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background
Researchers have tried to identify mechanisms through 
which an individual overcomes negative life experiences, 
proposing earning security as one of them. Retrospectively 
defined earned secures are recognized as individuals ex-
hibiting secure attachments to their parents while evaluat-
ing the quality of their childhood care as low. This study 
aimed to examine attachment, mentalization, and emo-
tional dysregulation in this group. We hypothesized that 
earned secures will report better mentalizing, lower emo-
tion dysregulation, and more secure attachment to figures 
other than parents than insecure individuals. 

participants and procedure
A female adult sample (N = 272) completed the Experiences 
in Close Relationships–Relationship Structures question-
naire, Parental Bonding Instrument, Difficulties in Emotion 
Regulation Scale, and Mental State Task. The time devoted 
to psychotherapy and demographics were also controlled 
as contextual variables.
 

results
We identified an ‘earned secure’ group (14% of the sample), 
exhibiting secure attachment to mothers in adulthood de-
spite reported inadequate care during childhood, along 
with the continuously secure, insecure, and ‘lost secure’ 
groups. People from the earned secure and secure groups 
reported better emotional regulation and some aspects of 
mentalization than those in the insecure and lost secure 
groups. They equally frequently reported the presence of 
an adult other than parents who were important to them 
in childhood, but the attachment to them was more se-
cure. We did not find evidence of differences between the 
groups in the duration of psychotherapy.
 
conclusions
Secure attachment to alternative attachment figures, along 
with some mentalization and emotional regulation aspects, 
may be considered significant factors for earning security. 

key words
mentalization; emotional dysregulation; earned secure at-
tachment; attachment insecurity

Mentalization, emotional dysregulation 
and attachment to alternative attachment figures 

in retrospectively defined earned secure adults

corresponding author – Monika Olga Jańczak, Ph.D., Faculty of Psychology and Cognitive Sciences, Adam Mickiewicz 
University, 89 Szamarzewskiego Str., 61-263 Poznan, Poland, e-mail: mmarszal@amu.edu.pl

authors’ contribution – A: Study design · B: Data collection · C: Statistical analysis · D: Data interpretation · 
E: Manuscript preparation · F: Literature search · G: Funds collection

to cite this article – Jańczak, M. O. (2024). Mentalization, emotional dysregulation and attachment to alternative 
attachment figures in retrospectively defined earned secure adults. Current Issues in Personality Psychology, 
12(1), 30–40. 

received 06.09.2021 · reviewed 24.04.2022 · accepted 14.09.2023 · online publication 27.10.2023

original article

Monika Olga Jańczak id

Faculty of Psychology and Cognitive Sciences, Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznan, Poland

 
  This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 
International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0). License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/)

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5739-1124


Monika Olga Jańczak

31volume 12(1), 4

Background

The concept of earned security has a controversial sta-
tus in current literature. For many years, researchers 
have tried to uncover mechanisms that allow people 
to overcome negative life experiences, and earning 
security was proposed to be one of them. It suggests 
the possibility of overcoming a negative relation with 
a primary attachment figure, thereby asserting flexi-
bility and lack of determinism in caregiver experienc-
es. This article delves into earned security research, 
reevaluates its applicability, and strives to unveil the 
role of attachment to alternative attachment figures 
(AAFs), mentalization, and emotion dysregulation in 
achieving security.

Does earneD security even exist? 

Earned security was initially introduced by Pearson 
et al. (1994) as a distinction from individuals with se-
cure attachment, assessed by the Adult Attachment 
Interview (George et  al., 1985). This term describes 
individuals who, despite experiencing inadequate 
care in childhood, exhibit a secure attachment style 
in adulthood and are capable of coherently discuss-
ing their challenging experiences. This denotes 
a  shift from insecure to secure attachment. How-
ever, despite attempts to longitudinally the elucidate 
mechanism behind earned security, the actual levels 
of parental care during childhood were discovered to 
be comparable between earned secures and the con-
tinuously secure group (Roisman et al., 2002). It was 
concluded that no transformation in attachment’s 
internal structure is observed over a lifetime; rather, 
this group retrospectively perceives parental care as 
less adequate than it was.

