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This thesis examined the possibility of meaningful associations between 

children' s attachment styles in middle childhood and children's perceptions of the parent. 

Participants were 199 students (94 males, 105 females) in grades three through eight 

(mean age= 11.03 years) from a Florida university school. The children were 

administered self-report measures and peer-report nomination measures. Five attachment 

coping strategies (preoccupied, indecisive, avoidant, coercive, and caregiving) and four 

aspects of perceived maternal behavior (reliable support, overprotection, harassment, and 

fear induction) were assessed and numerous and meaningful associations were found. 

For example, perceived maternal overprotection was positively associated with 

preoccupied coping. Significant associations were also found between our avoidant, 

coercive, indecisive, and caregiving coping measures and perceived maternal reliable 

support, harassment, and fear induction. 

Our numerous and significant findings lend further support for the usefulness and 

value of our concurrent correlational self-report measures and to justify future 

longitudinal research to compare alternative models. 

lV 



To the Big Bunny 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

List of Tables ......................................................................................... vi 

Introduction ......... . ................................................................................. . 1 

Perceiving the Parent ............................ . ... .......... ............................. . 1 

Attachment Styles ............................................................................ 3 

Hypotheses ............................................ .. .. ... .. .. ... . ......................... 9 

Method ............... ... .... . ............................................... ... .. . ... . ............... .l2 

Participants ........................... . ... . ... ... ........... .. ............................... 12 

Procedure ................................................. . .................................. 13 

Child Attachment Measures ............................................................... 14 

Perceived Parenting Measures ............................................................ 16 

Peer-Reports of Adjustment. .............................................................. 18 

Results ........................................................ ............ ... .. ... . .................... 20 

Age and Sex Differences in Measures .................................................. .20 

Associations Between Perceived Parenting Measures and Attachment Measures 

not Controlling for Peer-Reported Social Behaviors .. .. ............................. .21 

Associations Between Perceived Parenting Measures and Attachment Measures 

Controlling for Peer-Reported Social Behaviors ........ .. ..... .. ....................... .23 

Associations Between Perceived Parenting Measures, Attachment Measures, and 

Peer-Reported Social Behaviors, i.e., all 11 variables plus age, separately by 

sex ... . .............................. . ... .. ... .......... .. ... . ... ............................... 24 

Discussion ......... . . . ................................................................................ 24 

References ...................................................................... ... .. .. ..... 30 

v 



Table 1: 

Table 2: 

Table 3: 

Table 4: 

LIST OF TABLES 

Sex Differences for All Measures ..... . . . . . ... . . . .. . . .. . . . . .. . . . . .... .. 33 

Partial Correlations (Controlling for Age and Sex) Between 

Attachment Measures and Perceived Parenting Measures . ... . . . . . 34 

Partial Correlations Between Attachment Measures and Perceived 

Parenting Measures (Controlling for Age, Sex, and Peer-Reports of 

Adjustment) ................................................................ 35 

Zero Order Correlations Among All 11 Variables Plus Age 

(Separately by Sex) ............... . ....... . . . ... .. . . . . ... .. .... . ... .. 36, 37 

Vl 



Introduction 

Perceiving the Parent 

There is an abundance of research giving support to the idea that how children 

perceive the parents is important. For example, do children perceive the parent as warm, 

caring, and available, or as cold, uncaring, and hurtful or indifferent? We know that 

authoritative parenting is especially important. It includes being there for the child, being 

good at comforting the child, showing respect for the child, and granting the child 

autonomy in age appropriate ways (Kerns, Aspelmeier, Gentzler, & Grabill, 2001). 

Children's perception of the parents' provision of these things is associated with positive 

aspects of the child's adjustment. Failing to perceive the parent as providing these 

affordances is associated with depression, externalizing problems (e.g., these children may 

demonstrate aggressive behavior and be outwardly unruly within the peer group and with 

parents and teachers), internalizing problems (e.g., these children may put themselves 

down, feel insecure, may watch from the sidelines and lack social skills necessary to join 

other children at play, etc.), and low self-esteem (Moss, Bureau, Cyr, Mongeau, & St

Laurent, 2004; Yunger, Corby & Perry, 2004). Thus, it becomes important to understand 

the determinants of the child's perceptions of the parents. This is the issue that this thesis 

addresses. 

