God is viewed as all knowing, all powerful, and always present and consequently always 

in proximity. God is seen as accessible, stronger, wiser, and providing felt security and comfort 

(Kirkpatrick 1999). Believers maintain interaction and a personal relationship with God or Jesus. 

Communion is established through reading scripture, prayer, and singing praise songs and hymns, which 

are all methods of maintaining contact and proximity. Generally, if the believer becomes threatened (loss 

of a loved one, threat of death, physical illness, distress), they often turn to God as a safe haven. An 

attachment relationship with God was observed in participants in this study.  

John indicated his personal knowledge of God and that affects his life significantly. “I know who 

God is and my inheritance in Him and what Jesus has done for me. It is very deep to understand 

redemption, justification, and sanctification. Those are very key theological points that aren’t just 

theological points. The way they touch our lives are very important. “John voiced complete comfort and 

trust in his relationship with God. “My greatest comfort in my relationship with God [is] … He is completely 

in control. There is really no failure and if we would need to leave [Asia] it would be because He is in 

control.” John acknowledged feeling closest to God in worship.  
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Jena sensed that God had directed her to release her deep longing for marriage and she wanted 

to be obedient to Him. “I felt like God was wanting me to let go of that and I had spent years in singles 

groups in America and still hadn’t married … I was trying to work through all that too … what [was] God 

telling me?” Jena admitted that she struggled with God in her desire to have a child and then finally in her 

decision to adopt. “I really wrestled with that and I wrestled with that with God even.” Jena discovered that 

when she put aside her fears and walked “in God’s direction, He eventually brought into my life my 

husband and my daughter as well as doing something that I think is very meaningful.”  

David conveyed the experience in his home on the night he talked with God. “It was not visual, 

but a real presence. He was there. There was no mistaking it. It was peaceful.” David also voiced a desire 

to be obedient to God. An important issue for David was ultimately God’s desire as he considered Dana 

as his future wife was, “Do the directions of our lives match up? What is the will of God for your life? That 

was the number one thing.” Upon arriving on the field, David and Dana experienced some struggles in 

their marriage. They turned to God for answers and invited Him to intercede. “God there has to be an 

answer. You’ve got to intervene. Something’s got to give here.” The result was, “communication, sex, 

everything just ratcheted way up. It was in incredible. We just went to another level … and how? Man, I 

have no idea. It’s just - the Lord did it!” 

Dana was grateful to God and saw how He has worked in many areas of her life. For example, 

bringing David and her together, “I love the way God put us together.” Also, in not allowing them to go 

immediately to the field because He was still preparing them. “The Lord did not confirm that. God was 

really doing some things in us.” Finally, offering her best advice to a couple who was about to go to the 

field “…they are on the greatest journey God could ever give you! This is the best life and they will 

experience God in a greater way, in a closer way than you have ever known.” Dana finds her greatest 

comfort in her relationship with God. “He is so faithful to me. He listens to me. He cares about everything. 

Sometimes His presence is just overwhelming. He is so close to you, speaking to you in a very intimate 

way. It can even be a correction. He corrects so perfectly, and he’s just demonstrating His love to you. It’s 

knowing that nothing catches Him by surprise. It might have caught me by surprise, but it didn’t catch Him 

by surprise.” 

Kirkpatrick (1999) maintained that numerous characteristic of religious beliefs and behaviors 

could also be understood within the framework of attachment theory and at times, God becomes a 

substitute attachment figure for some individuals. It seemed that this might well be witnessed more often 

for an individual that has a less than secure attachment with his or her primary attachment figure. 

Kirkpatrick’s assertion was observed in the participants in this study. Individuals frequently identified 

themselves as being in an interactive relationship with God and indicated that relationship to be 
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fundamental to their religious convictions. The missionaries in this study desired a close proximity to God 

and He provided them with a safe haven and a secure base. 

  

Implications for Practice 

 

Andrews (1999, 2004b) presented her suggestions for improving missionary effectiveness, 

particularly with spousal relationships. Her proposal corroborated fundamental opinions regarding 

attachment needs and also substantiated many suggestions offered by participants in this study. First, 

Andrews recommended that mission organizations more fully explore the quality of couple relationships of 

prospective missionary candidates through the application process. Second, she charged mission 

organizations to periodically review organizational policies in search of potentially negative procedure that 

impact couples and families. Third, she advocated that mission sending organizations needed to 

consciously promote nurturing behaviors that fostered reinforcement of the marital relationship (Andrews, 

2004b, p. 370-371).  

Participants in this study addressed each of Andrews’ three suggestions. Jena spoke to the first 

point that mission agencies needed to more fully explore the quality of a couple’s relationship. “They try to 

screen people carefully and people take all these tests, before their placement and still just some awful 

things happen and you think ‘how did they miss that?’” Dana also voiced her concern with the lack of 

appropriate assessment on the quality of the couple’s relationship. “But I think a huge amount of that [the 

real reasons missionaries leave the field] is because they are emotional unhealthy.” 

In regard to Andrews’ second suggestion that mission agencies need to periodically review and 

search out negative policies that impact families, John stated his belief concerning the high rate of 

missionary attrition and mission policy. “The main reason is interpersonal conflicts and [that has] to do 

with both circumstantial and mission policy.” David also addressed his thoughts on what he perceived as 

the negative strategy of many missions. “The world of mission’s has adopted a strategy that is really 

poorly thought out and it’s not good at all. It is based on stewardship, you give the money to the national 

and they can do it faster, better, cheaper. There is no place in the Bible where God cares about faster, 

better, cheaper! It is about what He wants and it’s about relationships.”  

Andrews’ third suggestion was a special focus for individuals in this study. Andrews encouraged 

mission sending organizations to consciously promote the nurturance and reinforcement of the spousal 

relationship. Dana stated, “The greatest need as a missionary is care. You need somebody that cares 

about you.” Jena echoed that sentiment. “My greatest need as a missionary is more support and a 

listening ear, apart from the roles we play on the field. More member care, more personal and emotional 
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care ... for them to say, how are you doing as a person? Not how is the team doing but how are you 

doing? Personal care. How’s it going as a mom? How’s it going as a couple?” This study confirmed that it 

is essential for missionary couples to believe that the mission organization genuinely cared about and 

valued the couple’s marriage. Missionary couples make substantial sacrifices through serving, sacrifices 

that often last a lifetime. They serve selflessly and often risk their lives for the good of others. They need 

to sense that the sending organizations and others support and value their marriage relationship in return.  

Missionaries are commonly stereotyped as being so spiritually strong that they don’t need support 

and help from others. When they do come forward requesting assistance, they discover that they are 

often looked down on. Additionally, they go to the field with very high and often unrealistic expectation 

placed on them by others and even themselves. When they find they are not able to attain idealistic 

standards, understandably depression is often the result. It has recently been reported by international 

media that Mother Theresa, a woman who was universally known for her holiness and faith, often 

experienced deep depression and bouts of dark emptiness in her life. 

