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Abstract 

This essay explores the relationship between the way a person is parented as a child 

and the way they form intimate partnerships and parent their own children.  It begins 

with Bowlby’s attachment theory and the importance of early parental social 

interactions in shaping children’s level of felt security.  Secure or insecure attachment 

styles are encoded in internal working models that determine how positively or 

negatively an individual feels about closeness and intimacy that are generalized to 

interactions with partners and offspring later in life.  Parental modeling within the 

family environment guides children’s expectations about intimate partnerships, as 

evident in the spillover hypothesis.  Research into adult attachment continues with a 

discussion of interpersonal neuroscience and how regulatory capacities define 

interpersonal relatedness.  Implications of this research on parenting and partnering is 

explored and illustrated with case examples.  Couple counsellors need to assess and 

treat the family legacy hidden within the couple’s unique circular dance to ensure 

broken bonds are repaired and intergenerational patterns of systemic trauma and 

impaired dynamics are assuaged.       

 Keywords: Attachment theory, adult attachment, interpersonal neurobiology     
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Background: Bowlby’s Theory of Attachment  

 John Bowlby, the pioneer of attachment theory, proposed that humans form 

close emotional bonds for survival purposes (Pietromonaco, & Barrett, 2000).  An 

infant’s responses, such as, crying, clinging and searching, upon separation from the 

caregiver (i.e., attachment figure) are adaptive responses governed by an attachment 

behavioural system designed to elicit care and protection from a stronger wiser figure 

(i.e., seek and maintain contact) (Fraley, 2010; Obegi, Sharver, & Mikulincer, 2009). 

“Infants who were able to maintain proximity to an attachment figure via attachment 

behaviours would be more likely to survive to a reproductive age” (Fraley, 2010, p. 

1).   The primary goal-of the attachment behavioural system, when activated (in times 

of threat or need), was to promote a sense of safety and ‘felt’ security within the child, 

a psychological connection with significant others’ (Fraley, 2010; Johnson, 2008; 

Pietromonaco, & Barrett, 2000).   

 Bowlby viewed attachment as more than an innate survival mechanism but as 

a “crucible in which personality, healthy or unhealthy”, takes place (Obegi et al., 

2009, p. 11).  The quality of early parental care was thought to determine how safe 

and secure children felt within themselves and the world around them, shaping all 

aspects of their development (i.e., bio-psycho-social)  (Obegi et al., 2009).  Parents 

(or primary caregivers) who are emotionally attuned and responsive to their children’s 

needs promote a greater sense of connectedness and felt security within the child, than 

caregivers who are less emotionally attuned and responsive.  Optimal parental care 

offers children a safe base (i.e., attachment figure) and safe haven, a platform from 
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which to explore their world (e.g., play and socialize) and seek solace and comfort 

when needed (Johnson, 2008). 

 According to the attachment framework the level of attachment security 

within the parent-child relationship is primarily shaped in direct response to the 

quality of parental care provided in times of threat or need.  Early research focused on 

types or styles of attachment (e.g., secure, anxious and avoidant) to characterise the 

emotional tone inherent in these early social exchanges, and ensuing attachment bond.   

Although, Bowlby’s work mainly focused on understanding the nature of the 

attachment processes and functions early in life, he believed attachment needs 

characterized the human experience and were active across the lifespan (Fraley, 2010; 

Obegi et al., 2009). 

 Bowlby (1979) claimed that individuals develop mental representations of the 

self and others, or internal working models (or mental models) in the context of the 

interpersonal dynamic (i.e., parent-child) they experienced in childhood (as cited in 

Einav, 2013).  Based on the attachment experience, secure or insecure (anxious and 

avoidant) working models develop that are imbued with either positive or negative 

thoughts (cognitions), feelings (affect) and behaviours (action tendencies) related to 

closeness and intimacy that are then generalized to interactions with others.  This 

impacts on how adult attachment and romantic partnerships develop in later life 

(Collins, & Feeney, 2004; Obegi et al., 2009; Pietromonaco, & Barrett, 2000; Siegel, 

& Hartzell, 2014).              

