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When Distance Feels Like Danger
Attachment patterns, emotional regulation, and learning to stay connected without
losing yourself

Brian Kennedy, MA, LMFT

Sometimes the argument begins long before anyone raises a voice. Your partner looks away while you are
speaking. A text goes unanswered. They say they need a little space. Something tightens in your stomach,
and a small moment starts to carry a much larger meaning: I do not matter. You are leaving. I am alone
again.

For someone else, the alarm sounds when a partner moves closer. A question feels like an interrogation. A
request for reassurance sounds like another obligation. The body stiffens, the mind goes blank, and getting
away begins to feel like the only way to recover. From the outside, one person may look emotional and the
other composed. Inside, both may be struggling.

Attachment work helps us understand what happens when closeness, distance, dependence, or
disagreement begins to feel dangerous. The aim is not to decide which partner has the wrong attachment
style. It is to recognize what each person expects, fears, and does under strain, and to build a relationship
where needing someone and remaining yourself can coexist.

What we learned about needing people
John Bowlby placed attachment at the center of human development: our bond with a caregiver is a source
of protection and a base for exploring the world. Mary Ainsworth studied how infants use that relationship
during separation and reunion. Mary Main and her colleagues extended the inquiry into how attachment
experience becomes mentally represented. Together, their work shifted attention toward the organization
of relationships, rather than simply how much affection someone displays (Bowlby, 1988; Ainsworth et
al., 1978; Main et al., 1985).

In everyday adult life, attachment expectations often sound like private rules. If I ask for help, will you
respond? If I am upset, will you become impatient? If I disagree, will I lose you? Can I need you without
becoming indebted to you? These questions may be felt before they are put into words.

A person who repeatedly experienced uncertainty may become alert to signs of distance. Another may
have learned to reduce disappointment by appearing not to need much. Someone may want closeness and
then feel frightened or trapped when it arrives. Childhood can contribute to these patterns, but it is not the
only influence. Later losses, betrayal, discrimination, illness, and the behavior of the present partner also
matter. Sometimes the alarm is responding to an old expectation; sometimes it is responding to something
happening now.
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Attachment patterns describe tendencies, not whole people
An anxious attachment tendency can involve watching closely for changes in availability, fearing
rejection, and having difficulty settling after reassurance. An avoidant tendency can involve minimizing
needs, moving away from emotional intensity, or relying heavily on independence. Some people
experience both pulls. Greater security involves more flexibility: being able to seek comfort, receive it,
spend time apart, and remain engaged through disagreement.

These are patterns to explore, not identities to assign. You can feel relatively secure with one person and
threatened with another. An assessment can help you notice tendencies; it cannot tell your entire history or
establish what your partner feels.

Stan Tatkin's writing brings attachment into the ordinary exchanges of couple life. His emphasis on secure
functioning asks partners to build an arrangement that protects both people through fairness, sensitivity,
and mutual responsibility (Tatkin, 2024; Tatkin, 2018). Knowing a partner's vulnerabilities should help us
care for them, rather than give us better language for criticizing them.

Looking calm and being regulated are different things
Imagine two partners after a disagreement. One is crying, speaking rapidly, and asking the same question
again. The other speaks evenly, barely moves, and says, “I am fine.” We might assume the first person is
dysregulated and the second is not. That assumption can be wrong.

The quieter person might be holding their breath, clenching their jaw, rehearsing a defense, or struggling to
register what is being said. They may feel numb or far away. Their composure could be effortful
suppression or a form of disengagement. The more expressive person might be distressed yet still able to
listen, respect a limit, and acknowledge the other's experience. Tears alone do not establish dysregulation.

Attachment research has documented that restrained expression and physiological activation can occur
together, including increased skin conductance during attachment interviews among people using
deactivating strategies (Dozier & Kobak, 1992). The practical lesson is modest but important: appearance
does not reliably reveal internal state.

Overt and covert dysregulation are equally deserving of attention. They are not identical experiences, and
they do not necessarily have the same effects. Shouting and intimidation may require immediate
interruption; silent withdrawal can also be painful and destabilizing. Neither person's presentation
automatically tells us who is safer, wiser, or more responsible.

