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Abstract

Trust is essential to the development of healthy, secure, and satisfying relationships (Simpson,
2007a). Attachment styles provide a theoretical framework for understanding how individuals
respond to partner behaviors that either confirm or violate trust (Hazan & Shaver, 1994). The
current research aimed to identify how trust and attachment anxiety might interact to predict
different types of jealousy and physical and psychological abuse. We expected that when
experiencing lower levels of trust, anxiously attached individuals would report higher levels of
both cognitive and behavioral jealousy as well as partner abuse perpetration. Participants in
committed romantic relationships (A= 261) completed measures of trust, attachment anxiety and
avoidance, jealousy, and physical and psychological partner abuse in a cross-sectional study.
Moderation results largely supported the hypotheses: Attachment anxiety moderated the
association between trust and jealousy, such that anxious individuals experienced much higher
levels of cognitive and behavioral jealousy when reporting lower levels of trust. Moreover,
attachment anxiety moderated the association between trust and nonphysical violence. These
results suggest that upon experiencing distrust in one’s partner, anxiously attached individuals are
more likely to become jealous, snoop through a partner’s belongings, and become psychologically
abusive. The present research illustrates that particularly for anxiously attached individuals,
distrust has cascading effects on relationship cognitions and behavior, and this should be a key
area of discussion during therapy.
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Trust is critical in developing secure, intimate, and satisfying relationships (Simpson,
2007a). Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969; Rholes & Simpson, 2004) provides a useful
framework for understanding associations between trust and jealousy in romantic
relationships. Individual differences in attachment styles influence the way in which trust
develops over time (Givertz, Woszidlo, Segrin, & Knutson, 2013; Hazan & Shaver, 1994).
The current research aimed to identify how trust is associated with different types of
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jealousy and perpetration of physical and psychological abuse as well as whether these
associations are moderated by attachment anxiety.

TRUST IN ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS

One of the first conceptualizations of trust delineated three components: the appraisal of
partners as reliable and predictable, the belief that partners are concerned with one’s needs
and can be depended on in times of need, and feelings of confidence in the strength of the
relationship (Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985). In fact, trust that one’s partner has their best
interests at heart is one of the most important and highly valued qualities in romantic
relationships (Clark & Lemay, 2010; Holmes & Rempel, 1989; Reis, Clark, & Holmes,
2004), predicting many positive individual and relational outcomes (Arriaga, Reed,
Goodfriend, & Agnew, 2006; Lemay, Clark, & Feeney, 2007; Murray, Holmes, & Griffin,
2000; see Simpson, 2007a, 2007b for reviews). Conversely, reporting lower levels of trust in
romantic relationships is associated with negative relationship outcomes. For example,
Campbell, Simpson, Boldry, and Rubin (2010) found that less trusting individuals reported
greater negative reactivity to daily relational conflict. Moreover, when both partners were
lower in trust, there was greater variability in relationship evaluations. The authors suggest
that as a consequence, individuals with lower levels of trust tend to monitor and occasionally
test their partner’s degree of support and responsiveness. This may occur because distrust
has the potential to be accompanied by a belief or concern that one’s partner may leave the
relationship for a better alternative. Thus, when a relationship lacks trust, it allows for the
potential development of detrimental cognitive patterns such as negative attributions,
suspicion, and jealousy.

ATTACHMENT ANXIETY

Attachment orientations evince a fundamental concern with relationship dependence and
security; much of the foundation of attachment theory is based on whether individuals feel
comfortable trusting others and whether partners can serve as a secure base. Attachment
security develops when caregivers are perceived as available and responsible and occurs
when individuals have positive working models of themselves and others (Bartholomew &
Horowitz, 1991). For example, securely attached individuals tend to believe that they are
worthy of love and that close others can be trusted and counted on. Therefore, they are
comfortable with closeness and do not worry excessively about abandonment (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2007).