After this publication, researchers lost interest in 
earning security, and recently it has been discussed 
only in case studies (Guina, 2016) or qualitative re-
search (Dansby Olufowote et al., 2020). However, Ven-
ta et al. (2015) noted that the non-longitudinal nature 
of changes in attachment should not put the study 
of the earned secure group to an end. Defining our 
focus is crucial: is it external reality, where childhood 
neglect might not have occurred, or mental reality, 
where an individual recalls inadequate care, impact-
ing their functioning, regardless of facts? Therefore, 
the so-called retrospectively defined earned secures 
are individuals exhibiting secure attachment to their 
parents while evaluating the quality of childhood 
care from them as low. Hence, at least in these peo-
ple’s inner world, the parent did not perform well as 
a caregiver in childhood, but later in life is perceived 
as someone they can feel secure with. A particular 
internal reorganization most likely occurred and al-
lowed an individual to benefit from a good internal 
relationship despite negative evaluation of care early 

in life. Understanding how this group differs from 
those with consistent subjective experiences (e.g., 
low childhood care and insecure adult attachment, or 
optimal childhood care and secure adult attachment) 
is important, given the widespread nature of this in-
consistency (8-20% of the general population; see Ro-
isman et al., 2002; Saunders et al., 2011; Venta et al., 
2015). Addressing these concerns, Venta et al. (2015) 
proposed replacing “earned secure” with “negative 
recall subtype of secure attachment”, which does not 
imply change over a lifetime. We use the term “ret-
rospectively defined earned secure” (abbreviated as 
“earned secure” – ES) in this paper.

Pathways to earneD security 

Little is known of the process through which early 
childhood experiences are internalized as internal 
working models and then undergo further changes 
over life (Konieczny & Cierpiałkowska, 2020; Milj-
kovitch et  al., 2015). It is even more unclear how 
some people reframe and integrate their adverse 
caregiver experiences, making them less destabiliz-
ing and excruciating. In recent years, researchers 
have emphasized the significant role of mentaliza-
tion in reinterpreting traumatic childhood experi-
ences (Chiesa & Fonagy, 2014; Penner et al., 2019). 
In addition to understanding mental states of others, 
mentalization embraces understanding, processing, 
and regulating one’s own mental reality. It proved to 
act as a mediator between trauma experiences and 
personality pathology (Ensink et  al., 2017; Huang 
et  al., 2020). Mentalization plays a  substantial role 
in reinterpretation of emotional experiences during 
psychotherapy even when it is not directly focused 
on mentalizing (Bateman & Fonagy, 2019; Diamond 
et  al., 2014). To our knowledge, there is only one 
study on mentalizing and earned security. Zacca-
gnino et  al. (2014) discovered that the earned se-
cure group outperformed insecure and continuously 
secure individuals in terms of mentalization. Ro-
bust mentalizing might serve as a protective factor 
against destabilization due to discrepancies in their 
inner world, stemming from incoherent childhood 
relationship experiences and current perceptions of 
parents. In contrast, insecure individuals struggled 
to reflect on their negative experiences, resulting in 
an enduring negative attachment figure perception. 
The secure group, having fewer chances to “practice” 
mentalization than earned secure individuals, exhib-
ited relatively lower mentalization. Further explora-
tion of the mentalizing-earned security connection 
is crucial, revealing its role in reconciling confound-
ing experiences.

The literature also points to emotion regulation 
as important for internal working models of attach-
ment and for mentalizing, both in developmental 
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and clinical contexts. Studies showed similar levels 
of emotion regulation in earned secure and continu-
ous secure groups, as well as much poorer emotion 
regulation in insecure individuals (Brenning & Braet, 
2013; Ghiasi et al., 2016; Peng et al., 2021). It is plau-
sible that emotion regulation levels are equally el-
evated in earned secures and continuous secures, 
particularly given their comparable performance in 
overall interpersonal functioning (Saunders et  al., 
2011). High mentalizing might enhance effective 
emotion regulation. However, the study of Venta 
et al. (2015) yielded a contrary result: earned secure 
adolescents showed a  lack of emotional awareness 
compared to the continuous secure group. This re-
sult requires replication, and the difficulties in regu-
lating emotions of earned secures need to be further 
explored.