Among the variables previously examined to impact parents' behaviors are the 

child's sex, adjustment, social responsiveness, and physical attractiveness, e.g., Bell and 

Harper's work, (as cited in Cassidy, Ziv, Mehta & Feeney, 2003). Other factors affecting 

the parents' behavior are parental psychopathology, parents' upbringing, parents' state of 

mind regarding attachment as assessed by the Adult Attachment Inventory (AAI), and 
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parents' support system and extended family. These variables should influence parents' 

behavior and be reflected in the child's perception of the parents' behavior. However, one 

set of variables that has been given little consideration in the child' s perception of the 

parent is the child' s attachment style. The purpose of this thesis is to examine associations 

between the child's attachment style and the child's perception of the parent. 

There are five attachment styles studied in this research: preoccupied, avoidant, 

indecisive, coercive, and caregiving. How or why should these five attachment variables 

influence children's perception of the parent? This thesis is premised on the idea that the 

child' s attachment style is contributing to the child's perception of the parent (Corby, 

2004). In fact, a recent longitudinal study by Corby (2004) examining associations 

between children' s attachment styles and their perceptions oftheir mothers found that the 

former predicted changes in the latter, not vice versa. Thus, a child's attachment style to 

the parents may influence the parents' behavior (or at least the child's perception of it). It 

is therefore reasonable to develop theories and test hypotheses about how children's 

attachment style influences their perceptions of their parents. 

In this study, five dimensions of children' s self-perceived attachment to the mother 

and four dimensions of perceived parental behaviors were measured, and we looked to see 

if any attachment dimensions correlated with perceived parenting in meaningful ways. Of 

course, in this study all measures were collected concurrently; in other words, this is not a 

longitudinal study. Nonetheless, this research should provide some relationships that could 

be investigated in future longitudinal research. The five attachment variables will be 

discussed first. 
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Attachment Styles 

According to Bowlby (1982) and Bretherton (1985), as cited in Collins & Feeney 

(2001), the initial bond we make with our primary caretaker, usually the mother, is very 

important. How we come to view our surroundings, others, and ourselves is supposedly 

biased by the quality and consistency of our initial care giving. If we are responded to in a 

reliable, warm and adequate fashion, we develop an internal working model that tells us 

that the world around us is a loving, reliable, and safe place to be (Bretherton & 

Munholland, 1999). We are secure in our relationship with our parent or primary 

caregiver, and we tend to carry this conception of reliability and safeness into our 

relationships with peers and eventually to our romantic relationships as well (Yunger et al. , 

2004). 

However, there are some infants who are less fortunate in whom they are given to 

rely upon for care and comfort. These infants may have a caregiver who is not only 

unreliable and inconsistent in caregiving but also harsh, rebuffing, and hurtful. The child's 

source of comfort and security is often unavailable. These children eventually come to 

view their world as unloving, inconsistent, and harsh. They learn to distance themselves 

from the parent and develop an insecure attachment to the primary caregiver. This 

attachment style is known as avoidant/ dismissing. The caregiver usually responds to the 

infant in a dismissive way that is consistent with this attachment model and the infant in 

tum comes to respond in like to the caregiver, especially by exhibiting emotional and 

physical avoidance of the parent particularly during stress (Yunger et al. , 2004). 