Pastors might commonly be thought of as the individuals who care for missionaries. Although 

pastors may possess the knowledge and skill to guide an individual or couple spiritually, most would 

admit not being adequately prepared with necessary knowledge or skills to assist missionary families. 

Unless the pastor has experienced being a missionary himself, he does not have an adequate conception 

of the daily struggles of missionaries. Additionally, the pastor usually would only see the missionary for a 

brief time during a furlough, prohibiting a deep trusting therapeutic relationship from developing. 

Little research has been conducted with the missionary population in the area of personal and 

emotional needs. Marriage and family therapists and related professionals do not possess adequate 

knowledge, experience, and tools to properly assess the missionary population and effectively intervene. 

Missionaries have, to a great extent, been ignored which became apparent in this study. The counseling 

community would be greatly served, and in turn would be better equipped to serve, by knowing more 

about the missionary population and more about attachment theory and attachment therapies. It is vital to 

understand the diverse multi-cultural exposure of individuals and couples as well as to understand their 

attachment histories.  

The current study assisted in informing counseling, therapeutic, and helping disciplines on the 

vital need for specific education on attachment theory. Attachment theory is a theory about close 

relationships and is especially well suited for the study of individual, couple, and family relationships. 

Based on the nature of attachments, the involvement of systems, and the family of origin as the primary 

foundation for intimate relationship beginnings, marriage and family therapists need to take the lead in 

searching out information on the power of attachment theory and attachment based therapies. Further 

 130

 



research with attachment theory must be completed with the various populations that marriage and family 

therapists tend to work among. Future research efforts also need to focus on the phenomena of 

normative (secure) attachment. Marriage and family therapists need to become leaders in attachment 

research. It is necessary for attachment theory concepts to be included and taught in marriage and family 

therapy programs. Attachment relationship education must be more widely disseminated in clinical 

practice training, in an effort to help clients become more securely attached in close relationships. 

Marriage and family therapists have the ability to impact the emotional health of clients, who are in 

unusual and stressful situations, by incorporating attachment theory into practice. Individuals who 

possess secure attachment styles are physically and emotionally happier and healthier. They are able to 

work together in a family or group more efficiently, and they create less conflict and develop more 

effective solutions. This researcher challenges and encourages colleagues in marriage and family therapy 

to advance the study of attachment through theory, therapy and research. 

Every individual is worthy of and has the right to services and resources needed to undertake 

problems in life and to progress to his or her highest potential. Environmental and cultural influences 

frequently create or contribute to the problems of missionaries and others. As a marriage and family 

therapist and clinical social worker, this researcher is committed to helping to secure and develop the 

services that are required for unmet needs. Missionaries are in need of valid assessments and unbiased 

treatment. Many therapists do not understand the missionary population. Professionals are not able to 

provide valid assessments without an understanding of missionaries’ attachment history, values and 

priorities, and their heart. It is quite common for missionaries to be multi-cultural and it is necessary for 

professionals to understand cultural nuances as well. This study demonstrated that the missionary 

population must be viewed as a group of valuable individuals with inherent dignity and worth, possessing 

unique characteristics much as other individuals. 

 

Implications for Therapy 

 

When missionaries are sent out to the field, churches, supporters, and sending organizations hold 

high ideals for them. These entities present their ideas for what they believe the missionary should 

accomplish during the mission assignment. Missionaries also often place unattainable expectation on 

themselves for the work that must be done and they unknowingly set themselves up to fail. As a result, 

they become physically, emotionally, and spiritually exhausted. “Too many return to the United States 

after an overseas assignment, broken in body, spirit, and emotions” (Lindquist, 1983, p. 11). Some 

missionaries, sensing total failure, never entirely recover (Jensma, Pike, Duerksen, & Strauss, 1997). 
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Participants in this study shared concerns about the need for qualified member care and the need 

to be able to trust that what they shared would be confidential. Based on uncertainty surrounding a lack of 

confidentiality, missionaries are often reluctant to share information about past and current issues that 

they perceive as threatening with professionals that are associated with the mission organization. There 

is a fear that the personal information will go into a permanent file and become common knowledge to 

others or that the information will be used by administrative staff who will take action that might threaten 

the missionary’s current projects and assignments.  

Missionaries struggle with constant losses related to family, home, country, and all that is familiar. 

Depression is triggered by a sense of loss that might be brought on by feeling unconnected, disturbances 

in sleep, changes in eating, and fatigue. It requires time to recover and often professional help is required. 

This adds to the importance of providing appropriate and adequate member care to missionaries.  

The missionary population is massive in numbers with vast needs. However, it is virtually 

impossible to place a number on the quantity of missionaries across the world since there is not an 

overarching organization to coordinate them and some may go out on their own without an overseeing 

organization. The missionary vocabulary is filled with many good-byes and very few hellos. Human 

beings need attachments and because of the distance, on the field and in the missionary’s home culture, 

they are always breaking relationships. As a result, one missionary shared, “I’ve learned that it hurts too 

much to say good-bye so I keep my distance in relationships.” Missionaries soon discover if they allow 

themselves to become attached, that attachment bond will soon need to be broken when they must say 

good bye. Another missionary shared that she was in the foreign country where she served for some time 

and did not have the opportunity to speak her own language for several years. On her initial furlough back 

to the states, she attended an American church. When she heard a familiar hymn sung in English for the 

first time, she sobbed with emotion. Breaking attachments and reattaching create powerful emotions that 

can be overwhelming for many.  

The care providers that are sent out for member care and to support missionary couples and 

families are often young single individuals that do not have the experience necessary to understand the 

struggles that are common to missionary families in a foreign country. Additionally, the turnover rate for 

these individuals is very high, providing little opportunity or the time to build a trusting helping relationship 

between the helper and the client. Full-time professional therapists are needed to work as dedicated 

providers for missionary member care so that trusting relationships can develop. Providers must be 

trained to assist with common issues that missionaries struggle with while in the field. They must be 

available to the missionaries in times of need and the missionary must feel secure in sharing intimate 

details and trust that confidence will be honored.    
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Implications for Research 

 

 Research on missionaries and their families has increased over recent years (Hawley, 2004), yet 

this population remained highly underrepresented in the research literature. Completed studies tended to 

focus on aspects of member care and on issues surrounding the children of missionaries. Some 

researchers voiced a lack of empirical evidence that produced difficulty in correlating specific 

psychotherapies and efficacy in treatment modalities with missionaries and their families (Richardson, 

1992). O’Donnell (1992) believed more research was needed to discover what issues were truly important 

to missionaries and evaluation of treatment effectiveness with the mission population. Hunter (2002) 

supported increased research and believed that inquiries in this area have lagged behind, particularly with 

clinical treatment and mental health issues related to the missionary population.  