Rather than announcing that your partner is secretly dysregulated, ask about your own experience and
invite theirs. “My chest is tight and I am losing the thread. What is happening for you?” The useful
question is whether each person can remain sufficiently present to hear, choose, and respond.
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Self regulation and co regulation support each other
Self regulation means working with your own state: noticing the pit in your stomach, recognizing the urge
to accuse, slowing your speech, or taking a pause before you act. It does not mean suppressing emotion or
making yourself need nobody. You may still be upset while becoming more able to choose what you do.

Co regulation means that an interaction helps someone become more settled or more available. A
responsive voice, a clear explanation, welcome touch, or someone listening without rushing can help. It is
a relational process, not a technique one person performs on the other.

Allan Schore's work emphasizes the developmental importance of affect regulation within attachment
relationships. Antonio Damasio and Gil Carvalho place bodily feeling within the broader processes of life
regulation. Daniel Siegel's framework of integration connects differentiated experience with relationship
(Schore, 2000; Damasio & Carvalho, 2013; Siegel, 2020). These perspectives help us remember that
understanding happens in bodies as well as in words.

In practice, the two capacities can alternate. You notice that you are escalating and lower your voice. Your
partner responds more warmly. That response helps you listen. You acknowledge their concern, and they
soften further. Neither person had to become perfectly calm before contact began.

Co regulation can also happen at a distance, through a predictable check-in or a clear agreement about
returning. Eye contact and touch are options, not requirements. A hand on the shoulder helps only when it
is welcome. For some people, less stimulation, more physical space, or facing the same direction makes
connection easier.

When asking for comfort becomes asking someone to take over
Wanting reassurance is a legitimate attachment need. “Could you tell me we are okay?” can be an honest
invitation to care. An anxious attachment tendency does not make every request manipulative, and
receiving support is not a failure of self regulation.

Difficulty arises when relief becomes dependent on the other person's compliance. “You cannot leave until
I feel better.” “If you loved me, you would cancel your plans.” “Explain it again, and this time make me
believe you.” The person may be frightened rather than calculating. Yet the partner's capacity, limits, or
needs can disappear from the exchange.

This can resemble co regulation because another person is being recruited to help. The difference is what
happens to their personhood. In a mutual interaction, their responses and limits can affect what happens
next. In a one-sided attempt to obtain relief, they are assigned a job that cannot end until the anxious
person feels sufficiently reassured.

Consider a more inclusive request: “I am scared we are pulling apart. I want reassurance, and I know you
are exhausted. Could we spend five minutes connecting and agree on when to talk tomorrow?” The partner
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might answer, “I can sit with you, but I cannot work through the whole argument tonight.” Both people
remain present in the arrangement.

Mutuality does not require equal giving every minute. During grief, panic, illness, or exhaustion, one
person may need much more support. The question is whether care remains responsive and freely offered,
with room for the supporting person's limits. Someone who is overwhelmed may need help from a
therapist, friend, or another resource as well as their partner.

Regulating alone and regulating for connection
The phrase “autonomous regulation” can mean different things. Here it means settling without another
person's immediate participation. Tatkin uses the more specific term autoregulation for internally focused
regulation and distinguishes it from self regulation that helps a person remain socially engaged (Tatkin,
2013).

This is not the same as autonomic regulation, which refers to involuntary bodily processes. Nor does
regulating alone necessarily mean avoiding relationship. Reading, walking, music, or quiet can be
restorative.

The important distinction is what becomes possible afterward. “I need a break; I will come back at seven”
can protect connection. Disappearing indefinitely and treating the unresolved concern as the other person's
problem can leave the relationship stranded. An agreement about returning should be realistic and
renegotiated if necessary.

A solitary practice can therefore support relational self regulation. You take a walk so you can return
without attacking. You sit quietly so you can identify what you want to say. The aim is greater choice
about moving between solitude and contact, rather than insisting that one is always healthier.