Conversely, attachment anxiety is characterized by a negative view of one’s self and a
positive view of others (i.e., preoccupied attachment; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).
Anxiously attached individuals tend to worry that close others cannot be relied on and
experience intense and chronic fear of rejection (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). They actively
monitor the romantic partner’s behavior for indications of availability (or unavailability) and
often perceive otherwise ambiguous cues as threatening to the relationship (Collins, 1996).
Furthermore, anxious individuals tend to ruminate over these perceived threats (Shaver &
Hazan, 1993) and catastrophize about the relationship’s future (Campbell, Simpson, Boldry,
& Kashy, 2005). The current research was designed to test differences in individual and
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relational outcomes (i.e., jealousy and partner abuse perpetration) when anxious individuals
experience partner distrust.

ROMANTIC JEALOUSY

Romantic jealousy is considered a complex combination of thoughts (i.e., cognitive
jealousy), emotions (i.e., emotional jealousy), and behaviors (i.e., behavioral jealousy) that
result from a perceived threat to one’s romantic relationship. This perceived loss or threat
comes from the perception of a potential romantic attraction between one’s partner and a
rival (G. White & Mullen, 1989). Researchers have identified two fundamentally different
aspects of jealousy: the experience and the expression. Specifically, the jealousy experience
refers to an individual’s cognitive and emotional reactions in connection with being jealous.
Cogpnitive jealousy represents a person’s rational or irrational thoughts, worries, and
suspicions concerning a partner’s infidelity (e.g., | believe my partner may be seeing
someone else), whereas emotional jealousy refers to a person’s feelings of upset in response
to a jealousy-evoking situation (e.g., | would be very upset if my partner became involved
with someone else). Alternatively, jealousy expression refers to the different behavioral
reactions, manifestations, or coping methods one uses to deal with feeling jealous (Buunk &
Dijkstra, 2001, 2006; Guerrero, Andersen, Jorgensen, Spitzberg, & Eloy, 1995; Pfeiffer &
Wong, 1989). Behavioral jealousy involves detective/protective measures a person takes
when relationship rivals (real or imagined) are perceived to be a threat (e.g., going through
the partner’s belongings, looking through the partner’s text messages or e-mails). Previous
research has shown that these three facets of jealousy (i.e., cognitive, emotional, behavioral)
are differentially associated with relationship outcomes. Specifically, cognitive jealousy and
behavioral jealousy have been found to be negatively associated with relationship
satisfaction and commitment (Andersen, Eloy, Guerrero, & Spitzberg, 1995; Aylor &
Dainton, 2001; Bevan, 2008). Alternatively, emotional jealousy was either associated with
positive feelings (e.g., love; Pfeiffer & Wong, 1989) or not related to relationship satisfaction
and commitment (Bevan, 2008; Sidelinger & Booth-Butterfield, 2007). Thus, cognitive and
behavioral jealousy were of central interest to the current research; emotional jealousy was
included, but specific hypotheses were not made regarding emotional jealousy.

More recently, researchers have examined different jealousy-evoking partner behaviors
(Dijkstra, Barelds, & Groothof, 2010) as well as jealousy-evoking rival characteristics
(Dijkstra & Buunk, 2002). Interestingly, Dijkstra et al. (2010) found that the second most
jealousy-evoking partner behavior, next to actual reports of infidelity, was electronic
communication. Specifically, individuals reported feeling jealous in response to actions such
as their partners e-mailing and text messaging members of the opposite sex as well as their
partners sharing a strong emotional connection with opposite sex individuals they
communicate with online. With the emergence of electronic communication as a significant
jealousy-evoking behavior, behavioral jealousy also now includes behaviors aimed at
monitoring this type of communication (Marshall, Bejanyan, Di Castro, & Lee, 2013).

Research examining individual factors associated with jealousy suggests trust is an
important factor. A recent study found that lower levels of trust were associated with
increased Facebook jealousy (Marshall et al., 2013). Other research examining individual’s
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motives for engaging in “snooping” behavior (e.g., reading partner’s e-mail without
permission, searching through partner’s belongings) also found trust to be an important
factor. Specifically, individuals who perceived that their partners disclosed less personally
relevant information to them were more likely to engage in snooping behavior, especially
when they reported lower levels of trust (Vinkers, Finkenauer, & Hawk, 2011). Together,
these findings indicate that distrust is an important determinant in experiencing and
expressing jealousy. This study aims to further refine this association through examining
trust and jealousy in the context of attachment theory.