The current study was an exploratory study, and for that reason introduced a number of 

possibilities for future research. These suggestions begin with proper assessment of all missionaries in 

the initial application phase. Inadequate assessment was noted by all participants in the study as a 

contribution to conflict among team members and increased attrition rates. Sharing one’s life history in a 

story telling manner presented a natural and relaxed method to gain significant information in this study. It 

presented a non-threatening means of acquiring personal information that would also be useful in 

assessment of prospective missionaries. An interview guide could easily be fashioned to access a 

complete bio-psycho-social history, necessary for a comprehensive consideration of each individual in the 

prospective missionary family. Tenets found in attachment theory have linked close intimate relationships 

coherently with biological, psychodynamic, and social developmental progression. This causes 

attachment theory to emerge as a particularly sound choice for missionary assessment. If problem areas 

were identified early in prospective applicants, specific therapy, training and skill building could be 

implemented to alleviate potential problems so success would be increased for the candidate.  

Attachment theory can be used to assess missionaries for personal predispositions and abilities 

to work well with others, based on their attachment styles. It can be used for early intervention of 

emotional distress and unproductive performance. Attachment to God is an emerging interest in 

attachment and a relevant area with the missionary population would be to explore how attachment to 

God is demonstrated in their lives and how it is reflected in relationship with a spouse and with children.  

This study has focused on couples. However, a considerable segment of the missionary 

community is made up of single individuals. Modifying the questions from the current interview guide and 

using them in an in-depth study with single missionaries would be appropriate and would provide valuable 

information. The single missionary presumably experiences life in the mission field differently than a 

 133

 



married individual. Single missionaries might understandably voice different needs and struggle with 

different issues than those of marital couples in the field.  

Life-time single missionaries are predominately females and that prompts several additional 

questions such as, why are females more available in contrast to men for life-time service in missions? 

Do attachment styles of single women reflect on their decision to become full-time missionaries? Do 

single missionaries attachment styles change from what they entered with and if so, how does that occur? 

How do single missionaries resolve attachment issues from childhood in adulthood? Does the decision to 

become a single missionary reflect on early childhood attachment? How does the decision to become a 

single missionary reflect attachment to God? How might childhood trauma reflect on the decision to 

become a missionary? Is attachment related to the motivational reasons for singles in particular to move 

toward missionary work?  

Research on psychotherapeutic treatment and change tend to guide best practice with clients in 

the general population. However, do those same theories, therapies and techniques work as effectively 

for missionaries? Other ideas include: the need to test efficacy of treatment modalities and techniques 

with the missionary population in order to offer best practice and help missionaries with issues that are 

specific to them. Theory and technique must be tested for reliability, validity, and feasibility with this 

specific population.  

Some studies that might serve missionaries well are studies focused on physical, emotional, and 

spiritual needs. Many of the participants in this current study voiced a need to know that others care 

about them. The first comment John made in his interview was, “I’m interested in this study because 

having been a missionary [and] worked overseas for so long, something our organization is finding out is, 

who cares can be very important. So my wife and I hope [studies like this] can be helpful to other 

missionaries.” Missionary couples feel unconnected at time and they need to talk with someone they can 

trust. They need to know that the sending agency, church, or supporters care about them. Dana affirmed, 

“The greatest need as a missionary is care. You need somebody that cares about you.” Andrews (2004b) 

acknowledged, “… insuring that missionaries within the organization believe that the mission agency 

cares about them and their marriage is essential” (p. 371). 

There is a need for theory to be developed and honed, purposely for mission work, so that it 

properly informs and directs efforts in this field. Attachment theory may well be an excellent theory to 

begin this process. The two dimensions of self and other allow attachment theory to be adapted for use in 

multiple arenas. The fact that the attachment styles are not exclusive categories, but rather continuous 

dimensions, helps to guard against sorting individuals in pathological groups. There is also the possible 
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advantage of change occurring, from an insecure attachment style to a more secure attachment, which 

would act to empower the missionary client.  

Finally, there is a need for greater variety in methods of investigating in research. Most studies 

are inclined to use self-report measures that are correlated with distinctive variables. These results have 

been revealing, yet there are often other perspectives that can be gleaned from using qualitative 

methods. Qualitative research is emerging as a means of investigation (Hawley, 2004) and Hunter (2002) 

supported combining different methods of research with qualitative methods. He also advocated working 

with smaller groups in greater depth. He believed this would present results that may otherwise be 

missed in family dynamics. This study is a response to Hunter’s call for qualitative research. Longitudinal 

studies would allow for documentation of long term effects to missionaries and their families regarding 

attachment related issues.   

As a therapist and an individual who has participated in several mission trips, this researcher 

would find it personally intriguing to go on the field and work with couples in their homes, using 

attachment based therapies such as Johnson’s emotionally focused therapy (EFT). Attachment theory 

has the ability to enhance our knowledge and understanding of how missionaries and their children deal 

with separations, loss, and grief. Longitudinal studies could address how separations and loss might 

continue to affect the life of a missionary. Participants in this present study expressed personal 

experiences with the death of a family member from the family of origin and the difficulty involved with 

that loss. Jena explained, “I think the most difficult thing to go through [as a missionary] is the death of a 

loved one at home, while you’re over there.” Richardson (1992) maintains that geographic distance during 

the loss of a loved one often complicated the grieving process and stress on the missionary.  

More substantive research needs to be conducted with missionaries in general and with 

missionaries and attachment specifically. Bowlby (1980) observed that the most intense human emotions 

(both positive and negative) characteristically occur within attachment relationships. The health of the 

family, also comprising effective parenting and the marital relationship, is crucial to the success of the 

individuals, the marriage, the family, and the mission. Families function as a system and interact within 

the context of other systems. As a result, all systems are influenced with the interaction of others. When a 

change occurs in any part of one system, it in turn affects not merely that system but moreover any 

system with which it interacts. Viewing the family as a system opens opportunities and questions for 

research with missionary research. Future studies might include longitudinal studies and more extensive 

research including children, parents, family of origin and significant friendships.  

Questions for future research with missionary families might concentrate on a better 

understanding of the role of attachment and how if influences the individual, couple, family, and the 
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greater community. Various topics easily converge with attachment that might be studied in conjunction 

with missionaries including working with colleagues and team members, leadership, the effects of 

different mission experiences, and working with nationals. Intergenerational perspectives with 

missionaries are other areas that apply to attachment; notably since it is not uncommon for a missionary 

kid to become a missionary in adult life. An assessment of individual attachment styles for missionaries 

that are entering a career in missions would be helpful in supporting couples and families.  