Attachment and differentiation ask different questions
Attachment work asks whether contact feels dependable enough to seek and receive support.
Differentiation work asks whether you can remain yourself when the other person feels, thinks, or wants
something different. In Bowen family systems theory, differentiation involves maintaining a thoughtful
position within important relationships, rather than being governed by pressure to agree or oppose (Bowen
Center, n.d.).

The questions overlap, but they are not interchangeable. A partner can offer warmth and still struggle to
hear no. Another can state a firm position while offering very little emotional availability. Reassurance
cannot settle every difference, and a boundary does not replace care.

Attachment work might help you say, “When you go quiet, I worry I am losing you.” Differentiation might
help you add, “I want to understand your silence without insisting you feel exactly as I do.” Your partner
might say, “I am here, and I need time to think. I do not agree with everything you said, but I want to stay
in this conversation.”
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In this article's approach, when either person is overwhelmed, the first task is usually to make the exchange
safer and more manageable. Slow down, stop harmful behavior, clarify that a pause is a pause, and
establish enough contact to proceed. Then explore what each person actually believes or needs.

This is a practical sequence, not a universal rule that all attachment work must be finished before
differentiation begins. Sometimes a boundary creates the necessary safety: “I want to talk, and I will not
continue while I am being shouted at.” Sometimes recognizing a legitimate difference reduces the alarm.
Connection and differentiation often develop together.

The parts that pursue and the parts that pull away
Parts language can make an attachment reaction easier to approach. Instead of “I am needy,” you might
notice, “A part of me becomes frightened when you are unavailable.” Instead of “I do not care,” you might
say, “A part of me shuts down when I expect to be criticized.”

IFS describes Managers, Firefighters, and Exiles as different roles within the inner system, alongside the
capacity called Self. Parts work explores these relationships and polarizations (Schwartz & Sweezy, 2019).
The connection to attachment here is a clinical way of understanding experience, not a claim that each
attachment pattern corresponds to a particular part.

A Manager might monitor every change in a partner's mood. A Firefighter might urgently argue or
abruptly leave when distress becomes too much. An Exile might carry a painful sense of being unwanted.
The same person may contain a part that pursues and another that pushes love away when it arrives.

You do not have to assume every response is protective or comes from childhood. Begin with what you
can notice. “Something in me wants to ask again. What am I afraid will happen if I stop?” Perhaps the
answer is abandonment. Perhaps it is an unresolved betrayal in this relationship. Perhaps you do not yet
know.

Working with parts can create a little space between feeling and action. You can take the frightened part
seriously without letting it decide that your partner must surrender every boundary. You can understand
the withdrawing part without letting it erase your partner's need for a response. Understanding the reaction
supports responsibility; it does not cancel it.

A different ending to a familiar evening
Consider a fictional couple, Elena and Sam. Elena asks whether Sam is upset with her. Sam, depleted after
work, answers briefly and looks at a screen. Elena asks again, louder. Sam feels cornered and leaves the
room. Elena feels abandoned and follows. Both are trying to escape distress, and both are adding to it.

A different exchange might begin with Elena noticing her stomach tighten: “I am reading your quietness as
rejection. I want to check rather than keep asking.” Sam notices that their apparent calm conceals a strong
urge to disappear: “I am overloaded, not trying to punish you. I can give you my attention for a few
minutes, then I need quiet.”
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Elena may still feel worried. Sam may still feel strained. They do not need to solve their attachment
histories tonight. They need an exchange in which support, limits, and follow-through become more
trustworthy. Later, they can discuss the screen, the repeated questions, and how each action landed.

An explanation is not enough if the same injury continues. “I withdraw because of my attachment” does
not repair repeated disappearance. “I pursue because I am anxious” does not repair pressure or accusation.
Greater security becomes believable through what people repeatedly do.

After a more usable exchange, pause over what it actually offered. Was it the attention, a respected ending,
a dependable return, or finally being able to say what you wanted? Something helpful may bring sadness
about earlier absence or doubt that it can happen again. Diana Fosha’s work on receiving affirmation and
reflecting on a therapeutic experience invites this additional attention (2000). Here the educational
question is modest: what could you take in, what still did not fit, and what would you carry into another
ordinary evening? Relief is possible, but it is not the required result.