There are other infants who also develop an insecure attachment to their caregiver, 

but the type of care they receive is qualitatively different from the type avoidant children 
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recieve, and the style of attachment they develop is different as well. The caregivers of 

these babies, in addition to being inconsistent in the care they give, may be overprotective, 

clingy and intrusive in the child's life. Although at first glance it may seem that this is a 

better relationship, it has been found that an overprotective parent who fosters too much 

closeness and prevents sufficient exploration, autonomy, and growth for the child also 

hinders the child' s adjustment (Hodges, Finnegan, & Perry, 1999). This clingy style of 

attachment, which produces a stunted, unassured person is known as preoccupied/ 

ambivalent. Both parent and child are preoccupied with each other in a fashion that is 

unhealthy and eventually harmful to the child. Both avoidant and preoccupied insecure 

attachment styles have been found to be associated with internalizing and externalizing 

problems (Yunger et al., 2004). Children with preoccupied/ ambivalent attachment style 

display internalizing problems, especially depression, believed to stem from their lack of 

self-efficacy and self-esteem (Yunger et al. , 2004). This seems to both derive from, and 

contribute to, their over-developed need for the caregiver. 

Although both preoccupied and avoidant attachment styles are correlated with less 

than optimal adjustment, a third form of insecure attachment is believed to be even more 

crippling. The disoriented/ disorganized style of attachment is sometimes considered the 

most difficult to recognize and is probably the most problematic. These children may be 

incorrectly diagnosed as secure at certain points in time. When given Ainsworth's Strange 

Situation test, some of these children showed a false secure attachment (Main & Hesse, 

1990). 

The classical way to assess attachment is with Ainsworth' s Strange Situation Test. 

In this, the mother enters the room with the child. Soon a stranger also enters the room. 
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The mother leaves the infant in the room with the stranger for a short time while she is 

away. Upon her return the reunion of the mother and infant is evaluated. Infants classified 

as secure cry upon the initial separation and tend to be somewhat wary of the stranger. 

When the mother reenters the room, the secure child goes to greet her, is able to be calmed 

within a short amount of time, and then goes on to resume exploration, keeping the mother 

in sight. 

Insecure infants, on the other hand, do not handle the situation as well. Avoidant 

infants ignore the mother and immediately begin to explore upon entering the room. When 

the mother leaves the room, they barely look up and continue to explore. Upon the return 

of the mother, most do not rush to meet her, but continue their exploration instead. On the 

other hand, the preoccupied infant clings to the mother upon entering the room, becomes 

overly anxious when the stranger enters, and cries and clings to the mother when she 

attempts to leave. When the mother returns, the preoccupied child initially runs to the 

mother for comfort, but is unable to be consoled efficiently. Some infants express their 

distress by crying whereas others show a mixture of emotion, such as crying and clinging 

while also hitting or pushing the parent. 

In contrast to the above behaviors, some studies revealed an additional and 

puzzling attachment pattern, one that is now recognized as disorganized or disoriented. A 

portion of these infants displayed "coy affect" toward the caregiver, that is, after separation 

and reunion with the mother the children approached the caregiver with smiles and a 

somewhat shy type of disposition, "baring their bellies and behaving in a cute and enticing 

manner" (Crittenden, 1999). After future sessions with these infants they were re

diagnosed as forced secures, that is, they fit more closely into the secure category than the 
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other two insecure attachment categories (Carlson, Cicchetti, Barnett,& Braunwald, 1989). 

However, some of the infants were unable to be categorized. These infants displayed 

disorganized/ disoriented type of behavior at the initial encounter. Upon separation and 

reunion, some of the disorganized children went toward the mother for comfort, but then 

stopped short, fell to the floor, or began to cry and then quickly stopped crying. Some 

infants looked extremely apprehensive about approaching the mother. Some began to 

approach, a fearful or blank look came upon their faces, and they turned and went away as 

quickly as they had begun to approach. They sometimes asked to be picked up and then 

immediately wanted to be put down. Freezing was also a common feature of the 

disorganized type behavior. The child would look as if he or she was going to approach 

the attachment figure, then at mid approach stop and freeze as if unable to make a decision 

(Lyons-Ruth & Jacobvitz, 1999). 