A direction for research in the future would be to continue gathering life stories but from all the 

members in the participant’s family or in the entire family of origin. A study of this kind would provide rich 

in-depth description of how attachment has influenced the family from a variety of perceptions and 

experiences. Intergenerational patterns might be studied to see what kind of changes have occurred to 

influence attachment in positive and negative ways within the family. Expanding the study to include 

multiple family members, diverse families, different geographical areas, and cultures would increase 

knowledge and understanding of attachment. Future research efforts also need to focus on the 

phenomena of normative (secure) attachment.    

Unfortunately, it has been this researcher’s sobering experience to discover that in other 

environments and disciplines within the university setting, research involving attachment, missionaries 

and God are viewed very narrowly. Because of this discrimination, researchers are often discouraged or 

even prevented from pursuing this under investigated field. Interests are not valued and possible new 

findings are marginalized. Some put unbelievably little value on this huge population of vulnerable 

individuals that cover all races, socio-economic levels, cultures, genders, ethnicities, and age groups. The 

missionary population comprises a vast international sector and they must not be ignored. 

Finally, an area that surfaced for this researcher in the current study involved issues from one or 

more of the participants’ childhoods or other past experiences, that appeared to be troubling for the 

participant and he or she gave the impression of wanting to talk about it. These issues were not reported 

by the researcher in the participants’ profiles. However, there were occasions during the interviews when 

one or more of the participants appeared to struggle with issues, introduced them several times, and 

seemed to want the researcher to become a therapist. If the researcher had been in the role of a 

therapist, she would have immediately followed up on these issues. At the same time, the researcher felt 

the need to protect the participant, by not tape-recording this information and later risk the participant 

feeling vulnerable, especially since the researcher was not in the role to work therapeutically with the 

participant. At the same time, this situation was very valuable and further supplemented the missionaries’ 

proposal for improved quality member care and the researcher felt honored that the participant felt 

comfortable and safe enough to broach these issues with her. Nevertheless, in the role of a researcher, it 
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was imperative that she remained focused on the research purpose, gently redirected the participant, and 

continued with the research related content. Because this researcher also happened to be a therapist, 

she has been trained in communication nuances and was able to quickly recognize this occurrence and 

easily redirect the conversation. This situation begs the question, what if the researcher had not 

experienced training in this area. Would she have known what to do? Would she have handled the 

situation in the same manner? Perhaps qualitative researchers would benefit significantly if literature on 

qualitative research methods covered situations of this kind more fully. 

 

Limitations and Strengths of Study 

 

 There were several limitations in this study that call for discretion in reviewing the results. One 

limitation was the use of self-report measures. Theoretically, attachment patterns are often unconsciously 

held and not always open to introspection. Griffin and Bartholomew (1994) asserted that whenever 

possible, self-report ratings need to be validated by interview ratings. Self-report instruments are limited 

because they rely on the perceptions of participants and their world as they experience it. As a way to 

avoid this potential problem, in-depth interviews were combined with self-report measures to evoke rich 

unguarded multifaceted narratives about the participants’ relationships and experiences.  

This sample was drawn from a larger population of missionaries and a convenience sample was 

developed with participation on a voluntary basis. It is possible that individuals who tend to volunteer as 

participants in research might possess characteristics that differ from the public at large. Therefore, 

findings were not intended to be representative of the greater population and not intended to be 

generalized. Even so, this study is generalizable in the sense of providing insight into the theory of 

attachment and missionaries in general. Many of the findings in this study maintained support for results 

in relation to prior research in adult attachment, missionaries, and attachment to God. The purpose of this 

current study was to explore an area where little was known. Additionally, this study was generative of 

new insights into attachment theory. For example, the component of resiliency was noted in all of the 

participants in this study. It could be that resiliency is a valuable component found in individuals who are 

able to rise above adversity and it might be especially important to the individual who possesses a less 

than secure attachment style. Wolin and Wolin (1993) wrote The Resilient Self, which offers insights to 

survivors of troubled families, an area that might have a strong connection with attachment and a topic 

this researcher is interested in. While it might be common for early hardship to cause lasting pain, it is 

also often this same pain that nurtures the development of uncommon courage and strengths. 
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A limitation in this study might be due to the research site. The research was conducted at a 

residential location where missionaries come for furlough. Many are frequently repeat visitors. Possible 

participants might have falsely sensed a threat that others would discover personal information shared 

and this might have discouraged the participation of others. This potential threat did not appear to reduce 

the participants’ comfort in sharing. The researcher took additional steps to ensure participants’ comfort in 

sharing very personal information by acquiring a quiet private location, removed from each participant’s 

personal residence, and away from staff and other residents. 

The use of a tape recorder might be intimidating for some individuals and one certain participant 

initially voiced a small concern upon observing the tape recorder at the outset of the interview. The 

researcher assured each participant, both in the printed consent form and personally at the beginning of 

the interview, that their information would remain confidential. It was also promised that pseudonyms 

would be used to increase confidentiality and audio tapes would be stored in a locked cabinet until an 

agreed upon time when they would be destroyed. The researcher noticed that the individual who 

appeared to be most concerned with the audio taping seemed to quickly forget that her words were being 

taped and appeared comfortable. 

Despite limitations, this study’s strengths revealed valuable results. A small sample size served 

as a strength for the study since the data yielded thick, rich descriptions of research participants’ 

experiences, which was a goal of the researcher. What the study might have lacked in sample size and 

breadth was more than compensated by the depth found in each life story and this trade-off served the 

study well. Situations and fine details were revealed that would have remained hidden under a large 

sample size, especially if quantitative research methods would have been applied to the sample. In 

contrast, this study produced a wealth of detailed data that was information-rich and thus contributed to 

theory and deepened understanding. 

Four individuals stepped forward indicating they had an interest in participating in the study, out of 

fourteen individuals (seven couples) that were initially identified as possible research participants. The 

final four individuals proved to be a very good match with the criteria guiding participant selection. This 

criterion was derived from Morse (1998) and included: a) have the knowledge and experience that the 

researcher required, b) have the ability to reflect, c) be articulate, d) have the time to be interviewed, and 

e) demonstrate a willingness to participate in the study. In addition, these four participants were very 

interested in the study and voiced a hope that by being involved in the study, other missionaries would 

benefit. All of them were extremely articulate, intelligent, and easily shared their life story.  
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Contributions 

 

 This study has made a contribution to the current literature on attachment theory and adult 

romantic relationships. It has been influential in broadening our understanding of how memories can be 

used in understanding attachment relationships and the roles they play through adulthood among some 

missionaries. It has filled a gap in the research by producing a new body of literature on adult attachment 

and has combined concepts that have not been brought together in the past. Additionally, an 

understudied population has been utilized. This study combined attachment theory, missionaries, and life 

story narratives in a new way that was not found in the literature review conducted by this researcher, and 

it is the first study of its kind that she is aware of.  