 Working models contain both implicit memory (unconscious) and explicit 

knowledge, which studies of memory suggest operate largely outside of awareness 
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and are triggered in relational-contexts that remind and associate an individual of 

earlier relational experiences with the attachment figure, known as schemas (Siegel, 

& Hartzell, 2014).  Schemas (or mental structures) contain the image of the self, 

others and relationships that influence how individuals relate to their inner and outer 

worlds (or realities).  Secure or insecure relational schemas (or working models) 

influence how positively or negatively individuals will perceive, experience, interact 

and ultimately form intimate partnerships (Murrow, 2014; L. Simons, R. Simons, 

Landor, Bryant, & Beach, 2014).  These early foundations of relating pave the way 

into how individuals relate and create emotional and relational bonds in adulthood. 

 Likewise, social learning theory has expanded its theoretical framework to 

include evidence indicating that children do more than imitate (model) their parents’ 

interactions “but instead interpret the beliefs desires and meanings attributed to the 

overt behaviors” (i.e., construct schemas) (Einav, 2014, p. 415).  Through witnessing 

their parent’s dynamic children create a story about intimacy that guides their 

expectations about adult romantic partnerships in later life (Einav, 2014; Fraley, 

2010).        

 Although, implicit and explicit knowledge about partnerships are also 

reflected in cultural norms and societal values, relational expectations are thought to 

derive primarily from the individual’s family landscape.  This makes an individual’s 

childhood fundamental in shaping whether healthy or unhealthy patterns of family 

interactions are evident in ensuing partnerships, and or passed down through the 

generations (Einav, 2014; Obegi et al., 2009; Siegel, & Hartzell, 2014).  Impaired 

parental models are said to put children at risk of future relationship disharmony for 

the social skills needed to foster healthy intimate connections were neither displayed 
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nor taught (e.g., conflict resolution).  The opposite of which would be expected for 

children modelled engaging and mutually satisfying parental interactional patterns 

(Einav, 2014; Obegi et al., 2009; Siegel, & Hartzell, 2014). 

 Not surprisingly research has shown an association between parental distress 

and impaired parenting, known as the spillover hypothesis.  In brief, this hypothesis 

suggests that the transference of negative emotions, physical states and behaviours 

will impact either directly or indirectly relationships within the family system. Firstly, 

the quality of parent-child interactions may be compromised if parental distress 

renders the parent emotionally unavailable to meet the child’s needs.  Secondly, 

relationship disharmony may lead to inconsistent disciplinary interventions.  Thirdly, 

the child may be blamed (e.g., triangulated) for their parent’s negative interpersonal 

exchanges (Einav, 2014).  Support for this hypothesis was found in a study showing 

that young adult’s who held positive perceptions about the quality of parenting they 

received also held positive perceptions about their parent’ intimate relationship.  

Limitations of this study included the use of correlational data, making reverse pattern 

of effects possible (i.e., parent-child relationship effecting the parents relationship).  

Further limitations include the use of self-report measures, which are prone to 

participant bias (Einav, 2014).   

 Based on these findings and theoretical frameworks it could be argued that a 

family context imbued with positive perceptions of intimacy provides children with 

an optimal environment from which to develop higher expectations about future 

intimate relationships, leading to more satisfying and rewarding partnerships.  As 

discussed, individual expectations about intimacy are shaped through parental 

modelling, which enables children to build a story about interpersonal processes 
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based on how they perceive and understand it within the family system (Obegi et al., 

2009; Siegel, & Hartzell, 2014).  In order to understand how the quality and 

characteristics of family interactional patterns impact on children’s capacity to 

establish positive connections in adulthood, an overview of adult attachment theory 

will proceed. 