Main and Hesse (1990) believe that these children are disorganized/ disoriented in 

their thought processes and unable to make a decision as to whether they should approach 

the attachment figure or to stay away. Disorganized children are presumed to come from 

harsh, frightening, and abusive homes. Their primary caregivers may not only be 

inconsistent and lacking in warmth, but they may actually be dangerous, or at least harmful 

and/ or hurtful (Main & Hesse, 1990). It is now believed that, as disorganized children get 

older, they tend to form one of two additional extreme attachment styles--caregiving and 

coercive. Both of these types of children reverse roles with the parent, but in opposite 

ways. The caregiver type reverses roles with the parent by becoming caregiver instead of 

receiver. This child may have a parent who is severely withdrawn or depressed. The child, 

in his or her attempt to get some attention from the attachment figure, reverses roles with 
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the parent and becomes the comforter and consoler. In a limited way the child may feel 

closer to the parent, giving it temporary feelings of security. The parent in turn uses the 

child as consoler and turns to the child for support and help. 

The other disorganized subtype is the coercive. This type of disorganized/ 

disoriented also reverses roles with the parent but this time with the child becoming the 

boss of the parent. This type of infant may also have a withdrawn or incompetent 

caregiver. The child may tell the parent what to do, e.g., "Make my breakfast, now!" In 

this case the parent is either unable or unwilling to take charge, and instead takes direction 

from the child. This role reversal may come about through necessity, that is, in order for 

the child to attain basic needs (Crittenden, 1999). In time, however, the relationship 

becomes much distorted and outsiders come to see the child as bossy, rude, and hateful. 

Disorganized/ disoriented behavior in infants may be exhibited in many ways. Perhaps 

this is why it is sometimes difficult to diagnose. The strategies the child uses to bring 

attention and aid to his or her world may be misleading and misinterpreted, especially at 

fust encounter (Main & Cassidy, 1988). 

Disorganized/ disoriented behavior is believed to have its roots in abusive or severe 

and harmful behavior by the parent. Although these infants' attachment style is associated 

with frightened or frightening behavior, some researchers believe it is primarily associated 

with the parents' unresolved grief. Main and Hesse ( 1990), in their chapter on "parents' 

unresolved traumatic experiences and its relation to infant disorganized attachment status", 

pose several questions regarding disorganized/ disoriented attachment style. They 

hypothesized that the parent's displaying frightened or frightening behavior brings on this 

type behavior. They believed that issues oftrauma led the attachment figures of these 
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children to act frightened themselves and/or to direct frightening behavior toward their 

infant, leading to the disorganized attachment. In other words, Main and Hesse (1990) 

theorized that unresolved traumatic loss and/ or grief were the link between the attachment 

figure and the behavior of the disorganized infant. The grief would have to be both 

unresolved and traumatic. The grief would not be considered unresolved if the parent had 

come to terms with the trauma and was not denying that the traumatic incident had 

occurred. Parents who displayed disorientation while talking about their deceased parent, 

and those who felt somehow responsible for the death of their parent, were deemed 

unresolved (Main & Hesse, 1990). For instance, attachment figures ofthe disorganized 

infant may believe that they caused their parent's death by wishing it. These attachment 

figures may have excessive fear or guilt associated with their loss. It is believed that this 

fear is then transmitted onto the disorganized infant. The infant sensing the extreme fear is 

unsure of what approach to take with his or her own parent (Main & Hesse, 1990). 

Main and Hesse (1990) have collected data that seem to support their hypothesis 

regarding unresolved loss, and/ or abusive behavior on the part of the parents of the 

disorganized infants. Of interest was the fact that disorganized infants did not seem to 

show the same disoriented/ disorganized coping mechanisms with both parents equally 

(Main & Solomon, 1990). If the infant showed typical disorganized behavior toward the 

mother, the child usually did not show the same behavior with the other parent or 

displayed the disorganized behavior to a lesser degree (Main & Hesse, 1990). They 

believe this finding may further support their theory. According to Main and Hesse, 

(1990) if it is unresolved grief that triggers the parent's frightening behavior, then it would 

seem likely that the behavior would be limited to only one parent. 
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In the present study, we measured five attachment styles. These were preoccupied, 

avoidant, indecisive, caregiving, and coercive. Self-report scales developed by Finnegan, 

Hodges, & Perry (1996) were used to assess preoccupied and avoidant attachment styles. 