 One explicit finding of this study was that all of the participants were relatively secure in their 

romantic attachment. This might be seen as a bit of a surprise, considering the missionaries live in 

environments that normally contain the elements for one’s insecurity to be triggered. It might easily be 

accepted if the missionaries were more fragmented and insecure in their attachment. It might further be 

presumed that the secure attachment in the marriage and in attachment to God have provided the 

security necessary to navigate the unfamiliar environment. This also added to the importance of a more 

secure attachment for missionaries.  

Another specific finding that was revealed in the current study was that although all of the 

participants were secure in their romantic attachment, each participant’s romantic attachment was not the 

same as his or her attachment to God. One participant in particular was found to be secure in her 

romantic attachment but not very secure in her attachment to God. Her highest score in attachment to 

God was in the dimension of preoccupied. This might be seen as a surprising discovery. One might have 

expected to find that missionaries have a secure attachment to God. This finding speaks to the power of 

mental models and past experiences with attachment figures, perhaps in this case more specifically to 

prior experiences with a parent. It has been revealed in prior research that individuals can hold different 

levels of attachment in various relationships.  

 This study has made a contribution to the present literature on attachment to God. We can see 

how participants in this study have utilized attachment to God on numerous occasions. Attachment to 

God promoted successful coping within the marital relationship, aided in decision making and provided a 

sense of direction, enhanced the approach to stressful events and change, and provided comfort in the 

midst of loss. The characteristics of religious beliefs and behavior are seen to manifest attachment 

processes in very similar ways as with the infant and primary attachment bond (Kirkpartick, 1999). 
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Attachment to God may afford unique ways to explore the process of attachment in adulthood and 

warrant further exploration to enhance understanding in this area.  

The individual participants in this investigation all appeared to be relatively secure in his or her 

romantic attachment. Still all participants voiced a need for more member care. Participants in this study 

offered direction for appropriate care and support of missionaries. Missionaries often lack support and 

each one shared personal experiences with struggles and needs encountered. Most importantly, they 

offered suggestions for improvement. It is hoped that these suggestions will be implemented to provide 

enhanced member care. By improving care of missionaries on the field, physical, emotional and spiritual 

challenges will be reduced. This holds the possibility of reducing attrition rates. It also has potential to 

positively impact mission costs, mission-national relations, and the cost to the missionary himself or 

herself (Jensma, Pike, Duerksen & Strauss, 1997); further diminishing missionaries that return to the 

states crushed in body, spirit, and emotions (Lindquist, 1993). One might consider if securely attached 

missionaries sensed a need for more quality member care and feel that they would benefit from it, how 

much more might additional member care be needed for others that might not be as secure 

Prior research supports a correlation with effective teams and early conflict resolution with higher 

retention of missionaries (Hay et al. 2007; O’Donnell, 1992, 2002; Taylor, 1997). Individuals who are 

more securely attached are better able to deal with change, vulnerability, and loss. Participants in this 

study confirmed, the main reason missionaries leave the field early is due to interpersonal conflicts with 

other missionaries. They have struggled with this in their own work, seen the destruction it has caused in 

the lives of others, and have affirmed that interpersonal conflict has continued to be an issue. Use of 

interventions and treatment based on attachment theory can potentially eliminate this stumbling block for 

many by addressing the problem rather than the symptoms of the problem.  

 

Conclusions 

 

Life’s memories are made up of what, at first glance; appear to be unrelated and non-

consequential moments. Surprisingly, lasting memories and perceptions are not necessarily big events. 

The life stories reported by participants in this study were filled with such moments. Early memories and 

perceptions have lasted a life time and have influenced numerous choices, including one’s interactions 

with spouse, friends, careers choices, parenting, and security in attachment to God.   

Insecurity in one’s family of origin, especially violence and trauma, has the potential for inflicting 

life-long implications on a human being emotionally and in the way an individual navigates through life 

with others. Attachment theory facilitates a better understanding on the importance of how this effects 
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individuals, couples, and families. Bowlby’s theory of attachment is a dynamic systems approach, 

especially effective and appropriate for a marriage and family therapist. It is a powerful theory, not 

because it makes predictions in relation to a scale of stability for individuals but in patterns of stability that 

one can observe in another over the entire life span. (Rholes & Simpson, 2004, p.127).  

When examining findings from health psychology from the past 30 years, one of the most robust 

findings is that individuals that have been in enduring, committed romantic relationships, live longer, are 

healthier, and lead happier lives (Diamond & Hicks, 2004, p. 240). Emotions are the link between 

attachment and health and it has been demonstrated that day-to-day contact with a secure attachment 

figure relieves negative affects and increases positive change for individuals (Diamond, 2001). This 

exploratory study provided stories of how missionaries were able to increase attachment security with 

significant close relationships across their life span. There is no clear consensus between the 

perspectives that were reported in the stories on how the participants specifically increased attachment 

security. However, the patterns and themes revealed an increase in security of all participants from 

childhood to current adulthood. Attachment theory can provide a theoretical framework for explaining 

relational factors that predict missionary effectiveness and adjustment issues. 

Over the past fifty years, the theory of attachment has had an influential impact on developmental 

psychology. However, it has only recently begun to influence clinical practice and theory. To more fully 

grasp an understanding of normal self-development, it is imperative to consider significant close 

relationships. Through this study, we have gained a better understanding of attachment theory and its 

long-term effects on human beings. It directs the development of both one’s identity of “the self” and also 

of “the other” through interactions in significant close relationships. Humans are resilient and this study 

strengthens confidence that change in attachment is possible, as these participants demonstrated. 

Change is possible through corrective experiences, in close interpersonal relationships, through 

supportive therapeutic relationships, and through the process of negative life encounters when individuals 

choose a better way. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

 
MODEL OF ADULT ATTACHMENT  

 
 
 

         Model of Self 
  (Anxiety/Dependence) 
 
 

                                                             Positive                       Negative 
                                                              (Low)                           (High) 
 

 
SECURE 

 
 
- Comfortable with 
intimacy/autonomy 
 
- Self-confident & 
High coherence  
 
- Positive approach to 
others 
 
 

PREOCCUPIED/ 
ANXIOUS 

 
- Preoccupied/incoherent/ 
idealizing in relationships 
 
- Highly dependent on 
others for self-esteem  
 
- Approach oriented in 
relationships 

 
 

DISMISSIVE- 
AVOIDANT 

 
- Avoidance of intimacy  
 
- Counter-dependent 
 
- High self-confidence 
 
- Low elaboration & 
coherence 
 
- Compulsive self-reliance 

 
 

FEARFUL- 
AVOIDANT 

 
- Fear of rejection  
 
- Wanting & fearing 
intimacy 
 
- Low self-confidence 
 
- Highly self-conscious 
 
- Socially avoidant 

        
 
 
 
 
 

Positive 
(Low) 

 
 
 
 
Model of Other 
(Avoidance) 
  
      
 
 
 