  

Adult Attachment Theory 

 Adult attachment theory is primarily built on the assumption that the 

emotional bond that develops between intimate partners is partly a function of the 

same attachment behavioural system that facilitates the emotional bond between 

children and their parents (Fraley, 2010).  That is, attachment needs are innate (hard-

wired in) and will be activated in adult relationship (in times of need or stress), 

despite them being less dependent in nature (e.g., more mutual and reciprocal and 

sexually intimate).  The ways in which this impacts on how and an individual forms 

an intimate partnership unveils the legacy hidden within their attachment history 

(Johnson, 2008; Murrow, 2014).  

 On an extension of styles of attachment, more recent adult attachment 

literature has focused on two underlying dimensions to describe attachment processes 

in intimate partnerships.  The first dimension, labeled anxiety assesses the degree to 

which individuals worry about being unloved, abandoned, and rejected by their 

partner.  The second dimension, labeled avoidance assesses the degree to which 

individuals limit interdependence and intimacy with others to avoid disappointment 

and discomfort.  Individuals with secure attachment are low on both of these 

dimensions.   
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 Individuals who have experienced less attuned parental care (e.g., hostility, 

rejection and inconsistency) develop an image of the self and others that tends to be 

marred with negativity (i.e., insecure working models).  Intimate partnerships will be 

assessed through a pessimistic lens as described in the aforementioned dimensions 

(Simons et al., 2014). These individuals are fearful and mistrustful of intimacy. They 

hold beliefs and expectations that they are unlovable or unworthy of love, and that 

intimate partners cannot be trusted or depended upon (Einav, 2013; Johnson, 2008; 

Murrow, 2014).           

 From secure foundations in childhood whereby experiences with the 

significant other were enriching and supportive, these individuals develop a positive 

image of the self and others (i.e., secure working models) based on the belief and 

expectation that they will be “loved and valued by others and that others can be 

counted on to be available when needed” (Collins & Feeney, 2004, p. 363). Since 

these individuals are comfortable being close to others they can securely relate and 

depend on their intimate partners when needed (Collins, & Feeney, 2004).  Given that, 

individuals with secure and insecure working models differ considerably in their 

general expectations about partnerships, research into adult attachment has explored 

how these and other factors emerge within interpersonal dynamics.  

Research into Adult Attachment 

 There is strong evidence showing that individuals with insecure attachment 

interpret and respond to their intimate partner’s behaviour differently than individuals 

with secure attachment.  Collins and Feeney (2004) showed that secure or insecure 

working models of attachment influenced how individuals perceived the support they 
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receive from their intimate partners.  Individuals with insecure working models 

reported less available support and less satisfaction with the support they received 

than individuals with secure working models.  Relative to secure individuals, insecure 

individuals tend to be predisposed to perceive their partners social interactions 

through a cynical lens, questioning their intentions and motives.  Secure individuals 

were more likely to interpret their partner’s interactions in more authentic ways 

(Collins, & Feeney, 2004).   

 This study seem to confirm that positive and negative relational schemas 

stemming from an individual’s attachment history influence how an individual 

processes, perceives and interprets their partner’s social cues (biased support 

perceptions).  Although this study did not investigate behavioural responses, it could 

be assumed that negative perceptions may lead to responses of hostility and 

expressions of emotional distress between intimate partners (Collins & Feeney, 2004).  

Other studies have corroborated this hypothesis by showing that individuals with 

insecure attachment lack patience and distrust others’. This makes them prone to 

behavioural responses, such as, anger outbursts, and aggression toward intimate 

partners (Simons et al., 2014).  

