
Codependency Effects on Family Members of Adult Offenders
Nicole Tibbetts, Joseph Hayes & Diane Holmberg

Acadia University, Nova Scotia, Canada

Research  Questions
High Attachment Anxiety and Low 

Attachment Avoidance Predicts Low 
Willingness to Become Codependent

• Families of inmates suffer from adverse effects due to the crimes and 
incarceration time that their family members face.1 Yet very little research 
exists surrounding the intricate relationship of the parents and/or siblings of 
incarcerated individuals.2

• The current study examined the relationship between co-dependency 
levels, attachment style, and overall mental wellbeing for family members 
of criminal offenders.

Research Questions
• Displayed through a vignette, will being asked for help from the offender 

heighten negative emotions and codependency levels among family 
members? Will this effect differ based on attachment style?

• Will overall levels of codependency would be more extreme if the person’s 
emotional affect in general was more negative? Will these effects be 
heightened based on attachment style? 

This study’s focus was to offer a preliminary analysis into the emotional
effects and attitudes of family members of offenders, regardless of the 

severity of the offender’s crime.

Participants

• 203 family members (52.7% female; mean age of 33.8 years) 

• Recruited through Mechanical Turk (MTurk) to participate in the current 
online study ($0.50 Amazon US dollar compensation).

• Offenders: predominantly male (84.2%; mean age of 36.9 years); 68.5% 
brothers, 15.3% sisters, 10.8% fathers, 9.9% other. 
• 88.7% had been formally charged; 67% had been incarcerated.

Measures

• Experiences in Close Relationships – Short Form (ECR-S; Modified to 
encompass a familial relationship)3. 

• A help/no help manipulation-based scenario (Personal Norm Theory4 

inspired):
• Same scenario (offender has been charged with a general criminal offence; 

assault) and they either (a) ask for help, or (b) do not want help 
(randomly assigned condition).

• Co-dependency state scale: Inspired by the codependency literature and 
available scales.5 

• Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; assessing overall 
emotionality)6

Results & Discussion
Marginally Significant 3-way interaction: Help Scenarios, Attachment Style, 
and Codependency

• Preoccupied individuals (High Anxiety, Low Avoidance) are less willing to 
be codependent (see Figure 1)
• Being asked for help reduced the family members’ codependency levels

Supplementary Analysis: Codependency, Attachment, and Negative Affect 

• PROCESS Model 73 showed significant 2-way interaction of codependency 
by attachment anxiety, t (190) = - 2.27, p = .025
• When attachment anxiety is high in combination with low

codependency, predicts higher negative affect.

• Indirect effects reviewed (see Table 1) 
• Helping manipulation increased negative affect through codependency, 

but only in those individuals who were high in attachment anxiety and 
low in attachment avoidance, b = 2.39, 95% CI [.19, 6.51].

Key Finding

• When asked for help, anxiously attached family members display a 
reduced tendency to become codependent, as it produces negative affect 
for them.

Future Research Directions

• Family members are influential during the community re-entry process. It 
is common for offenders to depend on their family members when they 
leave jail1, which would include asking for help. 

• Knowing that family members may react undesirably if they are 
emotionally unstable themselves can aid development of innovative 
practices for family members of offenders (e.g., care, resources, support).

• There must be increasingly more empirical backing, and continued 
research to better explain the complicated dynamic between offenders and 
their family members.

Method

Being Asked for Help Increases Negative Affect 
Through Codependency in Preoccupied Individuals

Figure 1. Significant simple interaction of attachment anxiety by helping condition at low avoidance, b = -
.87, t(195) = -2.24, p = .026. The interaction was non-significant at high avoidance, b = .19, t(195) = .50, 
p = .619. 

Table 1. Conditional Indirect Effects of Codependency on Negative Affect at Values of the Moderator, Attachment Style.
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