In addition to the intrapsychic processes discussed 
above, situational and interpersonal variables pro-
moting earned security were also proposed. AAFs, 
people other than parents who played a crucial role 
in one’s life in childhood (Zaccagnino et  al., 2014), 
provide emotional support, as well as care and in-
strumental support. This may be considered as cor-
rective emotional experience vital for subsequent 
changes in an individual’s relational and emotional 
functioning. Indeed, two studies have confirmed the 
role of AAFs in earning security, stressing the role 
of emotional (rather than instrumental) support up 
to the age of twelve (Saunders et al., 2011; Zaccagni-
no et al., 2014). Also, psychotherapy is considered as 
conducive to the development of earned security, es-
pecially beyond childhood and adolescence (Guina, 
2016; Saunders et al., 2011). Studies show that long-
term psychotherapy may lead to changes in attach-
ment representations and to reinterpretation and 
integration of adverse childhood experiences (Dia-
mond et al., 2014; Kernberg et al., 2008; Levy et al., 
2006).

aims of the stuDy

To our knowledge, this is the first study to investi-
gate emotion dysregulation, mentalization and at-
tachment to AAFs in the context of earned security. 
Our purpose was threefold: (1) to identify a group of 
so-called retrospectively defined earned secures – 
adults who evaluate the level of childhood care from 
their mother as inadequate but exhibit secure attach-
ment to her; (2) to describe the role of AAFs for this 
group; we hypothesized that more frequent presence 
of an AAF and lower levels of attachment insecurity 
toward that person will be found in earned secure in-
dividuals than in secure and insecure ones; and (3) to 
evaluate the differences in emotional dysregulation 
and mentalization in these groups; we hypothesized 
that emotional dysregulation is lowest in earned se-

cure and secure individuals and highest in insecures, 
and mentalization is highest in secures and earned 
secures and lowest in the insecure group. In addition, 
we controlled the time of psychotherapy, education 
level, and financial status in the family of origin. Be-
sides secure, insecure, and earned secure groups, we 
also expected to identify a group not described in the 
literature before, people who had reversed their ex-
perience in an opposite way to earned secures. They 
evaluate the level of care received in childhood from 
their mother as high but exhibit an insecure attach-
ment to her. We call them “lost secures”. We hypoth-
esized that this group may report even more prob-
lems with mentalizing and emotional dysregulation 
than the insecure group.

ParticiPants and Procedure

ParticiPants

A total of 272 adult women participated in the study. 
To increase the heterogeneity of the sample we used 
two sample sources. The first group was a  student 
sample (N  =  219, age 19-33, M  =  22.00, SD  =  1.75). 
The second group comprised adults raised in families 
with one or both parents addicted to alcohol1 (N = 49, 
age 18-50, M = 33.00, SD = 8.41). Six participants were 
excluded due to missing data.

Most participants attained secondary education 
(74%); others had a bachelor’s (19%), or master’s (6%) 
degree, or vocational education (1%). Family finan-
cial background was good (41%), average (39%), very 
good (13%), below average (6%) and bad (1%), based 
on subjective reports from participants. Regarding 
relationship status, over half were married or in 
a  stable relationship (55%), 34% were single during 
the study, and 11% were involved, but not steadily. 
About 30% had prior therapy, averaging 12 months 
(SD = 13.50). Data were collected in 2017 and 2018. 
Students were approached during lectures. The sec-
ond sample was gathered through mental health 
facilities, therapist contact, or purposive sampling 
from the local population. Trained clinical psychol-
ogy students carried out the study’s assessment. All 
individual participants provided informed consent. 
All procedures were performed in accordance with 
ethical standards of the institutional research com-
mittee.

measures

The Experiences in Close Relationships–Relationship 
Structures (ECR-RS; Fraley et al., 2011) is a self-report-
ed measure of anxiety about and avoidance of specific 
attachment figures, here: the mother and AAF. It con-
sists of 9 items for each attachment figure, rated on 
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a 7-point Likert scale. Higher scores indicate higher 
anxiety and/or higher avoidance, whether low avoid-
ance and low anxiety indicate secure attachment. 

The Parental Bonding Instrument (PBI; Parker 
et al., 1979) is a 25-item self-report measure consist-
ing of two scales, Care and Overprotection experi-
enced from the mother or father. In the present study, 
we used only the care from the mother scale to iden-
tify participants with low and high parental care, as 
suggested in the previous study (Venta et al., 2015). 
The respondent is asked to recall interactions with 
his mother in childhood and early adolescence. Each 
item is rated on a 4-point Likert scale – the lower the 
score, the lower the perceived care of the parent. 

The Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS; 
Gratz & Roemer, 2004) is a self-report measure of emo-
tional dysregulation consisting of 36 items. The par-
ticipant answers questions on a 5-point Likert scale 
from 1 (almost never) to 6 (almost always) – the higher 
the score, the higher the level of emotion dysregu-
lation. The measure yields scores on five subscales: 
Nonacceptance of emotional responses (Nonaccep-
tance), Difficulties engaging in goal-directed behavior 
(Goals), Impulse control difficulties (Impulse), Limited 
access to emotion regulation strategies (Strategies), 
Lack of emotional awareness (Awareness) and Lack 
of emotional clarity (Clarity). 

The Mental States Task (MST; Beaulieu-Pelletier 
et al., 2013) measures mentalization by assessing in-
dividual differences in representing/elaborating and 
being open/modulating towards personal experi-
ences. Emotional arousal was triggered by priming 
participants with the 3BM card from the Thematic 
Apperception Test, depicting a character looking sad 
next to a vague object resembling a gun. They were 
then asked to write down a story that came to mind 
in response to the image. Next, using a 7-point Likert 
scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), 
the participants answered 24 questions about their 
mental state during the story-writing task. The MST 
captures six mental states, the first two concerned 
with primitive mentalizing: concrete thinking and 
low defensive level, then average mentalizing: in-
termediate defensive level and objective–rational; 
and mature mentalizing: high defensive level; and 
reflective thinking. The score on each subscale is 
scored separately. The total score is derived through 
an equation using weighted values. The MST has 
good reliability, with Cronbach’s α coefficient values 
ranging from .51 to .79 in this study, which is accept-
able considering that the subscales are composed 
of only four items and include different aspects of 
each mental state (Beaulieu-Pelletier et  al., 2021). 
The reflective thinking scale, however, presents an 
exception with unacceptable reliability (α = .07 and 
McDonald’s ω = .35), similar to Tohme et al.’s (2021) 
findings. As a result, this scale was omitted from the 
analyses in this study.

results

Distribution to the attachment 
grouPs – iDentifying the earneD  
secure grouP 

The earned secure group was identified based on 
ECR-RS and PBI scores (see Figure 1). ES individuals 
had secure mother attachment (ECR-RS) but reported 
low maternal care in childhood and adolescence (PBI) 
(procedure from Venta et  al., 2015). Low care was 
defined by the PBI cutoff: the authors set 27 as the 
threshold for low maternal care. Cluster analysis was 
performed for levels of attachment anxiety and avoid-
ance toward the mother2. The secure group (N = 162) 
included those with low scores in anxiety and avoid-
ance, while the insecure group (N = 107) comprised 
individuals with high scores in attachment anxiety, 
avoidance, or both. In the secure group, we identified 
individuals with low maternal care (27 points or less 
on the PBI). The final distribution of the attachment 
groups was: continuously secure (SEC) n = 122 (46%), 
continuously insecure (INS) n = 80 (30%), earned se-
cure (ES) n = 37 (14%) and lost secure (LS) n = 26 (10%).

DescriPtive statistics anD Preliminary 
analyses

A two-tailed alpha (p < .05) was applied to all statisti-
cal tests. The analyses were performed with Jamo-
vi 2.0. Overall, the distribution of MST, DERS, and  
ECR-RS scores differed significantly from the normal 
distribution, as indicated by the Shapiro-Wilk W val-
ues. The means, standard deviations, zero-order cor-
relations and Cronbach’s α for reliability for all the 
variables are presented in Table 1.

Note. ECR-RS – Experiences in Close Relationships–Relationship 
Structures; PBI – Parental Bonding Instrument.

Figure 1

ECR-RS and PBI scores in four study groups
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Pearson’s correlations showed weak yet significant 
negative correlations between mentalizing (mainly 
MST Low defensive level scale) and some of the DERS 
scales. Weak negative correlations were observed 
between mentalizing and attachment anxiety and 
avoidance, mainly towards the mother. Almost no as-
sociations were observed between mentalization and 
the PBI Care scale. Emotional dysregulation showed 
positive links with attachment anxiety and avoidance 
of the mother and the support figure.

DemograPhics, receiveD PsychotheraPy, 
anD attachment to aafs in the stuDy 
grouPs

Demographic variables across study groups were 
compared. We found differences in the financial sit-
uation of the participants: the SEC group more fre-
quently reported a “very good” financial state (20% of 
the SEC group), compared to the other groups (8% in 
ES and INS, 12% in LS). SEC and LS exhibited more 
“good” financial status (50% in SEC, 54% in LS) and less 
“average” status compared to ES and INS groups (30% 
in SEC, 57% in ES, 45% in INS, 27% in LS; χ2 = 39.80, 
p < .001). Only participants in the INS group reported 
a “bad” financial situation (4% of the INS group).