The association between anxious attachment and jealousy has been well established.
Anxious individuals tend to experience higher levels of jealousy (Buunk, 1997), suspicion
and worry that their partner will leave them for someone else (i.e., cognitive jealousy;
Guerrero, 1998), and respond to jealousy-inducing situations with elevated levels of fear,
sadness, and anger (Sharpsteen & Kirkpatrick, 1997). Individuals higher in attachment
anxiety also report increased monitoring of their partner’s behavior for signs of extradyadic
relationships and increased surveillance behavior (i.e., behavioral jealousy), which includes
closely watching the partner’s daily activities, spying, or going through the partner’s
belongings to look for signs of infidelity (Guerrero, 1998; Guerrero & Afifi, 1998; Guerrero
etal., 1995).

Research also suggests that trust differs as a function of attachment styles. Secure
attachment styles are positively associated with trust in romantic relationships, whereas
anxiously attached individuals have lower levels of trust (e.g., Brennan & Shaver, 1995;
Collins & Read, 1990; Feeney & Noller, 1990; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Kirkpatrick & Davis,
1994; Mikulincer, 1998b; Mikulincer & Erev, 1991; Simpson, 1990). Moreover, insecure
individuals showed heightened accessibility of negative trust-related memories, reported
fewer positive trust episodes over time, and dealt with trust violations in relationally
maladaptive ways (Mikulincer, 1998b). Thus, the appraisal and processing of trust-related
experiences and accompanying responses are related to individuals” working models of
relationships and might underlie attachment-style differences in trust.

The current research tests the possibility that anxious individuals may report higher levels of
jealous thoughts and cognitions as well as engage in more snooping behavior when
experiencing lower trust in their partner. A second objective of this research was to examine
potential behavioral consequences of trust and attachment anxiety. Research has noted
strong associations between jealousy and relationship conflict, aggression, and violence
(Buss, 2000; Hansen, 1991; Harris, 2003; Langhinrichsen-Rohling, McCullars, & Misra,
2012; Stets & Pirog-Good, 1987). We wished to evaluate whether anxiously attached
individuals might also report higher levels of partner abuse perpetration when experiencing
low levels of trust in their relationships.

INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE IN YOUNG ADULTS

Intimate partner violence (IPV) occurs at alarming rates among adolescents and college-age
young adults, with approximately one in three dating couples experiencing violence within
their relationships (Straus, 2008; J. White & Koss, 1991), and many experience repeated
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victimization (Bonomi, Anderson, Rivara, & Thompson, 2007; Breiding, Black, & Ryan,
2008). Research has suggested that IPV is particularly common among young adults and
college-age individuals because some studies have found that IPV rates are highest between
the ages of 15 and 25 years (Boden, Fergusson, & Horwood, 2012; Halpern, Spriggs,
Martin, & Kupper, 2009; O’Leary, 1999; Straus, 2004). Furthermore, a recent study
spanning 15 years found that reports of IPV victimization increased and decreased
nonlinearly between the ages of 17 and 30 years (van Dulmen et al., 2012), indicating that
IPV is most prevalent in adolescent and college-age relationships.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has distinct categories concerning
relationship violence, dividing violent acts into physical violence, sexual violence, and
psychological or emotional violence (Saltzman, Fanslow, McMahon, & Shelley, 2002).
Thus, two separate categories can be considered: physical and nonphysical violence. Some
research estimates that up to 35% of adolescents and young adults experience physical
violence within their relationships (Arias, Samios, & O’Leary, 1987; Henton, Cate, Koval,
Lloyd, & Christopher, 1983; Luthra & Gidycz, 2006; Mufioz-Rivas, Grafia, O’Leary, &
Gonzalez, 2007; O’Keefe, Brockopp, & Chew, 1986; Straus, 2008, 2011); rates of
nonphysical abuse (e.g., emotional, social, or verbal abuse) may be higher because this age
group may tend to de-emphasize and not report such types of aggression as violence. For
example, Miller (1995) found that many women reported experiences of nonphysical forms
of abuse but did not recognize these events as abuse; rather, they seemed to think that such
behaviors were normative in the context of relationships.