Negative 
(High) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Continuous underlying dimensions of anxiety and avoidance  
Developed by K. Mills. Adapted from the work of Kim Bartholomew. 
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APPENDIX B  

 

COMMON RESEARCH FINDINGS 

  
Attachment Styles in Adult Romantic Relationships 

 
SECURE PREOCCUPIED DISMISSIVE-AVOIDANT      FEARFUL

 
Positive self-model    
Positive other-model 

 
Negative self-model 
Positive other-model    

 
Positive self-model     
Negative other-model   

 
Negative self-model 
Negative other-model    

 
- Highly invested in 
relationship  
 
- Tends to have long, 
trusting relationships 
 

 
- Invested in relationship 
yet high breakup rate, 
sometimes with same 
partner 

 
- Less invested in 
relationship 

 
- Desires relationship but 
fear of rejection prohibits  

- Infrequently lonely 
  
- Enjoys all aspects of sex 
but usually in context of a 
long-term intimate 
relationship 

- Prefers “cuddly” rather 
than genital aspects of sex  
- Uses sex to “buy” 
closeness 

- Fanaticizes about 
someone other than 
partner during sex  
- Doesn’t like to use touch 
to communicate closeness 
during intimacy. More one 
night stands 

- Dominating isolating & 
emotionally abuse of 
spouse. 

- High self-esteem and 
high regard for others 

- Relatively low and 
unstable self-esteem 

- High level of self esteem 
- Cold, competitive, 
introverted. 
- Self centered and self 
serving in a short time 
relationship  

- Introverted 
- Non-assertive 
- Lacks self-confidence.  
- Self-conscious 
 

- Grieves following loss but 
achieves a coherent 
resolution 

- Grieves intensely after 
loss 

- Expresses less grief 
following loss but reports 
being lonely 

 

- Feels well liked, 
- Values relationships 
 

- Prefers to work with 
others but feels under 
appreciated at work 
- Daydreams about 
success.  
- Slacks off after praise 

- Prefers to work alone.  
- Uses work as excuse to 
avoid close relationships 

- Tend to feel exploited 
- Feels more negative than 
positive about self. 
 

- Describe parents 
generally favorably and 
realistically. 

- Describes parent as 
intrusive and unfair 

- Describes parents as 
rejecting and cold 

- Describes parent as 
abusive 
 

- Copes by seeking social 
support and uses it 
effectively 

- Binges and vulnerable to 
bulimia 
 

- Likely to have been 
abused or had parent with 
alcohol problem 

- Correlated with reports of 
severe punishment and 
abuse during childhood 

- Supportive toward 
partner, seeks integrative 
mutually satisfying 
resolution 

- Vigilant regarding 
partner’s whereabouts, 
becomes jealous 
- Obsessed with romantic 
partner. 
- One childhood memory of 
a negative experience 

- ‘Appears’ not to be 
anxious, depressed, or 
dependent. 
- Defensively autonomous 
and prefer not to rely on 
others for emotional 
support.  

- Anxious 
- Depressed 
- Self-defeating 
- High physical illness 
- Exhibit borderline 
personality indicators  
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activates a flood of others 
- Vulnerable to postpartum 
depression if partner 
appears to be 
unsupportive 

- Poor at care giving 
- Difficulty recalling 
emotional episodes from 
childhood 

- Self discloses 
appropriately and prefers 
others to do the same 

- Self-discloses too much 
and indiscriminately 

- Doesn’t like to self-
disclose, doesn’t approve 
of others who do 
- Feels bored and distant 
during social interactions 

 

- Regulates anger 
effectively, optimistic about 
outcome 

- Subject to unregulated 
anger  
Emotional under stress 

- Hostile/hateful when 
provoked 

- Hostile 
 

- Tends to forget negative 
interactions or reinterprets 
them in positive context 

- Worries about rejection 
and unlovability during 
daily interactions 

- Withdraws from partner 
when partner or self is 
stressed 

 

- Likely to adopt parents 
religion and view God as 
good attachment figure 

- Prone to be overtaken by 
religion 

- More likely to be 
atheist/agnostic May have 
religious experience if 
mother was not religious 

 

- Relatively unafraid of 
death 

- Afraid of death – the 
ultimate separation 

- Claims not to be afraid of 
death but exhibits 
unconscious death anxiety 

 

 
This table was developed by K. Mills. A large portion of this information has been acquired from Shaver, Collins, and Clark, (1996, p. 
34-38). Other portions are from various other sources on adult attachment.  
See Kim Bartholomew’s web site for prototypes: http://www.sfu.ca/psyc/faculty/bartholomew/prototypes.htm 
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APPENDIX C 
 
 

FSU INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD PERMISSION - DISSERTATION 
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APPENDIX D 
 
 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
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APPENDIX E 
 
 

DEMOGRAPHIC AND PERSONAL INFORMATION FORM 

Name:   ____________________________________________ Date of Birth: ____________________ 

Address:  __________________________________________________________________ ________ 

Phone: ___________________________ Email:  ___________________________________________ 

Number of years married: _____ Date of Marriage: ___________Ethnicity: _____________________      

Name or metaphor you want to give yourself for this study: _________________________________ 

Education:  

Elementary School _____   Some High School _____   High School Diploma _____ 

Vocational Training _____   Some College _____   Associates _____   Bachelors _____  

Masters _____   PhD /EdD/ DDiv/ MD _____    Other _____ 

 

Please list all the individuals in your immediate family and their ages, beginning with yourself 
first, your spouse, and then each child in birth order. 
Name            Age      Name                   Age 
1. 6.  

2.  7.  

3.  8.  

4.  9.  

5.  10. 

 

What is your birth order/total children in the family you grew up in?  _________ 

Were your parents missionaries?  Yes    No 

If yes, what was your age when your parents first became missionaries? __________ 

Are both of your parents still living? _____    If no, your age at their death. _______ 

Are your parents still married to each other? _____   If no, your age at their divorce. _______ 

Who is your sending agency? _________________________________ Long term or Short term 

What was the length of time of your mission training? _________ 

What was included in your mission training? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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How long have you been a missionary? _______  

List the location/s and the length of time you have served as a missionary.  

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________

Did your sending agency prepare you adequately for your assignment?  Yes    No  

If no, what would have better prepared you? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

If yes, what has been the most beneficial? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

What has been most challenging to you as a missionary? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

Please describe your living situation when you are in the field. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Please list 5 words that describe your spouse followed by a brief example. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Please list 5 words that describe your mother followed by a brief example. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4.  

5. 
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Please list 5 words that describe your father followed by a brief example. 

1.  

2.  

3. 

4.  

5. 

Please list 5 words that describe God followed by a brief example.  

1.   

2. 

3.  

4.  

5. 

Please circle the best answer below and give a brief example. 

Is your spouse more similar to his/her Mother or his/her Father?  