Regarding education, high school degrees were 
consistent across groups (69-75% for all). A higher 
proportion of SEC individuals held bachelor’s degrees 
(26% in SEC, 19% in ES, 14% in INS, 12% in LS), while 
fewer had master’s degrees (1% in SEC, 19% in LS, 9% 
in INS, 8% in ES; χ2 = 80.70, p <  .001). Furthermore, 
we observed differences in the number of partici-
pants who used psychotherapy (χ2 = 22.00, p < .001). 
INS and LS used psychotherapy more often than SEC 
and ES groups (44% in INS, 46% in LS, 25% in ES, and 
16% in SEC), although there were no differences in 
time devoted to therapy (see Table 2). The nonpara-
metric ANOVA test revealed no differences between 
the groups in terms of the duration of psychotherapy 
(χ2(3) = 6.19, p = .103).

Up to 64% of the participants reported the presence 
of an adult other than parents who was important to 
them in childhood, up to age 12. Predominantly, this 
figure was a grandmother (37%), followed by a grand-
father (7%), aunt (8%), siblings (8%), and other family 
members (4%). Teachers (3%) and friends (3.5%) were 
also mentioned. ES individuals did not differ from 
other groups in terms of the frequency of recalling 
an AAF (χ2 = 7.24, p = .065). We did, however, observe 
significant differences in attachment anxiety to that 
person, with ES and SEC participants exhibiting low-
er anxiety than INS and LS individuals (see Table 2). 
Covariance analysis (ANCOVA) showed that this re-
sult cannot be explained by therapy (F(1, 162) = 1.41, 
p = .237) or education level (F(1, 161) = 2.14, p = .145), 
but financial status was significant (F(1, 163) = 14.13, 

p  <  .001). As for attachment avoidance, SEC indi-
viduals scored significantly lower than INS partici-
pants, although the ANCOVA revealed the signifi-
cance of education level (F(1, 161) = 3.93, p = .049), 
financial status F(1, 163) = 7.87, p = .006) and therapy 
(F(1, 162) = 10.33, p = .002) as covariates in this model. 

emotional Dysregulation 
anD mentalization in the stuDy grouPs

To assess variations in mentalization and emotional 
dysregulation we conducted nonparametric one-way 
ANOVA (Kruskal-Wallis test), followed by Dwass-
Steel-Critchlow-Fligner pairwise comparisons for 
independent samples. LS and INS participants dem-
onstrated the most severe deficits across all DERS 
subscales except Awareness (see Table 2). In the DERS 
Clarity subscale, the differences between the ES and 
LS groups and between the SEC and INS groups were 
statistically significant. In the DERS Strategies sub-
scale, the SEC group showed significantly lower levels 
of emotional dysregulation than the INS group. In the 
DERS Nonacceptance subscale and DERS total score, 
the differences between the SEC group and both the 
INS and LS groups were statistically significant. Anal-
ysis of covariance (ANCOVA) for the DERS total score 
showed that differences in emotional dysregulation 
may be related to therapy (F(1, 255) = 9.80, p = .002), 
but not to level of education (F(1, 255) = 0.87, p = .351) 
or financial status (F(1, 257) = 1.23, p = .269). ANOVA 
did not reveal any significant differences among the 
groups in the DERS Awareness, Impulse, and Goals 
subscales.

We found significant differences among the at-
tachment groups in terms of mentalizing (see Ta-
ble 2). The ES and SEC groups scored the lowest on 
the low defensive level, with post hoc analysis re-
vealing a  significant difference between the ES and 
LS groups and between the SEC group and both the 
LS and INS groups. The SEC group scored higher on 
high defensive level and concrete thinking than the 
LS group; the ES and INS/SEC groups ranked in the 
middle, with no significant differences between them 
and the other groups. On the objective–relational 
scale, differences were observed between high SEC 
scores and low INS and LS scores. No differences were 
observed in the intermediate defensive level or the 
MST total score. The covariance analysis (ANCOVA) 
showed that the differences in mentalization between 
the groups are not related to therapy (F(1, 255) = 3.50, 
p = .062) or education level (F(1, 255) = 0.09, p = .767), 
but may be related to financial status (F(1, 257) = 5.97, 
p = .015; for the MST Low defensive level). 