Overall, research has found that individuals who are anxiously attached are more likely to
engage in IPV perpetration, an association that has been supported with marital and clinical
samples (Holtzworth-Munroe, Meehan, Herron, Rehman, & Stuart, 2003; Waltz, Babcock,
Jacobson, & Gottman, 2000) as well as college student samples (Bookwala & Zdaniuk,
1998; Davis, Ace, & Andra, 2000; Orcutt, Garcia, & Pickett, 2005; Wheeler, 2002).
Longitudinal research has found that experiences of little warmth, trust, and communication
from parents, all indicators of insecure attachment, were associated with subsequent IPV for
men (Magdol, Moffitt, Caspi, & Silva, 1998). Other research has found that anxiously
attached individuals may react with more anger when perceiving a potential relationship
threat (Mikulincer, 1998a). It is hypothesized that anxiously attached individuals fear
abandonment by their romantic partners; they do not feel that their partner is predictable and
dependable (i.e., lack of trust) and therefore react with expressions of anger (Follingstad,
Bradley, Helff, & Laughlin, 2002; Mayseless, 1991; Roberts & Noller, 1998). Currently,
findings are unclear regarding the pattern of association between attachment insecurity (i.e.,
anxious vs. avoidant) and type of IPV (physical vs. psychological; Gormley & Lopez, 2010).

In general, the literature on trust, attachment anxiety, jealousy, and partner abuse reveals that
these phenomena are complex and that there are both individual and relational factors at
play. When experiencing lower levels of trust, individuals behave in ways that emphasize
protection from hurt and rejection rather than in ways that promote interdependence, which
can result in further distancing from the partner (Murray, Derrick, Leder, & Holmes, 2008;
Murray, Holmes, & Collins, 2006; Murray, Holmes, Griffin, Bellavia, & Rose, 2001; Murray
etal., 2011). The risk regulation model (Murray et al., 2006; Murray et al., 2011) suggests
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that individuals who trust their partner have the emotional capital to prioritize the
relationship above the self, whereas those with lower levels of trust tend to place priority on
self-goals. Thus, it is possible for individuals who do not trust their partners to be more
likely to engage in maladaptive relationship behaviors and aggression (e.g., name-calling or
insulting during conflict, damaging the partner’s belongings).

Given findings from the literature on trust, attachment anxiety, and jealousy, we
hypothesized that distrust in one’s partner would be associated with higher levels of both
cognitive and behavioral jealousy (Hypothesis 1) and that this association would be
particularly strong for individuals who are higher in anxious attachment (Hypothesis 2). We
also expected that distrust would be associated with higher levels of physical and
psychological partner perpetration (Hypothesis 3), particularly among anxiously attached
individuals (Hypothesis 4).

Participants and Procedure

Measures

Individuals in committed romantic relationships of at least 3 months were recruited from a
large metropolitan university. Two hundred sixty-one individuals (85% female) participated
in the study. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 52 years (M= 22.51, SD = 4.79), and
were ethnically diverse (36.78% White, 18.39% Black/African American, 17.62% Asian,
7.28% Multiethnic, and 19.16% other). Relationship length ranged from 1 month to 27.20
years (M= 3.02 years, SD = 3.33 years, Md = 2.16 years). Regarding relationship status,
6.13% of the sample reported casually dating, 51.87% reported exclusively dating, 21.84%
indicated they were nearly engaged, 6.13% were engaged, and 13.03% were married.

Participants were recruited through flyers posted around the psychology building and via an
online research management system. Interested individuals were instructed to sign up for the
study via the online research management system. After signing up, participants were
provided the link to the online survey, which they completed at their leisure. Upon entering
the survey, all participants reviewed the informed consent document, provided consent, and
were routed to the survey. Participants received extra course credit as an incentive for
participation.

Trust—Trust was measured using the Trust Scale (Rempel & Holmes, 1986). This 17-item
measure is designed to gauge levels of trust in one’s relationship partner. Each item is
answered based on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). Sample items include, “My partner has proven to be trustworthy, and I am
willing to let him or her engage in activities, which other partners find too threatening” and
“Even when | don’t know how my partner will react, | feel comfortable telling him or her
anything about myself, even those things of which I am ashamed.” An overall trust score
was calculated by taking a mean of all the items (o = .88).

