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Abstract

This study tested the roles emotional intelligence (EI) and attachment styles
play in accounting for satisfaction with romantic relationships. It was hy-
pothesized that attachment styles will moderate the association between EI
and satisfaction. A sample of 175 young adults living in Israel took measures
of EI, attachment styles and satisfaction with romantic relationships. Stepwise
regression analysis supported the hypotheses: EI at first did not correlate with
satisfaction, but once attachment style was introduced into the model, EI
showed a positive association with satisfaction, while both measures of
avoidance and anxiety (the two axes of attachment styles) showed a negative
association with the same measure. The results are discussed in light of exist-

ing evidence and future directions for research and practice are mentioned.
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1. Introduction

Attaining and maintaining satisfying romantic relationships is considered one of
the core characteristics of the well-adjusted adult (Hazan & Shaver, 1990). Satis-
fying romantic relationships are considered not just an outcome in its own right
but also a factor associated with general well-being, mental health and effective
coping with life challenges (Dong, Urista, & Grundum, 2008; Hazan & Shaver,
1990; Schimmack et al., 2002). Acknowledging the importance of satisfaction
with romantic relations, a large body of research focuses on the antecedents and

factors associated with satisfaction with romantic relationships. Researchers ex-
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plored the roles of demographics, personality traits, social pressures and culture
in shaping individuals’ satisfaction with their romantic relationships (Davis &
Oathout, 1987; Schimmack et al., 2002; Shaver & Brennen, 1992). Research along
these lines revealed that romantic relationships, perhaps even more than other
types of long term social interaction, require significant adjustment, adaptation,
and coping with various challenges in the emotional and interpersonal domains.

A recent concept of interest in this context is that of Emotional Intelligence
(EI). The concept represents two approaches to how people identify, understand
and regulate emotions to guide effective behavior patterns in various settings
(Salovey & Mayer, 1990): the first proposes EI is an ability, just like scholastic
intelligence, accounting for how effectively individuals process and use emo-
tional information to identify emotions, integrate emotions in reasoning, under-
stand complex emotions and regulate their and other people’s behavior accor-
dingly (Mayer & Salovey, 1993). The second frames EI as an amalgam of perso-
nality traits associated with awareness to emotions, intra and inter-personal pre-
dispositions, stress management and positive mood maintenance (Petrides &
Furnham, 2001). Although the two approaches vary in how they frame EI, they
share core components including: identification and understanding of emotions
in self and others, dealing with complex emotional reactions and regulating
emotional responses to better adjust to circumstances (Zysberg, 2018). These
core characteristics suggest that EI may be positively associated with more effec-
tive adjustment and functioning in a broad range of social/interpersonal settings,
romantic relationships included. Though this was not often put to empirical test,
a preliminary body of evidence supports this direction (Zeidner & Kaluda,
2008).

However, to test the role EI may play in satisfaction with romantic relation-
ships, one needs to control for the relevant factors often associated with this
outcomes. Beyond demographics (such as gender, age, education etc., see for
example: Bryan et al., 2001), the literature identifies the concept of attachment
style as a psychological factor often associated with how happy people are with
their romantic life (Simpson, 1990). Attachments style is a concept describing
the underlying assumptions people employ to interpret, understand and manage
their relationships and social exchange with others and is often described as
ranging from “insecure” to “secure”. While insecure individuals tend to be an-
xious and stressed around managing their associations and interactions with
others, secure individuals put trust, and are more open and accepting of the pos-
sibility of letting others into their world (Mikulincer, 1995). Naturally, these ba-
sic assumptions either encourage and help effective management of interperson-
al communication, relation formation and conflict resolution or challenge them,
thus having direct impact on any relationship-outcome, let alone satisfaction
with romantic associations (Cann et al., 2008).

Some evidence also suggests that EI and attachment styles are correlated: from
studies that found direct positive associations between “secure” attachment and

most indices of EI (Hamarta, Deniz, & Saltali, 2009) to evidence showing the in-
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terplay of attachment style alongside EI related abilities in predicting the quality
of work relationships (Cherry, Fletcher, & O’Sullivan, 2013).

Based on the above evidence, we hypothesized that attachment style will
moderate the associations between EI and satisfaction with romantic relation-

ships. We tested this model in a sample of young adults in Israel.

2. Method
2.1. Sample

A convenience sample of 175 young adults who reported being in a romantic re-
lationship for at least 6 months was recruited from communities in Northern
Israel. One hundred and seven of them were women and the rest were men. The
mean age was 26.24 (s.d. = 3.64); about 50% had an academic degree, 76% de-
fined themselves as secular. The mean length of the relationships reported was
36 months (s.d. = 39.34). They all agreed to participate in the study without re-

ceiving any tangible benefit or compensation.

2.2. Measures

The following measures were used in this study:

Demographic data was collected using a personal questionnaire containing
items regarding age, gender, length of the romantic relationship, religiosity and
SO on.

Satisfaction with the romantic relationship was assessed using the ENRICH
(Nurturing Relationship Issues Communication & Happiness; Olson, Fournier,
& Druckman, 1982). The short Hebrew version of the measure is a 40 item
self-report rating scale for various aspects of satisfaction with a romantic rela-
tionship which yields a single total score and shows good reliability ranging
around .89 (Lavee, 1995).

Emotional Intelligence was assessed using the AVEI (Audio visual test of
emotional intelligence; Zysberg, Levy and Zisberg, 2011). This is a computer
based test of emotion identification and dealing with emotional complexity (two
of the 4 components of ability EI): 27 items present test takers with still pictures
of short videos depicting individuals in various social settings, asking the partic-
ipants to identify the emotions experienced by protagonists in each item. Ac-
ceptable reliability and validity were demonstrated in a few studies (e.g.: Raz,
Dan, & Zysberg, 2014).