 Likewise, Pearce & Halford (2008) found that negative couple communication 

was more likely in partners with attachment insecurity due to negative attributions 

(i.e., negative relational schemas), which in turn influenced the style of 

communication reported (i.e., self-reported post-conflict distress).  Limitations of 

adult attachment studies weigh heavily on its reliance on retrospective reports and 

cross-sectional data making the developmental origins of attachment style hard to 

ascertain.  Both of these studies used a combination of observational data and self-
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reports, the latter being prone to bias and common method variance.  Furthermore, 

these studies were limited to an Australian sample of adult couples making 

generalizations to cross-cultural populations difficult to determine (Dinero, Conger, 

Shaver, Widaman, & Larsen-Rife 2008; Pearce, & Halford, 2008).  These findings 

also have implications for individual well-being in terms of stress and coping 

processes.  Since, regulatory processes have neurological origins the field of 

neuroscience requires commensurate consideration. 

Neuroscience and the Implications on Parenting and Partnering   

 Interpersonal neurobiology begins with the idea that the brain is a social organ 

that is built through the interplay of neural systems and interpersonal relationships 

(Siegel, & Hartzell, 2014). Neuroscience shows that parent-child interactions foster 

bio-psycho-social development by facilitating the maturation of brain systems 

involved in affect and self-regulation.  This occurs in the early maturing right 

hemisphere during pre-verbal stages of development (J. Schore, & A. Schore, 2007).  

Non-verbal attachment communications, such as, tone of voice, facial expressions, 

and touch, provide children with an emotional experience that either support 

(regulate) or inhibit (dysregulate) their ability to cope with stress and challenges later 

in life (J. Schore, & A. Schore, 2007). 

 Individual differences in terms of coping with distress and regulating feelings 

of security within intimate partnerships are largely determined by an individual’s 

experience of regulating distress with the parent (Collins & Feeney, 2004).  

Childhood experiences dominated by separation and fear can lead to a disorganized 

sense of self and subsequent difficulties in personal relatedness that negatively 



!  11
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PARENTING AND PARTNERING

influence the formation of positive interpersonal connections (J. Schore, & A. Schore, 

2008).  

 Research has shown that attuned parenting calms and soothes children (i.e., 

helps regulate affect).  This also provides a positive social model of how emotions are 

to be managed (L. Simons et al., 2014).  Individuals with a secure attachment will 

have a greater capacity to tolerate stress, leading to less reactivity and more positive 

interactions (e.g., empathy and understanding) with intimate partners, than individuals 

with insecure attachment histories (e.g., intolerance and frustration) (Siegel, & 

Hartzell, 2014).   

 The enormity of an individual’s early experience (i.e., regulation or 

dysregulation) in establishing a unified and coherent sense of self, thus shaping 

interpersonal relatedness has seen neuroscience shift the focus of attachment theory to 

regulation theory (J. Schore, & A. Schore, 2008).  This has led theorists to conclude 

that “the whole of child development to be the enhancement of self-regulation” (J. 

Schore, & A. Schore, 2008, p. 10).  Variations in an individual’s affect and self-

regulatory capacities will impact and influences their interpersonal capacities and 

action tendencies both in their role as a parent and in their role as an intimate partner, 

each of which will be explored in turn.      

The Role of the Parent 

 If an individual has an insecure attachment history they are more likely to re-

create the same negative interactional patterns with their own children.  Ill equipped 

to provide attuned responsiveness these parents will struggle to facilitate a secure felt 

connection with their children (i.e., become the secure base), when compared to 
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parents with secure working models (Siegel, & Hartzell, 2014).  Working models (i.e., 

secure or insecure) will also influence how parent’s discipline their children (i.e., 

nurturance or punishment), interpret and respond to their children’s cues, and 

ultimately how well they make the transition to parenthood (Mikulincer, & Shaver, 

2007).   

 Parent’s who have difficulty regulating their own negative affect (e.g., anger, 

sadness and fear) may show little tolerance and patience when their children display 

similar affective states.  Parental care required to promote children’s bio-psycho-

social development could be hindered.  This is demonstrated in the following case 

example.   