Jealousy—Romantic jealousy was measured using the Multidimensional Jealousy Scale
(Pfeiffer & Wong, 1989). Participants reported how cognitively, emotionally, and
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behaviorally jealous they are. Each subscale contains eight items. The Cognitive Jealousy
subscale asks participants how often they have a particular set of thoughts. An example item
is, “I suspect that [my partner] is secretly seeing someone of the opposite sex.” Each item
was rated on a 7-point scale (1 = never, 7 = always, a = .93). The Emotional Jealousy
subscale asks participants how they would emotionally react to a set of situations. The
situations described include items such as, “[My partner] works very closely with a member
of the opposite sex [in school or the office].” Each item was rated on a 7-point scale (1 =
very pleased. 7 = very upset, a. = .91). Finally, the Behavioral Jealousy subscale asks
participants how often they engage in a set of behaviors. These behaviors include actions
such as, “I look through [my partner]’s drawers, handbag, or pockets.” Each item was rated
on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = never, 7 = always, a. = .87).

Attachment Anxiety—Attachment anxiety and avoidance were measured using the short
form of the Experiences in Close Relationship Scale (Wei, Russell, Mallinckrodt, & Vogel,
2007). This 12-item measure has two subscales, each containing six items. The Attachment
Anxiety subscale includes items such as, “I need a lot of reassurance that | am loved by my
partner” (a = .72). The second subscale, the Attachment Avoidance scale includes items
such as, “I want to get close to my partner, but | keep pulling back” (a. = .66). Each item was
rated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

Intimate Partner Violence Perpetration—Physical perpetration was measured using
the Perpetration subscale of the short form of the Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS2S;
Straus & Douglas, 2004). This 10-item subscale assesses perpetration of violence in the
participant’s current relationship. Participants rated the frequency of specific aggressive acts
on an 8-point scale ranging from O (2his has never happened) to 7 (more than 20 times in the
past year). Example items include the following: “My partner insulted or swore or shouted
or yelled at me,” “My partner destroyed something belonging to me or threatened to hit me,”
and “My partner punched or kicked or beat me up” (a =.86). The CTS2S includes two
positively worded items for perpetration (i.e., “I explained my side or suggested a
compromise for a disagreement with my partner” and “I showed respect for or showed that |
cared about my partner’s feeling about an issue we disagreed on”). These items were
excluded for the purpose of these analyses because the lack of these behaviors does not
indicate the presence of relationship violence.

Nonphysical Abuse—Nonphysical abuse was measured using the Non-Physical Abuse of
Partner Scale (Garner & Hudson, 1992). This 25-item scale assesses hon-physical abuse
perpetrated within the participant’s current relationship. Sample items include, “I make fun
of my partner’s ability to do things” and “I scream and yell at my partner” (a = .94).
Participants rated the frequency of perpetrating nonphysical aggressive acts on a 7-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (all of the time).
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RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations among all study variables are presented in
Table 1. Overall, participants reported higher levels of emotional jealousy (M= 3.93, SD=.
82) than cognitive (M= 1.68, SD = .84) or behavioral (M= 1.68, SD = .69) jealousy. Trust
was significantly negatively associated with cognitive and behavioral jealousy, anxious
attachment, and both physical and psychological abuse (all o <.001). Moreover, Cognitive
Jealousy and Behavioral Jealousy subscales were positively associated with attachment
anxiety and with both types of abuse. Approximately 75% of the sample reported
perpetrating some IPV during their lifetime; the most prevalent forms reported were
insulting, swearing, or yelling at their partner (70%), followed by pushing, shoving, or
slapping their partner (27%); destroying something belonging to their partner or threatening
to hit them (19%); and insisting on sex when their partner did not want to without using
force (16%). All other forms of IPV (i.e., using a weapon, punching, kicking, or beating up a
partner) occurred in less than 14% of the sample.

Moderation Analyses

We hypothesized that individuals would experience higher levels of jealousy and higher
levels of perpetration when experiencing lower levels of trust in their relationship and that
these associations would be stronger among those higher in attachment anxiety. A series of
multiple regression models testing moderation were evaluated by testing the interaction
between trust and attachment anxiety on all three types of jealousy and both types of
perpetration. Trust, anxious attachment, and avoidant attachment were mean centered to
facilitate interpretation of the interactions. In all analyses, gender and attachment avoidance
were included as covariates. Separate analyses were performed for each of the five
outcomes, and results are presented in Table 2.