How so? 

Is your spouse more similar to your Mother or your Father?   

How so? 

Are you more similar to your Mother or your Father?  

How so? 

Are you more similar to your spouse’s Mother or your spouse’s Father? 

       How so? 

 
If you were writing your own autobiography, what chapter titles would be included? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please use the space below, and back if needed, to state any additional information that you think 
would be important to this study.  
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APPENDIX F 
 
 

SAGE PUBLICATION - PERMISSION 
 

  

Subject: RE: Permission Request 

Date: Mon, 26 Feb 2007 11:07:42 -0800 

From: "permissions" <permissions@sagepub.com> 

To: Kathleen Mills 

 

Dear Kathleen, 

Please consider this written permission to republish the descriptions detailed below in your thesis. Proper attribution to the original 

source must be included. This permission does not include any 3rd party material found within our work. Please notify us upon 

publication of your thesis and good luck! 

Best regards, 

Ellen 

Ellen Salvador 

Permissions Department 

Sage Publications 

2455 Teller Road 

Thousand Oaks, CA 91320 

 

From: ksm5260@fsu.edu  

Sent: Friday, February 16, 2007 12:45 PM 

To: permissions 

Subject: Permission Request 

Permissions Request 

Requestor's Information Name: Kathleen Mills 

Affiliation: Florida State University 

Tallahassee, FL 32309 

Reference Code:  

Publication Information for the material that Requestor Intends to Use: Publication Title: Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 

Publication Date: June 1992 Volume and Issue: 18 (3) 

Authors: Kirkpatrick & Shaver Title of Material: Attachment to God - descriptions p. 270 

Type of Use: republish in a thesis/dissertation Purpose of Use: Academic 

Distribution Quantity: Dissertation will be made available on line 

Requestor's Publication: Title: dissertation Type: PhD dissertation 

Author/Editor: self 

Comments: I am requesting permission to use and adapt the three descriptions of attachment to God 

(a, b, c) located on page 270 for my dissertation. 
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APPENDIX G 
 
 

ATTACHMENT TO GOD 

Please read through the following four statements. Indicate how closely each statement expresses how 
you feel about your relationship with God by circling the appropriate number on the scale below each 
statement. Next, using the highlighter provided, highlight any of the phrases that seem to describe you in 
you’re relationship with God. 
 

a. God is generally warm and responsive to me; He always seems to know when to be supportive 
and protective of me, and when to let me make my own mistakes. My relationship with God is 
always comfortable, and I am very happy and satisfied with it. S 

 
Very Little                                          Somewhat                                          Very Much 
 1             2           3                  4                       5 

|                            |                              |                              |                           | 
 

b. God seems to be inconsistent in His reactions to me; He sometimes seems very warm and 
responsive to my needs, but sometimes not. I’m sure that He loves me and cares about me, but 
sometimes He seems to show it in ways I don’t really understand. P 

 
Very Little                                          Somewhat                                          Very Much 
 1             2           3                  4                       5 

|                            |                              |                              |                           | 
 

c. God is generally impersonal, distant, and often seems to have little or no interest in my personal 
affairs and problems. I frequently have the feeling that He doesn’t care very much about me, or 
that He might not like me. D/A 

 
Very Little                                          Somewhat                                          Very Much 
 1             2           3                  4                       5 

|                            |                              |                              |                           | 
 

d. God is generally not as close as I would like in my relationship with Him, yet I’m uncomfortable 
getting too close to Him. As much as I desire a close relationship with God, I find it difficult to fully 
trust and depend on Him. I’m worried He will abandon me or I’ll be hurt if I allow myself to 
become too close to Him. F   

 
Very Little                                          Somewhat                                          Very Much 
 1             2           3                  4                       5 

|                            |                              |                              |                           | 
 
Adapted with permission. Kirkpatrick & Shaver, (1992)  
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APPENDIX H 
 
 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 
Do you have any questions you want to ask me before we start? 

 

Tell me your story about your Family of Origin - the family you grew up in. 

• Your earliest memories 

• Your parent’s relationship with each other 

• Your relationship with your parents then?    

• How your parents comforted you when you were distressed?  

• How did your parents communicate their love to you? 

• Something that frightened you then?  - How you dealt with it? 

 

Tell me your story about Meeting Your Spouse 

• Your very first memory of your spouse?   

• Your first date? 

• What specifically was it about (your spouse) that attracted you? 

• How did you  know (your spouse) was “the one” 

 

Tell me your story about Your Early Marriage 

• What did you do then, that communicated your love to (your spouse)? 

• What did (your spouse) do then, that communicated his/her love to you? 

• What was your greatest fear then? 

• When conflict arose, how did you and (your spouse) handle the conflict? 

• How accurate were your very early expectations of marriage? 

 

Tell me your story about Your Marriage Now 

• Tell me about your relationship with (your spouse) now. 

• What causes you to feel secure in your marriage? 

• What causes you to feel insecure in your marriage? 

• When conflict arises now, what do you do? - What does your spouse do? 
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• How do you communicate love to (your spouse) now? 

• What does (your spouse) do now that communicates his/her love to you? 

• What would you like (your spouse) to do now to communicate their love? 

• What is your greatest fear now? 

• You’re best advice on how to have a successful marriage.  

• What happens when you show your true feelings with (your spouse)?  

- Example 

• You’re most difficult challenges in your marriage?  

• You’re greatest joy in your marriage? 

• Do you receive the amount of affection that you want and need in your marriage?  – How do you 

deal with that? 

• Are there any thoughts or feelings that you are uncomfortable sharing with (your spouse)?  – How 

do you deal with that?  

• What are the outstanding similarities as you compare your family of origin with your family 

now?  

• What are the outstanding differences as you compare your family of origin with your family 

now? 

• How could your marriage improve? 

• What makes your relationship last? 

• What do you want you children to know about marriage? 

• What do you want you children to know about YOUR marriage? 

 

Tell me your story about being a Missionary 

• How was it that you became a missionary? 

a. Were you running toward something or away from something? 

b. What is/was that “something”? 

• What would have better prepared you for your mission assignment? 

• You’re most difficult experience as a missionary? 

• What would have helped? 

• Please rate (-1-10+) your personal and emotional care on the field. 

• Research on missionary attrition refers to “recorded reasons, believed reasons, and real reasons” 

for leaving the field early. What do you believe are the main “real reasons”?  
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• Are the reasons more circumstantial, mission policy related, or something else? 

• Your greatest need as a missionary? 

• Your greatest fear as a missionary? 

• Your best advice to offer a couple who is about to enter the field? 

• What is your greatest comfort in your relationship with God? 

• When do you feel closest to God? 

• What is your greatest fear with God? 

• What are your plans for the future? Retirement? 

• Why do you believe missionaries leave the field prematurely? 

 

What do you want to be remembered for? 

