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CAN AND HOW DOES ATTACHMENT GET 

UNDER THE SKIN?

THE (EMERGING) CASE OF CELLULAR AGING





1. Stress→ Cellular aging→ Well-being

2. Attachment = Resiliency? 

3. Attachment and cellular aging 

4. Now what? 



STRESS,
CELLULAR AGING, 
AND WELL-BEING



Early Life Stress Adverse Outcomes
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Changes to Biology

HPA axis functioning

Brain development

Immune functioning

Epigenetic mechanisms

Cellular aging
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▪ Repetitive sequences of 

DNA that protect 

chromosomes from 

damage during 

replication

▪ Considered a marker for 

biological age

▪ Accelerated telomere 

shortening is an 

important indicator of 

physical health risk

independent of 

chronological age



(E.g., Salpea et al., 2010; Zhao et al., 2014)

(E.g., Yang et al., 2009; Hoycock et al., 2014)

(E.g., Cawthon et al., 2008; Rode et al., 2015)

(E.g., Forero et al., 2016; Kota et al., 2015)



Rode et al., 2015



Hoycock et al., 2014



Puterman et al., 2010



Shalev et al., 2013
*Violence exposure: maternal domestic violence, frequent bullying 

victimization and physical maltreatment by an adult



▪ A dose-response relationship:

Based on: Chen et al., 2014; Kamamem, et al., 2010; Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 2011; Price et al., 2013; Puterman et al., 2016; Shalev et al., 2013
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▪ Ridout et al., 2018

▪ Early life adversity→ TL

▪ d = -.35

▪ “…there were little data 

regarding…nurturing 

relationships, and other 

resilience-associated 
factors”





ATTACHMENT = 
RESILIENCY?



Based on: Waters & Facompre (in press)

Proximity seeking/Signaling for 
support

Instrumental response from 
caregiver

Emotional support from caregiver

Clear resolution of the distress









“…greater sensitivity to distress (but not greater 

sensitivity to nondistress) at 6 months was 

associated with increased odds of being 

classified as secure”



“…early insecurity is tied to specific patterns of 

heightened physiological reactivity to 

interpersonal stress reflective of less effective 

coping, which ultimately might undermine 

children’s ability to cope with stress in future 

interpersonal contexts…”



▪ High-risk children 

showed reduced 

telomere length 

relative to low-risk 

peers, but not if 

they had sensitive 

parenting

Asok, Bernard, Roth, Rosen, & Dozier (2013)



EARLY LIFE 
STRESS

CELLULAR 
AGING 

(TELOMERE 
LENGTH)

MORBIDITY 
AND EARLY 
MORTALITY

CAREGIVING 
QUALITY 

▪ Stressors are perceived as less overwhelming 

▪ Stressors may appear less frequently

▪ Stressors may resolve promptly 



ATTACHMENT AND 
CELLULAR AGING





COHERENCE



Participant A:

Um, this is interesting, I think, I remember telling her a lot 

about my troubles as a child...She had, maybe your later 

questions will come to this, she had a lot of issues when 

she was younger. I remember telling her, like, this bad thing 

that happened and me crying and her comforting me…but 

it also like bringing up a lot of, um emotion for her about 

being rejected at school…so I think she felt a lot of anxiety 

about that for me.
Participant B:

You know, she just confided with me with a lot of- you 

know, things. It’s just, it’s very hard to describe something 

that’s been, or have one particular memory, because it’s 

always been very continuous and very…Yeah. 

Now I would like you to choose five adjectives or words that reflect your 

relationship with your mother starting from as far back as you can 

remember in early childhood.

The first adjective you chose to describe your childhood relationship 

with your mother is CLOSE. What comes to mind with respect to 

CLOSE? Any particular occasion or instance that comes to mind? 
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Um, other than any difficult experience that we’ve already described, 

um, have you had any other experiences that you would regard as 

potentially traumatic?
Oh yeah.  Yes, plenty.  Um, uh, let’s see, uh.  By the age I was—by maybe the age of fifteen, I was just sick and tired of my mom 

being a helicopter parent. And I was sick of having a short leash, so I started breaking rules and shit.  I was like, “I don’t give a shit, like, f*** 

you.”  Um, so  you know, I told you that, um, she would say, “I’m gonna kick you out from home,” like so often and I was  {{…}} I was just like, “You know what, 

fine, f*** you.”  Like I would—she says, uh, she says, “Don’t come back home,” sorry.  F—um, specific words, “Don’t come back home.”  So I didn’t.  Uh, I—we 

got into a very harsh fight, uh, mostly because I didn’t agree with her reason for saying that because I wanted to hang out with a friend from uh—I wanted to 

hang out with my cousin and she—my cousin—because she hates my cousin because she hates my cousin’s family and parents and whatever.  Right.  My 

cousin’s parents are the parents that my grandmother spoiled, so my uncle—my mom {{…}} her living wages—her wages from work were put into my uncle’s 