Consistent with Hypothesis 1, significant negative associations emerged between trust and
the two predicted jealousy subscales: Cognitive Jealousy and Behavioral Jealousy. In support
of Hypothesis 2, there were significant interactions between trust and anxious attachment in
predicting cognitive and behavioral jealousy. First, trust and attachment anxiety interacted to
predict cognitive jealousy, 6= -.095, {254) = -2.36, p=.019. Tests of simple slopes
evaluated the association between trust and cognitive jealousy at high (+1 SD) and low (-1
SD) levels of attachment anxiety (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). Results are
presented graphically in Figure 1. Simple slopes analyses revealed that trust was negatively
associated with jealousy at high levels of attachment anxiety, 6= -.392, p = —.487, {254) =
-5.92, p<.001, and at low levels of attachment anxiety, 6= -.180, p = -.220, #254) =
-2.49, p=.014. In other words, distrust in one’s partner was associated with experiencing
cognitive jealousy at low and high levels of anxious attachment but more strongly among
those at higher levels of anxious attachment.

As expected, anxious attachment also moderated the association between trust and
behavioral jealousy, b= -.070, {254) = -2.04, p=.043. The interaction is graphed in Figure
2. Tests of simple slopes showed that for those high in attachment anxiety, not trusting their
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partner was associated with increases in behavioral jealousy, b =-.180, B = —.270, £254) =
-3.16, p=.002, whereas there was no association between trust and behavioral jealousy for
individuals low in attachment anxiety, 6= -.022, p = -.041, {254) = -0.36, p=.720.

We also evaluated associations between trust, anxious attachment, and physical and
psychological partner abuse. In support of Hypothesis 3, main effects suggested that trust
was negatively associated with both types of partner abuse. Furthermore, attachment anxiety
was tested as a moderator of the association between trust and partner abuse (Hypothesis 4).
Consistent with hypotheses, trust interacted with anxious attachment to predict nonphysical
abuse, b=-.071, #254) = -2.05, p=.042. Results are presented in Figure 3. Simple slopes
analyses showed a similar pattern as with behavioral jealousy; trust was not associated with
psychological abuse for individuals lower in attachment anxiety, = -.047, p = -.073,
#(254) = -0.75, p= .451, whereas trust was negatively associated with abuse for anxious
individuals, 6= -.206, p = -.320, {254) = -3.58, p<.001.

In summary, results suggested that distrust was associated with higher levels of jealous
cognitions and behaviors and both types of partner abuse. Although stronger for anxious
individuals, distrust was associated with jealous cognitions at all levels of attachment
anxiety. Distrust was only associated with jealous behaviors (e.g., snooping) and with
psychological abuse among anxious individuals.

Supplementary Analyses

Analyses were performed to examine whether avoidant attachment also interacted with trust
to predict jealousy and partner abuse. The interaction was not significant in four of five
outcomes (all p>.20). An interaction emerged between trust and avoidant attachment in
predicting cognitive jealousy, b= -.131, #254) = -2.80, p=.005. Tests of simple slopes
revealed consistent results to that of anxious attachment and cognitive jealousy. Specifically,
the association between trust and cognitive jealousy was stronger at higher levels of avoidant
attachment, b= -.398, B = —.493, #254) = -6.25, p< .001, than at lower levels of avoidant
attachment, b= -.128, p = -.158, #254) = -1.61, p=.109.