 

What do you want me to know about you that I’ve not asked? 

 

What are you glad that I didn’t ask? 

 

Do you have any questions you want to ask me before we end? 
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	John’s marriage now.  After thirteen years of marriage John and Jena are “much more in tune to each other” and they have developed more security in their attachment. John stated the main factor that brings security in his marriage now is, “I know she won’t leave. Not that I ever thought that she would but now I just know. That’s not going to happen, absolutely. The longer we’re married the happier we are.” This speaks to the increased level of security in the relationship. At the beginning of their relationship, John and Jena both agreed never to use divorce as a threat. Over the years, they have created a secure base and a safe haven in their relationship. “In the last several years we’ve been able to [facilitate] marriage seminars. We’ve been learning a lot about that and how to do that in our own marriage as we’re helping other folks.”  
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	Jena meeting her spouse. Jena was in her mid-thirties when she contacted her mother to reveal her decision to stay in Asia another year. Jena’s mother told her that she should return to the states if she wanted to marry. One might wonder if the mother’s statement and the parent’s marriage added to Jena’s anxiety to marry. “They really didn’t have a lot in common. In fact, I’ve often wondered what drew them together in the beginning. Kind of cultural, they were in their late twenties, which for the forties and fifties you were old to not be married. I think there was pressure. They really didn’t have a lot of common interests.”
	Jena as a missionary. Jena disclosed that she was running away from a painful relationship and the challenges of a master’s program when she became a missionary. “I had just come out of a very very painful relationship in the states. So I arrived on the scene with a lot of emotional pain. I was feeling as though God was drawing me to go overseas. Then some of my courses were very hard and theoretical. I began to lose interest. I took a couple of semesters off.” Initially, upon arriving in the field Jena struggled with adjustments, language, and culture. Jena stated her greatest need as a missionary is qualified “member care, more personal and emotional care.” At times, varied reasons prohibit Jena from talking to the person who is designated to counsel missionaries (ie. confidentiality, not knowledgeable). In these times Jena says, “Who else do I talk to? Who else is there? There is nobody else.” In a less traumatic but still similar way, Jena seemed to be re-experiencing the feelings from childhood, when her mother locked herself in the bedroom leaving Jena alone. 
	David’s early life. David’s childhood was violent and frightening. He felt trapped. “As a kid, my dad would beat us. I remember many many nights hoping that God would kill me and get me out of there. That was one of the biggest fears I had. There was no escape from them. I thought I had been switched at the hospital and someday, my real family was going to show up and get me out of there or God was going to just kill me.” David’s home lacked any sense of safety. He had no one to turn to. Similar to another participant in the study, the parents were both the solution to fear and also the source of fear. Often distinguished by seeking close proximity and then reacting with fearful avoidance when closeness is offered, it is linked with chaotic and traumatic attachment (Siegel & Hartzell, 2003). There was no sense of a safe haven in times of trouble and David sought to escape. 
	David meeting his spouse. David and Dana formally met after David’s divorce and a dinner invitation by mutual friends. David was immediately attracted by Dana’s smile, her confidence, and her unguarded honesty. A short time later, they saw one another at their apartment parking lot, and realized for the first time that they lived at the same apartment complex. Before long they recognized they were headed in the same direction, in more ways than one. When each understood the other was interested in world missions, the attraction grew stronger. David learned that Dana had helped to smuggle someone out of [a foreign country] and thought, “This could be the girl for me.” He was instantly drawn to her passion, her courage, and her love for adventure.
	David as a missionary. David believes God called him into missions. He graduated from Bible school and thought he would leave for the mission field immediately. When that didn’t happen right away, he didn’t understand why but still knew he was called. His confidence was not shaken and he decided they “just needed to be faithful where we were.” He continued working full-time in the couple’s painting and wall papering business. He felt security in his attachment to God and believed he was in God’s will. Jobs were provided over the next eight years. When the door to missions finally opened, David was prepared and ready to step through. In retrospect, David believed that through his faithfulness and waiting, God provided experiences that became valuable to him later as a missionary. 
	Dana’s early life. Dana is the oldest of three daughters. She appeared to be flexible and accepting of change. Her earliest memory was the birth of her second sister when Dana was five. She stated, “That was a big change in our family and good.” As a child she saw her parent’s relationship as distant and separate in many ways. “I saw a lot of respect, not a lot of intimacy.” Her father was avoidant and harsh, “very black and white.” He was very critical of her mother and “hard to live with. There was not deep communication. Over time, the marriage seemed to grow apart.”  Her mother took the children to church, but her father did not attend.  
	Dana meeting her spouse. Dana recalled seeing David one evening at church. “We had never had a discussion. I just remember thinking, here he is on a Saturday night in prayer and the Lord is going to honor that faithfulness. I had gone through some trauma and I knew that the Lord honors faithfulness.”  After the service, Dana joined mutual friends that had invited David and her to dinner and she had her first conversation with David. He impressed her from the beginning. Dana was attracted to David’s respect for her. “He came over and opened my door and walked me in.” Next, she was drawn to “his ability to carry on an intelligent conversation.” When he picked up her check, she knew that he was different than anyone she had met in a while. Within weeks, they pulled into the parking lot of their apartment complex at the same time, realizing they lived at the same complex, and they became more seriously attracted. David invited Dana to his apartment and totally captured her attention. He had transformed his dining room into his ‘world mission center’ with maps and information about various countries all over the walls. Afterwards, Dana shared details and pictures of her experience smuggling an individual out from behind the iron curtain “we ended up going out to dinner and just talking and sharing a lot about who we were and our desires.” 
	DISCUSSION
	Name:   ____________________________________________ Date of Birth: ____________________
	Were your parents missionaries?  Yes    No
	If yes, what was your age when your parents first became missionaries? __________
	Are both of your parents still living? _____    If no, your age at their death. _______
	Are your parents still married to each other? _____   If no, your age at their divorce. _______
	Who is your sending agency? _________________________________ Long term or Short term
	What was the length of time of your mission training? _________
	Please list 5 words that describe God followed by a brief example. 
	1.  
	2.
	3. 
	4. 
	5.
	Please circle the best answer below and give a brief example.
	Is your spouse more similar to his/her Mother or his/her Father? 
	How so?
	Is your spouse more similar to your Mother or your Father?  
	How so?
	Are you more similar to your Mother or your Father? 
	How so?
	Are you more similar to your spouse’s Mother or your spouse’s Father?
	       How so?

	Adapted with permission. Kirkpatrick & Shaver, (1992) 
	Do you have any questions you want to ask me before we start?Tell me your story about your Family of Origin - the family you grew up in.
	Tell me your story about Meeting Your Spouse
	Tell me your story about Your Early Marriage
	Tell me your story about being a Missionary
	 How was it that you became a missionary?
	Do you have any questions you want to ask me before we end?