Attachment style was measured using the ECR (Experience in Close Rela-
tionship Scale; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998). This 36 item self-report scale
assesses two aspects (18 items per aspect) of the axes of anxiety and avoidance
allows the classification of respondents to various attachment patterns. We did
not use the classification system but rather utilized the two raw scores of the two
above described scales. These easily allow the operationalization of a range be-
tween insecure (both anxiety and avoidance high) through secure (both at low

ranges). A Hebrew version showed high reliability at .88 - .91 and adequate con-
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struct validity (Mikulincer & Florian, 2001).

2.3. Procedure

Participants were approached on social media including Facebook, and online
groups. They were asked to participate in a study of romantic relationships.
Links to online questionnaires were supplied and the system was designed so
that no identifying email address or IP address was retained, so once submitted,
the information could not be traced to a specific person. Completing the ques-
tionnaires online took about 15 minutes.

The resulting database was analyzed using SPSS v.24 (IBM, 2016).

3. Results

Descriptive Statistics

Before testing the study hypothesis we calculated descriptive statistics for the
main variables in our study. These are summarized in Table 1 herein.

No ceiling of floor effects was evident in our data, and reliabilities ranged ac-
ceptable to high. We therefore proceeded to test our hypothesis using a step-wise
regression analysis: In the first step we entered EI as the only predictor and used
the total satisfaction score as criterion. We then added the attachment scores and
the interaction terms between EI and each of the attachment measures to the
predictors. The results are summarized in Table 2.

To preclude the possibility of collinearity we tested the associations between
the predictors and found no association between EI and the attachment scores.

The results show that in the first step EI did not associate with the satisfaction

Table 1. Descriptive statistics (n = 175).

Variable name Mean SD Min Max Cronbach’s Alpha
EI 16.87 4.17 0 24 71
Attachment - Avoidance 3.26 .84 1.56 5.33 .87
Attachment - Anxiety 3.15 1.06 1.06 6.11 91
Satisfaction 156.93 20.71 70 192 .87

Table 2. A summary of a regression analysis using EI and attachment style score to ac-
count for the variance in satisfaction with romantic relations (n = 175).

Stepl Step2 Step 3
B SE Beta B SE Beta B SE Beta
EI .13 .08 13 .19 .08 .18%* .19 .08 17
Avoidance -.29 .09 —28% -28 .07 —.28%%
Anxiety -.24 .07 —24 24 .07 —.24%*
EI*Avoidance -.04 .08 -.03
EI*Anxiety .03 .09 .03
*p<.05*p<.01.
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grade, however once entering the attachment style grades both them and the EI
grade associated with satisfaction. Both measures of attachment showed negative
associations with satisfaction and EI showed a positive association with the same
outcome measure. Interaction terms added to the analysis did not show any sig-

nificant association with satisfaction.

4. Discussion

Preliminary evidence suggests that IE may play a significant role in accounting
for satisfaction with romantic relationships (e.g.: Zeidner & Kaluda, 2008). We
added to the discussion of this relatively novel issue by re-examining the poten-
tial association between a test format measure of EI and satisfaction with roman-
tic relationships while hypothesizing that attachment style, often found to un-
derlie the nature of human relations in a myriad of contexts, may moderate this
association.

The results, based on a sample of 175 young adults from Israel, who reported
being in a committed romantic relationship for at least 6 months at the time of
the study, supported the moderation model: no direct association between EI
and satisfaction was found, however, once both measures of attachment style
were inserted into the analyses, both them and the measure of EI associated with
satisfaction (the attachment measures representing avoidance and anxiety showed a
negative association and EI a positive association with satisfaction).

These results echoed the existing literature on attachment style and satisfac-
tion with romantic relationships, or relationships in general (see for example:
Feeney & Noller, 1990; Leiter, Day, & Price, 2015). A slightly more novel and
surprising finding is the moderated association between EI and satisfaction with
romantic relationships: studies lead us to expect that EI will also show direct as-
sociation with satisfaction with relationships since the concept is often asso-
ciated with social skills, regulation and adjustment in interpersonal contexts
(Zeidner, Matthews, & Shemesh, 2016). Our findings suggest that the association
between EI and satisfaction with romantic relationships emerges only after at-
tachment styles are brought into consideration. This pattern may shed light on
how EI associates with satisfaction of romantic (and perhaps other) relation-
ships: EI may serve as a coping resource, an ability to use emotional information
to shape social behavior more effectively, thus raising satisfaction of relations.
However, attachment styles may either mask this ability or highlight it. While
secure style may enhance the effective use of emotions in relationships, insecure
style may mask this ability.

When considering the results reported herein, one should bear in mind the
limitations of the study: this was a correlational study, thus, preventing us from
drawing any conclusion regarding causation or chronology of the effects. In
other words, we at this point cannot say what comes first: attachment style or
EI? We sampled young Israelis: culture may play a role in their perception of

romantic relations, especially since we did not focus primarily on married
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couples. The use of a combination of self-report and test format measures is be-
neficiary to the validity of the results, however, using behavioral-observational
measures may be of added value in future studies.

Even after considering the limitations, this study presents a first of its kind
model and evidence to the role of attachment style and EI in satisfaction with
romantic relationships in young adults. The results may also shed new light on
how EI works to account for satisfaction with romantic (and maybe other) rela-
tionships. Future studies may wish to examine the model in various samples
from diverse populations, examine the longitudinal effects of personal factors
such as EI, attachment style and more on relationship quality indices in the long
run. Such insights may both enrich our theoretical understanding of this central
issue in most peoples’ lives and may point the way to future interventions and
program aimed at increasing individuals’ and couple’s enjoyment of the most

elusive thing of all true love.
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