DISCUSSION

The present research illustrates the importance of trust in relationships and, more
specifically, presents evidence that lack of trust has cascading effects on partners’ cognition
and behavior. Furthermore, this research is among the first to indicate that trust-related
issues may be particularly problematic among individuals who are higher in anxious
attachment. The overall pattern of findings indicates that trust in one’s partner is associated
with fewer thoughts and concerns that one’s partner may be romantically interested in
someone else, less monitoring of one’s partner’s behaviors and belongings, and lower levels
of psychological abuse. Conversely, findings suggest that distrust is associated with more
cognitive jealousy, particularly among those who felt less secure in relationships (i.e.,
anxious individuals). Furthermore, distrust was only associated with behavioral jealousy and
nonphysical abuse among anxious individuals. These findings suggest that jealousy may be a
natural result of the subjective experience of needing more (higher anxious attachment) but
receiving less (lower trust) from one’s partner.
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Several interesting findings emerged regarding the different types of jealousy. Behavioral
jealousy appeared to be the most problematic because it involves behaviors that are not
typically perceived as normative or acceptable. The associations between trust and cognitive
jealousy, on the other hand, were evident for those at low and high anxious attachment. This
suggests that it may be more natural to experience cognitions associated with jealousy when
experiencing lower levels of trust in one’s partner, but it is less natural to act on those
thoughts and feelings (e.g., searching through text messages, spying). Consistent with the
present research, other recent research has shown that anxious attachment was associated
with higher levels of Facebook jealousy, and this was partially mediated by trust (Marshall et
al., 2013). Furthermore, anxious attachment was associated with negative partner-directed
behaviors, such as heightened surveillance of one’s partner’s activities on Facebook, which
was mediated by jealousy. The current research provides an extension by examining how
distrust is associated with three types of jealousy and two types of partner abuse for anxious
and avoidant individuals.

In general, a loss of trust can negatively bias inferences regarding partner behaviors
(Campbell et al., 2010; Murray, Bellavia, Rose, & Griffin, 2003). The overall pattern of
findings here suggests that this is more extreme among those who are anxiously attached.
For these individuals, fear of abandonment and insecurity in one’s relationship elicits a
tendency to seek information. Anxiously attached individuals are less likely to trust others in
general and may chronically make suspicious attributions; they are also more sensitive to
rejection cues and also more likely to snoop on their partner. Thus, a lack of trust in the
partner combined with anxious attachment may lead to self-fulfilling prophecies that serve
to reinforce maladaptive beliefs and expectations about the partner’s level of trustworthiness.
To the extent that an individual responds to their partner in a hypersensitive, defensive, and
destructive manner on a perceived negative trust experience, they may actually emotionally
distance themselves from their partner, which encourages the very experience the anxious
person is trying to avoid (lower satisfaction and intimacy, possible dissolution of the
relationship). In some ways, this seems inevitable, considering the likely conversations that
might follow when one discovers his or her partner going through their wallet, purse, or cell
phone. At best, this will likely create disharmony and ill feelings in the recognition that one
is not trusted. Moreover, partner expressions of offense at being monitored may be perceived
by the suspicious partner as confirmation of justification for suspicion.

The results also showed that lower trust and higher attachment anxiety were associated with
increased psychological abuse. Thus, although distrust may work as a warning sign of
potential partner abuse, only some individuals, such as those who are sensitive to rejection
from their partner and who go so far as to engage in various behavioral expression of their
insecurity (e.g., snooping through their partner’s belongings, keeping track of their
whereabouts), engage in such relationship-destructive behaviors as psychological abuse.

These results may be understood in the context of cognitive resources. Previous research has
found that for secure individuals, the relational goal of intimacy trumped the intrapersonal
goals of security and control (Mikulincer, 1998b; Mikulincer & Nachshon, 1991). The
authors suggest that perhaps secure individuals’ fulfiliment of the need for a secure base
made available free additional cognitive resources, which could then be used toward
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nurturing the relationship in a nondefensive, caring way. Conversely, anxious individuals’
propensity to self-protect may ultimately serve to harm their relationship, both through the
very mechanisms they are using (e.g., snooping, partner abuse) and the subsequent distance
created between themselves and their partner.

Finally, results were performed with avoidant attachment as a moderator. Although
nonsignificant in four of five models, trust interacted with avoidant attachment to predict
cognitive jealousy, suggesting that distrusting one’s partner was more strongly associated
with experiencing jealous thoughts among avoidant individuals. Similar to anxious
attachment, however, higher cognitive jealousy accompanied distrust at both low and high
levels of attachment avoidance. Taken with the attachment anxiety findings, these results
suggest that jealous thoughts are more likely to occur among insecure individuals, although
there are clear differences regarding behavioral responses to jealousy between those who are
anxiously and avoidantly attached. Although the interaction with avoidant attachment was
not predicted, it is not inconsistent with previous research. Mikulincer (1998b) found that
avoidant individuals endorsed control as a trust-related goal, which raises questions about
whether these individuals might also be prone to experiencing jealous emotions when
distrust arises.