A small practice for the next difficult moment
Choose a manageable disagreement rather than your most painful conflict. Notice a bodily signal: a hot
face, cold hands, a lump in the throat, a tight chest, numbness, or an urge to move. Ask what you are
assuming: I am not important; you want to control me; you will never understand.

Then identify one need and one action you can take responsibility for. “I want to be heard, and I can ask
without accusing.” “I need space, and I can explain how I plan to return.” Ask what the other person needs
instead of deciding for them. Afterward, check the impact: did the pause help, did reassurance feel
believable, and did both people retain a choice?

If there is coercion, intimidation, violence, or fear of retaliation, mutual reflection may not be safe.
Confidential individual support and protection take priority. No attachment explanation obligates you to
stay close to someone who harms you.

The aim is not a relationship without activation. It is a relationship in which activation does not
automatically erase listening, care, boundaries, or accountability. You can need someone without making
them responsible for every feeling. You can remain yourself without making distance the price of doing so.

Clinical foundations and further reading
This article combines attachment research with clinical ideas about regulation, differentiation, and parts.
The examples and suggested sequence are an integrative educational approach, not a validated treatment
protocol. The Attachment Patterns pathway is a reflection aid, not the Adult Attachment Interview or a
diagnostic assessment.

*Bowlby, J. (1988). A secure base: Parent-child attachment and healthy human development. Routledge.*
Establishes the secure-base perspective underlying the discussion of dependence and exploration.
Publisher information.

https://www.routledge.com/A-Secure-Base-Parent-Child-Attachment-and-Healthy-Human-Development/Bowlby/p/book/9780415355278
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*Ainsworth, M. D. S., Blehar, M. C., Waters, E., & Wall, S. (1978). Patterns of attachment: A
psychological study of the strange situation. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.* Foundational observational
research on infant attachment; its classifications should not be used as ready-made diagnoses of adult
partners. Publisher information.

*Main, M., Kaplan, N., & Cassidy, J. (1985). Security in infancy, childhood, and adulthood: A move to the
level of representation. Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 50(1-2), 66-104.*
Extends attachment inquiry into mental representation. Original publication.

*Tatkin, S. (2024). Wired for love (2nd ed.). New Harbinger.* Offers an accessible clinical account of
attachment and secure functioning in couples. Author's book information.

Tatkin, S. (2013, September 16). Arousal regulation and mindfulness for couples. PACT Institute.
The source for the specific distinction between autoregulation and socially engaged self regulation used
here. Read the article.

Tatkin, S. (2018, June 17). Secure-functioning essentials: Taking care of yourself and your partner
at the same time. PACT Institute. Informs the emphasis on including both partners in care. Read the
article.

*Dozier, M., & Kobak, R. R. (1992). Psychophysiology in attachment interviews: Converging evidence for
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*Schore, A. N. (2000). Attachment and the regulation of the right brain. Attachment & Human
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way to infer a partner's brain state from behavior. Article information.

*Siegel, D. J. (2020). The developing mind: How relationships and the brain interact to shape who we are
(3rd ed.). Guilford Press.* Offers an interpersonal neurobiology framework for integration, connection,
and differentiation. Publisher information.

*Damasio, A., & Carvalho, G. B. (2013). The nature of feelings: Evolutionary and neurobiological
origins. Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 14, 143-152.* Grounds the discussion of bodily feelings in
life-regulatory processes. Article information.

The Bowen Center for the Study of the Family. (n.d.). Differentiation of self. Explains differentiation
within Bowen family systems theory. Read the overview.

*Schwartz, R. C., & Sweezy, M. (2019). Internal family systems therapy (2nd ed.). Guilford Press.*
Provides the parts framework; its integration with the attachment practices described here is a clinical
synthesis. Publisher information.
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/1446563/
https://doi.org/10.1080/146167300361309
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