The results of the multinomial logistic regression 
analysis, testing associations between the attach-
ment group as the dependent variable and mentaliza-
tion and emotion dysregulation as the covariates, are 
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shown in Table 3. The model best suited to the data 
consisted of the low defensive level of mentalization 
scales and clarity of emotion dysregulation scales. 
When covariates were added, the overall model was 
significant, χ2(6) = 33.40, p < .001, Nagelkerke pseudo-
R2 = .07, so the model explains 7% of the variation in 
the dependent variable. The results showed that peo-
ple who report a lack of emotional clarity are signifi-
cantly more likely to be in the INS and LS group than 
in the SEC group. People who report a low defensive 
level in mentalizing are significantly more likely to 
be in the LS group than in the ES group and in the 

INS and LS group than in the SEC group. In general, 
both mentalization and emotion dysregulation were 
related to the distribution to the attachment groups. 

As two of the controlled variables were identi-
fied as significant in ANCOVA results, we also built 
a model with psychotherapy (yes or no) and level of 
education as factors. When covariates and factors 
were added, the overall model was also significant, 
χ2(18) = 65.60, p < .001, and Nagelkerke pseudo-R2 in-
creased to .13, so this model explains more than 13% 
of the variation of the dependent variable. Regarding 
psychotherapy, INS and LS individuals are more likely 

Table 2

Means, standard deviations, and nonparametric one-way analyses of variance with post hoc analysis for the 
duration of psychotherapy, attachment to alternative attachment figure, emotional dysregulation and mental-
ization in four groups

ES SEC INS LS χ2 df p η2

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Psychotherapy

Duration 
in months

6.50 (7.58)a 10.85 (14.39)a 10.14 (12.12)a 21.08 (17.02)a 6.19 3 .103 .08

Attachment to an alternative figure

Avoidance 2.41 (1.34)ab 2.02 (1.09)a 2.91 (1.30)b 2.74 (1.52)ab 16.40 3 < .001 .10

Anxiety 1.42 (.96)ab 1.42 (1.03)a 2.17 (1.83)ab 2.61 (1.72)b 13.89 3 .003 .08

Emotion dysregulation

Nonacceptance 14.00 (5.73)ab 12.76 (4.58)a 16.55 (6.61)b 16.92 (6.07)b 24.92 3 < .001 .09

Goals 16.22 (5.21)a 16.53 (4.67)a 17.35 (5.93)a 18.65 (5.37)a 6.11 3 .107 .02

Impulse 14.59 (5.79)a 13.32 (5.49)a 15.28 (6.33)a 16.31 (6.18)a 10.00 3 .019 .04

Awareness 14.73 (3.48)a 15.48 (3.78)a 15.25 (4.73)a 15.12 (3.79)a 1.53 3 .677 .01

Strategies 19.54 (7.14)ab 19.08 (6.48)b 23.13 (9.18)a 23.62 (8.79)ab 16.87 3 < .001 .06

Clarity 11.05 (4.12)ab 10.49 (3.89)a 12.66 (5.46)bc 14.12 (4.42)bc 21.19 3 < .001 .08

DERS total 90.14 (21.97)abc 87.67 (19.02)a 100.21 (29.8)bc 104.73 (26.94)c 21.62 3 < .001 .08

Mentalization

Concrete  
thinking

12.57 (6.32)ab 13.09 (5.32)a 12.18 (5.91)ab 9.92 (3.81)b 8.29 3 .040 .03

Low defensive 
level

10.76 (5.02)ab 10.30 (4.67)a 12.76 (6.24)bc 15.04 (6.26)c 18.34 3 < .001 .07

Intermediate 
defensive level

8.49 (3.88)a 7.92 (3.60)a 7.75 (3.78)a 7.73 (3.74)a 0.97 3 .809 .00

Objective– 
rational

13.97 (5.29)ab 14.95 (4.25)a 12.82 (5.29)b 12.35 (4.85)ab 10.60 3 .014 .04

High defensive 
level

12.78 (6.35)ab 13.26 (5.17)a 11.28 (5.67)ab 10.12 (4.84)b 10.45 3 .015 .04

MST total 3.68 (0.31)a 3.70 (0.27)a 3.58 (0.43)a 3.59 (0.25)a 7.30 3 .060 .03
Note. Means not sharing subscripts differ at p < .05 according to Dwass-Steel-Critchlow-Fligner comparisons; MST – Mental States 
Task; DERS – Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale; ES – earned secure; SEC – continuously secure; INS – continuously insecure; 
LS – lost secure.
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to receive psychotherapy than SEC ones; this was not 
a significant factor for classification in the ES group.