Case Example- Sue 

 Sue struggled to provide her nine-year-old daughter with effective parental 

care when she displayed bouts of anger.  Sue was so overwhelmed by her own 

emotional discomfort her responses were focused on minimizing her own arousal, 

rather than attending to her child’s needs.  Sue’s responses included avoidance 

(subjugating the parental responsibilities to her partner), dismissal and disengagement 

(Hughes, 2007).    

 Unable to provide adequate soothing responses, Sue also assumed that 

negative motives drove her child’s behaviour (e.g., “She is trying to control and 

manipulate me”).  Underneath Sue’s intellectual defense lay dormant unconscious 

attachment fears of being engulfed by her child’s negative affect, and not trusting the 

other’s intentions (i.e., attachment figures).  Sue struggled to make the transition to 

parenthood for attachment insecurity inhibited her ability to “attend less to her own 



!  13
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PARENTING AND PARTNERING

vulnerabilities and shift attention to the domains of other behavioural systems, such as 

caregiving” (Mikulincer, & Shaver, 2007, p.147).   

 In the absence of an appropriate modeling frame of how to parent and regulate 

her own affect, Sue was at risk of creating a history of unrepaired breaks with her 

child.  If not repaired, these attachment injuries (i.e., internalised negative image of 

the self and other) manifest intergenerationally in problematic partnerships and 

impaired parenting practices (Hughes, 2007).     

The Role of Partnering 

 Primarily, the interactions that underlie threats to intimate partnerships stem 

from common attachment fears, such as, rejection, or being unlovable, and concerns 

related to being controlled or engulfed (Murrow, 2014). Insecure attachment patterns 

(e.g., preoccupation with rejection and disapproval) manifest in unhealthy 

interactional patterns in attempts to limit and manage intimacy.  Within a partnership 

each individual will have their own unique way of coping with mounting anxieties 

stemming from their family of origin and childhood stories (Was it safer being close 

or distant when vulnerable?) (Olsen, & Stephens, 2011).  One partner may be prone to 

pursue when activated in an attempt to modulate stress, whilst another may withdraw 

in order to avoid rejection.  This interactional pattern becomes a “circular dance in 

which the behaviour of one partner maintains and provokes the behaviour of the 

other” (Lerner, 1985, p. 56).  To demonstrate these interactional patterns, the 

following case examples will be discussed.    

Case Example-John and Mary 
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 Mary and John presented for therapy because John wanted greater intimacy.  

John pursued in an effort to get closer; Mary withdrew to create greater distance, both 

had insecure attachment histories.  John’s early relationship with his parents was 

distant.  The internal model of his parents and the role frame he assumed in childhood 

(i.e., ‘Pleaser’) left him unable to acknowledge or express his needs.  John was in a 

bind; unconsciously he wanted to comply with the role inherent in his family system 

but he could no longer deny his growing feelings of resentment towards Mary (i.e., 

not being considered).  John was maintaining his part in the dynamic through implicit 

fears of expressing his needs and being rejected.  Mary went to great lengths to avoid 

intimacy and her chronic pain was a means to justify her habitual distancing attempts.  

Mary’s parents were emotionally absent and disengaged, making separateness safer 

than connectedness (Carter, & McGoldrick, 2003).  Unconsciously, Mary feared that 

she would be overwhelmed by John’s desire for intimacy and maintained a safe 

intellectual stance.  Implicit attachment fears of being controlled and engulfed kept 

her safely inactive and emotionally detached.  

 The internalized model of the parents will emerge within an individual’s 

partnership through their circular dance in a number of ways. This may be evident 

through the reproduction of the model, correction of the model and hidden desires of 

compensation (Evans, 2014).  These interpersonal processes will be discussed in the 

following case examples along with brief couple counselling interventions.  

Case Example- Reproduction of the Same Model 

 Mary and John’s partnership is an example of a reproduction of the same 

model.  Unconsciously they were attracted to each other’s emotional disengagement 
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as mirrored in their parent’s relationship.  Happily, in the beginning, interpersonal 

joining revolved around ‘recreational activities’, rather than emotional engagement.  