IMPLICATIONS

These findings have practical implications for evaluating one’s relationship, ideally in
evaluating an early relationship’s potential for endurance. Evidence of attachment anxiety or
unfounded instances of distrust are likely warning signs of negative and potentially abusive
interactions to come. Repeated questions about one’s whereabouts, a desire to see phone
texts, driving by one’s workplace, or other expressions of thinking about the partner should
be perceived as problematic indicators and may be a suitable cue for terminating the
relationship. In a therapy context, a focus on enhancing trust and understanding the
consequences of distrust may be beneficial for couples experiencing jealousy or abuse.

Likewise, the present findings also offer guidance in evaluating one’s own relationship
perspectives. Instances of closely monitoring one’s partner may be seen as a signal for the
need to reevaluate one’s feelings about the partner and about relationships more generally.
Although further empirical evidence is needed, snooping on a partner may more powerfully
represent the snooper than the partner and, in the absence of definitive justification for not
trusting the partner, suggests a need to consider the sequela of chronic distrust. Although
individuals who go through their partner’s belongings are not doing so with the intent to
harm the relationship, clarifying the harmful consequences of doing so (for both themselves
and their partner) may provide insight into how their behavior, intended to self-protect,
ultimately damages the relationship and increases the likelihood of additional problems and
relationship dissolution.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The present findings should be considered in the light of several limitations. The cross-
sectional data precludes the ability to make causal conclusions or examine changes in
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jealousy and/or partner abuse over time. Because it is possible that trust fluctuates over time
as a function of partner behavior, longitudinal data would also help in disentangling the
temporal ordering of these variables. The sample included most females, which may limit
generalizability (although we did not find gender differences, suggesting that this may be a
minor concern). In addition, the sample was composed of individuals who were in
relationships of longer duration than is typically found in college samples. Moreover, the
sample consists of undergraduate students, which also limits generalizability of the findings.

The present research only examined variables from one relationship partner. Future research
would benefit from incorporating a dyadic perspective and considering both partners
perspectives on trust, jealousy, and abuse within the relationship. This would yield rich data
that would also help disentangle temporal associations. It might also help distinguish distrust
that is unjustified versus accurate perceptions of a partner’s unfaithfulness. The dynamics of
distrusting a partner who actually is cheating or being unfaithful is a question that was not
considered in the present research but would be of considerable interest.

Our findings are consistent with previous work showing that jealousy is usually negatively
associated with relationship satisfaction (Guerrero & Eloy, 1992), especially when partners
communicate jealousy in negative, hurtful, or damaging ways (Andersen et al., 1995).
Furthermore, recent research showed that insecure attachment was associated with lower
marital relationship quality for both partners, and this was mediated by lower levels of trust
(Givertz et al., 2013). Nevertheless, jealousy may have positive and negative facets (DiBello,
Neighbors, Rodriguez, & Lindgren, 2014): positive facets representing commitment to one’s
relationship (e.g., experiencing distress on imagining his or her partner engaging in sexual
relations with another person) and negative facets representing a desire to control (e.g.,
excessive and unwarranted concern about one’s partner’s behaviors and whereabouts).
Although the current research focused on the negative aspects of jealousy and found that
behavioral jealousy was particularly negative, additional research might benefit from more
precisely identifying the boundaries between expressing commitment and concern for one’s
partner and being jealous and controlling.

In conclusion, the present research offers a unique examination of associations among trust,
anxious attachment, jealousy, and perpetration of partner abuse. Results suggest that distrust
in one’s partner was associated with cognitive and behavioral manifestations of jealousy as
well as partner abuse. Whereas distrust was associated with jealous thoughts at all levels of
attachment anxiety, distrust predicted partner surveillance behaviors and psychological
abuse only among anxious individuals. These results suggest that trust, attachment, and what
constitutes acceptable boundaries for the couple should be critical points of discussion in a
couples’ therapy context where surveillance behaviors and partner abuse are present.
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Figure 1.
Trust and anxious attachment interact to predict cognitive jealousy. *p < .05. ***p < .001.
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Figure 2.

Trust and anxious attachment interact to predict behavioral jealousy. **p < .01.
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Figure 3.

Trust and anxious attachment interact to predict nonphysical perpetration. ***p < .001.
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