{{…}} he’s retarded so that would hurt a bit.  He’s just really stupid.  So he hates-he hates um, my uncle and my uncle’s wife and in—consequently my u-u-

uncle’s daughter, which is my cousin.  Who is kind of like my best friend and forever will be.  So she needs to {{… }}  So, uh, so yeah, so I was hanging out with 

my best friend, my cousin, and she—I’ll just give you her name, um, [cousin 1], so I was with [cousin 1] and my mom hates that and I stayed ‘til like, maybe like 

four or five—school ended at three.  So she would call and she-she would just be like, “I can’t believe you did this, you keep doing this, and don’t come back,” 

she said, “Don’t come back home.”  I’m like, “Okay, fine.”  So I did.  I did not come home.  I stayed in my cousin’s home for about 

a week, um, a little bit longer, uh yeah.  What was traumatic about it is when my mom 

came to pick me up.  And she was obviously trying to—she was obviously just 

devastated.  ‘Cause she um, didn’t want me to leave.  So—n-not in a violent way, but she was just very just upset.  

(Mhm)  She came and she tried to like - - it’s an honor thing.  She hates my, um, uncle and aunt so she didn’t want to like show any—so for me to be under the 

wing of my uncle and aunt would just-just kill her inside so—and having to go to my uncle and aunt’s place so retrieve me, uh, just—she tried to maintain a stern 

face and she tried to like maintain her, uh, her outward appearance, in terms of not looking like a f***ing hot mess, trying to get her son back.  So she 

came and I kept saying, “No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no.” I was liter—I—at that point I was so dead 

set on never leaving.  Ever.  Or leaving until I just f***ing kill myself.  Until they refused to support me.  {{…}}  Better than being back home.  So, um, yeah, so 

she broke down when I was obviously being really frustrating, um.  She—I don’t remember, but she was just really just-just her showing that she was really 

regretful, um, just showed me that it was time to go home.  So I did.  Yeah, that was-that was {{…}}  Just her being c—so close to {{…}} and her just like losing 

herself like that, like she was just—I’ve never seen her {{…}}

Mhm.  And how did you respond to that at the time?
Still angry….  I was furious.  ‘Cause—don’t—I was holding her very accountable for her actions.  Just—You wanted this to 

happen.  You kept saying this for years, so I’m letting it happen.  Like— um - - but, uh   …. yeah.  Just, I-I 

broke down too so I’m just like, “Fine.” {{…}}



Deactivation
(Insecure-dismissing) 

Hyperactivation
(Insecure-preoccupied)

Ineffective and inflexible strategies

for regulating distress

Chronic, dysregulated physiological

stress responses → Shorter TL



Method

Adverse 
Childhood 

Experiences

(Self Report)

Adult 
Attachment 

Interview

Telomere 
Length

✓ Secure: N = 50  64%

✓ Insecure-dismissing:     N = 19  24%

✓ Insecure-preoccupied:  N = 9   12%

✓M:  2.05

✓SD: 1.88

▪ 78 low risk young adults (M = 20.46, SD = 1.57)

▪ 80% female, 47% Caucasian, 70% middle-high SES

▪ Controlling for demographic (i.e., age, gender, ethnicity, income level) and health variables 

(i.e., BMI, physical activity, smoking) 
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Number of Adverse Childhood Experiences

F (r = -.15, ns)

Ds (r = -.59, p = .007)

E (r = -.15, ns)

F= Secure (n = 50)

E= Insecure-preoccupied (n = 9)

Ds= Insecure-dismissing (n = 19)
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▪ Stressors may be perceived as less overwhelming

▪ Openness to social support

▪ Reduced corticosteroids output andsystematic 

inflammation 

▪ No Stress-Telomere Length association



▪Evidence show that insecure-dismissing, 

but not insecure-preoccupied, exhibit 

significantly higher physiological stress 

reactivity

✓Responding to stressful AAI questions 

✓ Interacting with mothers in the context of a conflict 

issue

Beijersbergen, Bakermans-Kranenburg, Van Ijzendoorn, & Juffer, 2008; Dozier & Kobak, 1992; Roisman, Tsai, & Chiang, 2004



Flexible
Deactivation

(Insecure-dismissing) 

Hyperactivation
(Insecure-preoccupied)

Ineffective and inflexible strategies

for regulating distress

Chronic, dysregulated physiological

stress responses → Shorter TL

Avoidance 

strategies causing 

maintenance of 

their distress

Engage in social 

interaction to 

attenuate or 

eliminate their 

distress



Dagan, O., Facompré, C., Nivison, M. D., Roisman, G. I., & Bernard, K. (2020). 

Preoccupied and dismissing attachment representations are differentially 

associated with anxiety in adolescence and adulthood: A meta-analysis. 

(revise and resubmit)



NOW WHAT?



2018 Small 
Grants Program 

for Early Career 
Scholars



NICHD R03
grant model 



▪ Stress accumulates

▪ Stress leads to TL accelerated shortening 

▪Attachment may buffer stress-TL link

▪ Important for intervention efforts

▪ Future studies: Replicate and extend 



THANK 

YOU!