discussion

The purpose of the study was to identify individu-
als who exhibit secure attachment to their mother in 
adulthood, despite the experience of inadequate care 
from her in childhood (i.e., retrospectively defined 
“earned secures”). We tested the significance of at-
tachment to an AAF and psychotherapy duration in 
this group. We also explored the hypothesis that high 
mentalizing and low emotion dysregulation may ex-
plain why one becomes earned secure while others 
remain insecure in accordance with their childhood 
experiences. Our study was cross-sectional in nature, 
so we cannot claim a change in attachment actually 
occurred in the course of life. The earned secure is 
an individual who currently exhibits a secure attach-
ment style to a parent despite perceiving inadequate 
care during childhood. 

In our study, we identified a group of earned secure 
individuals, which represents 14% of the sample. This 
result is similar to the rates obtained in other studies, 
ranging from 8% to 20% (Saunders et al., 2011; Venta 
et al., 2015; Zaccagnino et al., 2014). The presence of 
the AAF is reported by most of our sample. Earned 
secures and secures showed the lowest attachment 
anxiety levels toward that figure, while differences 
in attachment avoidance were not significant for the 
earned secure group. Evidently, the quality of this re-
lationship seems pivotal for corrective emotional ex-
periences, rather than the mere presence of an AAF. 
A secure emotional bond, often with a grandparent 
or other family member, devoid of abandonment fear, 

might be instrumental in reshaping attachment in-
ternal models towards greater security, breaking the 
cycle of intergenerational transmission of insecure 
attachment styles (Saunders et al., 2011).

We examined mentalization variations among 
earned secures, secures, lost secures, and insecures. 
Consistent results were obtained for the mentaliza-
tion style involving primitive defense mechanisms 
such as splitting or acting out in response to chal-
lenges, which hampers meaningful experience pro-
cessing. Secures and earned secures exhibited lower 
levels compared to individuals in the lost secure 
and insecure groups. Regression analyses confirmed 
that people who reported less primitive mentalizing 
are more likely to be in the secure or earned secure 
group than in the insecure or lost secure group. 
Blocking threatening mental content with primitive 
defense mechanisms could detrimentally impede 
neutralizing negative experiences with caregivers 
during early life. Nevertheless, it is notable that we 
did not find any evidence of other mentalizing facets 
being distinctive to earned secures. This observation 
contrasts with Zaccagnino et al.’s (2014) study, where 
they identified the highest reflective function in the 
earned secure group. These results could be explained 
by differences between the instruments used to mea-
sure mentalization: the self-report vs. rating coding 
system. As we expected the earned secure group to 
be similar to the secure group in mentalizing, the 
differences may be subtle, and more sophisticated 
methods are needed (e.g., observational tasks or in-
terviews). Furthermore, self-reports capture more of 
an individual’s beliefs about mentalizing than the ac-
tual ability to use it in real life (Jańczak, 2021; Luyten 
et al., 2019). This may also be the cause of the ceil-

Table 3

Summary of multinomial logistic regression analysis for variables predicting four groups of attachment  
classification

Study group Predictor OR 95% CI p

Earned secure – Secure DERS Clarity 1.03 0.94-1.12 .525

MST Low defensive level 1.01 0.94-1.09 .741

Insecure – Secure DERS Clarity 1.10 1.03-1.17 .006

MST Low defensive level 1.07 1.01-1.13 .013

Lost secure – Secure DERS Clarity 1.15 1.04-1.26 .004

MST Low defensive level 1.15 1.05-1.25 .001

Earned secure – Insecure DERS Clarity 1.07 0.98-1.17 .160

MST Low defensive level 1.06 0.98-1.14 .128

Earned secure – Lost secure DERS Clarity 1.12 1.00-1.25 .055

MST Low defensive level 1.13 1.03-1.25 .012
Note. OR – odds ratio; CI – confidence interval; MST – Mental States Task; DERS – Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale.
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ing effect, when low variation is observed within the 
highest scores of the mentalization questionnaire. It 
is also possible that mentalization has limited signifi-
cance for earned secure individuals, and its role in 
enhancing or reducing emotional regulation may be 
crucial here (Ghiasi et  al., 2016; Marszał & Górska, 
2015; Marszał & Jańczak, 2018). 