Over time this resulted in a decline of the relationship, leaving their unconscious wish 

for a deep felt connection unfulfilled.  Couple counselling focused on the interplay 

between independence (separateness) versus dependence (connectedness) by 

establishing a safe secure space that allowed both parties unconscious attachment 

needs (e.g., feeling loved and safe) to be revealed and realized (Einav, 2014; Evans, 

2014).           

Case Example-Correction of the Model 

 Tom and Ida’s unconscious partnering could be conceptualized as an attempt 

to correct the parental model.  Tom was so disgusted by his parent’s passivity and lack 

of ambition growing up he was driven by success and power.  His discomfort with 

perceived weakness and vulnerability motivated him to find an equally aggressive and 

combative mate.  Evident in Tom’s eloquent response when asked about his initial 

attraction to his wife, “She told me that I was a loser and to piss off and I knew I had 

to have her.”   Fifteen years of marriage and three children later issues of power and 

control continued to dominate their interpersonal exchanges.  Couple counselling 

focused on helping the couple identify unresolved attachment injuries (e.g., 

unavailable attachment figures) within their family of origins (Ida’s parents had 

modeled hostile and aggressive interactions), and to grieve the legacy that existed 

within their own dynamic.  Empathic joining and bearing witness to each other’s pain 

was a wonderful journey toward re-writing intergenerational patterns plagued by 
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negative and traumatic interpersonal functioning (Evans, 2014; Olsen, & Stephens, 

2011).          

Case Example- Compensation  

 Sally is forty years old and single.  Desperate to find love she was haunted by 

a childhood absent of a male attachment figure.  Entering into partnerships she carried 

with her the unconscious wish that ‘the other’ would compensate for the deficiencies 

of her unavailable father.  This rendered Sally incapable of establishing and 

maintaining satisfactory intimate connections.  Sally had developed an image of the 

male as a romantic stranger, an unrealistic image that cannot be met in adult life 

(McGoldrick, & Carter, 2003).  Counselling interventions focused on the central issue 

related to independence versus dependence, psycho-education (e.g., healthy intimacy 

and communication patterns), and ways to manage and nurture aspects of her inner 

child that longed to feel worthy of a man’s love.       

          

Relevance and Implications for Couple Counselling 

 Effective and ethical couple work requires that presenting problems be 

considered within a systemic and family theoretical framework.  Couple’s with 

children who display aggressive and hostile interactional patterns must be assessed for 

family violence.  The impact of trauma (i.e., emotional and physical) on the family 

system (i.e., children and couple) needs to be considered when developing treatment 

plans and clinical interventions.  Psycho-education regarding the impact of ineffective 

parental care (i.e., unrepaired breaks) and the importance of repairing broken bonds 

would be sensitively explored and discussed.  Referrals to family therapists, or 
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parenting specialists would be made if the counselor lacked the appropriate expertise 

and training in delivering family focused systemic interventions.  

 Counselling requires that the couple’s intergenerational patterns be considered 

(i.e., attachment styles and patterns) and addressed within their unique circular dance.  

Developing the couple’s capacity to form a meta-perspective, or observe their 

negative interactional process, offers guidance as to how to modify these patterns and 

repair any injuries that may exist (Evans, 2014; Johnson, 2008).  Fostering insight is a 

fundamental goal of couple work.   It helps partners relearn healthier interpersonal 

encounters, whilst alleviating more extreme gridlocked conflict (e.g., criticism, 

defensiveness, contempt and stonewalling).  These patterns have been associated with 

emotional distress, relationship disharmony and breakdown (J. M. Gottman, & J. S. 