Our research indicated that individuals in the 
earned secure and secure groups showed the least 
difficulty in regulating emotions (with no differ-
ence between them), while those in the lost security 
and insecure groups showed the highest difficulty. 
Earned secure and secure individuals believe in their 
ability to influence and modify emotional responses, 
showing high emotional clarity and unlimited access 
to emotion regulation strategies. Also, the secure 
and earned secure groups demonstrated more accep-
tance of their emotions compared to the insecure and 
lost secure groups, suggesting that they can manage 
negative emotions in a  more adaptive way. These 
findings align with the mentalization results above, 
highlighting the importance of acknowledging one’s 
emotional states for (earned) security. The relation-
ship between earned security and emotion regulation 
seems bidirectional. Effective emotion regulation can 
help reframe negative parent-related experiences, 
while supportive parental relationships aid emo-
tion regulation during distress. Similar yet reversed 
mechanisms might operate in the lost secure group. 
Our study contradicted findings of Venta et  al.’s 
(2015) study on adolescents, where the earned secure 
group showed higher lack of emotional awareness. It 
is plausible that it is present only in adolescence as 
emotion regulation stabilizes, yielding optimal self-
awareness of emotional states in adulthood (Marszał 
&  Jańczak, 2018; Penner et  al., 2019). Alternatively, 
this outcome might stem from the DERS Awareness 
scale’s weakness, indicated by weak latent factor 
correlations (Fowler et  al., 2014). In our study, this 
scale’s reliability was indeed notably low.

This study contradicted Sounders et  al.’s (2011) 
prior findings that earned secure individuals had 
more psychotherapy than insecure and secure indi-
viduals. It may be due to the general low use of psy-
chotherapy and its short duration in our sample. Re-
search suggests that only long-term psychotherapy 
can reorganize internal working models, changing 
experiences of past and present relationships (Dia-
mond et  al., 2014; Levy et  al., 2006). Unfortunately, 
we did not gather any data on psychotherapy besides 
the duration; more details on the modality, course, 
and cause of treatment could shed more light on this 
result. However, we did not find evidence that im-
proved parent-child relationship evaluations resulted 
from psychotherapy-driven insights.

Through our innovative procedure, we identified 
“lost secures” in our study: individuals who recall 
high maternal care in childhood but exhibit inse-

cure attachment to her. A disruption has occurred in 
their relationship with primary attachment figures, 
as they no longer feel decent care remembered from 
childhood. Although it was not the aim of this study, 
our findings revealed that they resemble insecure 
individuals more than secure ones in seriously im-
paired emotion regulation and mentalizing. 

limitations

While the use of less time-consuming tools is es-
sential to examine the earned secure group in clini-
cal and nonclinical samples, the classification of 
study groups, based on attachment and care score 
cluster analysis with a defined cut-off point, seems 
somewhat arbitrary. A longitudinal study or mixed-
methods approach, gathering qualitative narrative 
data about participants’ lifelong parent relationships, 
would be valuable to validate its credibility. More-
over, to identify the earned secure group in the ECR 
and PBI data, the alternative approach of latent pro-
file analysis could be used. However, our attempts to 
identify the ES profile (low attachment avoidance and 
anxiety, low care from parents) using LPA were un-
successful. This could stem from the limited sample 
size, a common hurdle with rare profiles, or if profile 
variability is low. Additionally, LPA might struggle 
when variables defining profiles are interdependent. 
To tackle these challenges, future studies could em-
ploy structural equation modelling on a  more sub-
stantial sample size. Another limitation concerns the 
Mental State Task, raising concerns about subscales 
with questionable internal consistency. Further re-
search is necessary to elucidate MST’s correlations 
with other mentalizing measures (Jańczak, 2021). 
Also, the study sample warrants consideration: it 
comprised solely females, lacked exclusion criteria, 
and omitted any control for variables such as men-
tal disorders, personality pathology levels or trauma 
experiences at various stages of life. Replicating our 
findings within a  clinical sample, such as individu-
als with personality disorders exposed to inadequate 
childhood care, could be valuable.

Endnotes

1 This sample was part of another study (Cierpiałkow-
ska & Grzegorzewska, manuscript in preparation).

2 K-means clustering was used to obtain the details 
of characteristics for each cluster. We defined four 
clusters in advance, reflecting four attachment 
styles: secure, avoidant, anxious, and disorganized.
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