Gottman, 2008).  Identifying and treating negative communication behaviours that 

accompany deteriorating relationships is of particular importance when working with 

couple’s with offspring, as previously mentioned.  Since coercive and destructive 

relationships predispose children to developing patterns of trauma symptomatology 

these patterns could be modelled in later relational contexts.  An intergenerational 

cycle of abuse and constricting interpersonal interactions could emerge (Pearce & 

Halford, 2008).       

 Attachment theory suggests that creating a shift in a couple’s interactional 

pattern requires that the broken bond between partners be conceptualized as an 

attachment injury, a traumatic event that has damaged the bond and needs repair 

(Johnson, 2008).  Emotionally focused couple therapy (EFT) is grounded in 

attachment principles.  EFT guides couple’s to heal through the forgiveness of injuries 

by fostering a deep felt emotional connection that promotes empathy and 
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understanding (Johnson, 2008).  Safe emotional experiences between couple’s create 

a secure bond that allows for new interactional exchanges that positively re-define the 

couple’s story.  Emotion is seen as the transformative component in effective couple 

therapy as it is within this interplay that implicit and explicit unmet attachment needs 

(e.g., acceptance and understanding) and emotional longings (e.g., “I want to be loved 

and accepted”) are assuaged (Murrow, 2014).    

 In EFT, the counselor is seen as the secure base (secure attachment figure) that 

allows couple’s to safely explore their inner and outer worlds as they learn to love the 

self and others through enriching and meaningful exchanges.  When providing 

attachment based interventions counsellor’s must be conscious of any family of origin 

issues, or personal biases regarding intimacy that may impinge upon successful 

interventions.  Counsellors need regular and ongoing supervision to monitor whether 

therapeutic encounters elicit their own working models to ensure transference and 

countertransference issues are identified and addressed (Halley, 2014).   

 Drawing upon interpersonal neurobiology, attachment principles apply to the 

therapeutic relationship as well with research showing that supportive therapeutic 

relationships can repair damage and create new structures that help individuals cope 

with the demands of life and have more meaningful relationships (J. Schore, & L. 

Schore, 2008).  What was once considered a relatively stable characteristic (i.e., 

attachment style) has been shown to differ as a function of relationship type with 

advances in neuroscience (i.e., brain plasticity) (Pearce, & Halford, 2008).  

 The enormity of these findings for couple counsellors, in terms of therapeutic 

style and choice of clinical interventions is profound.  Couple counsellors must not 

only convey empathy and compassion through their spoken word they must also 
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consider how their nonverbal communications (i.e., facial expressions and tone of 

voice) could be unconsciously processed (J. Schore, & A. Schore, 2008).  Siegel 

(1999) argues that these critical mircomoments of interactions disclose otherwise 

hidden states of mind (as cited in, Wylie, & Turner, n.d).  Furthermore, Siegel (1999) 

proposes that the most important element in an attachment based neurobiologically 

informed approach requires “that the therapist feel the feelings, not merely understand 

them conceptually” (as cited in, Wylie, & Turner, n.d., p.19).  This fosters mindsight, 

the ability to perceive the internal experience of the other and respond in a manner 

that reflects empathy, compassion and concern (Siegel, & Hartzell, 2014).  The 

concept of mindsight also has important implications for couple therapists when 

working with parents.  Mindsight teaches children how to integrate their inner and 

outer worlds in compassionate and meaningful ways, thus promoting positive 

socializations skills and interpersonal connections (Siegel, & Hartzell, 2014). 

Conclusion 

 The importance of providing children with felt security through attuned 

parental care could not be more evident with advances in interpersonal neurobiology. 

Parental modelling and attachment experiences within the family of origin impacts 

upon how positively or negatively an individual feels about closeness and intimacy, 

that are generalized to interactions with intimate partners and offspring later in life.  

Couple counsellors need to assess and treat negative interactional patterns inherent in 

the couple’s shared attachment histories.  This will ensure intergenerational patterns 

of trauma and unhealthy interpersonal processes are replaced with more mutually 

satisfying and enriching connections, thus re-defining the families’ story.       
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