These scales have been shown to be "very reliable and to predict children's adjustment in 

ways expected by attachment theory" (Corby, 2004). We also developed new scales to 

assess three dimensions of disorganized attachment: indecision, caregiving, and 

controlling. 

The purpose of this study was to examine associations between the attachment 

variables and perceived parenting. The four parenting variables we looked at in this thesis 

are: reliable support (is the parent perceived as available to the child, and as being warm 

and affectionate?), overprotectiveness (is the parent perceived as overly involved in the 

child' s decision-making or does the parent grant the child autonomy?), fear induction (does 

the child perceive the parent as frightening, that is, as exhibiting frightening behaviors?), 

and harassment (is the parent perceived as being verbally abusive to the child, intrusive 

into the child' s privacy, and disrespectful of the child?). 

Hypotheses 

The question we are asking in this current research is, "do children with different 

attachment styles perceive their mothers differently?" There are at least two main reasons 

for expecting associations here, and each will be considered in turn. 

The first reason is that parents influence children's attachment styles. There is 

ample evidence to support the hypothesis that if a caregiver responds warmly and within a 

reasonable amount oftime to a child' s needs, the child will develop a secure attachment. 

However, poor, inconsistent parenting has been shown to result in several forms of 
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insecure attachment. For example, we know that parents who are rebuffing, angry, or 

indifferent, elicit a haphazard or hostile attachment style known as avoidant/dismissing. 

Parents who are overprotective, clingy and unwilling to give their child autonomy tend to 

elicit a preoccupied/ambivalent attachment style (Hodges et al. , 1999), and frightening or 

threatening behavior toward the child has been found to result in disorganized/ disoriented 

attachment to the parent (Main & Hesse, 1990). This is our first reason, and these findings 

show justification for expecting associations between parenting and attachment. 

The second reason for expecting associations is that attachment influences 

perceived parenting. This may occur because of defensive justification, or the child's 

attachment style may elicit various responses from the parent. For example, according to 

Corby (2004), preoccupied behavior may elicit overprotective parenting (parents tend to 

protect children who show need) and children who perceive the parent as overly concerned 

may become less autonomous and more unsure of themselves. Perhaps the preoccupied 

child could even come to view the parent as harassing if the parent becomes extremely 

preoccupied with the needy child. The child may at times perceive the parent as reliable 

and supportive, but if the child elicits too much overprotection from the parent, the child 

could eventually come to see the parent as overly interfering and harassing (Corby et al. , 

2004). Do other insecure attachment styles elicit responses from parents and vice versa, 

and if so, what types of responses? 

Avoidant attachment should lead to the child feeling low on reliable support; it may 

also lead the child to perceive the parent as harassing if the child wants to be left alone. As 

the child pushes the parent further and further away, the child may perceive the parent as 

continually increasing in harassment. If the child wants to be minimally involved with the 
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parent, he or she may resent even normative questioning, and the parent' s coming into the 

child' s room without invitation may be perceived as harassing behavior by the child. 

The indecisive child may elicit a fear inducing response from the parent. It may 

annoy the parent to perceive the child as being fearful of him or her; and taking an overly 

extensive amount of time to approach the parent may produce anger and hostility toward 

the child. The exasperated parent may yell or slap the child out of frustration. If the child 

already perceives the parent as scary, this may intensify and justify the child' s feelings of 

fear and uncertainty in dealing with the caregiver. We know that parents who are scary 

tend to have disoriented/ disorganized children. Also, chaos should lend itself to 

indecisiveness. However, perhaps a parent who is moody and/or depressed, but not 

physically abusive, could interpret the child's indecision as being in need of help or 

comfort, and this may lead to overprotection. The child may come to perceive this parent 

as supportive but smothering. 

Coercive behavior may elicit harassment and low responsiveness and availability 

from the caregiver. Such an association would be consistent with the large literature on 

"child effects" which shows that aggressive, depressive, and oppositional children tend to 

elicit reciprocal parental hostility and rejection. 

A caregiving attachment style may elicit less perceived reliable support as the child 

cares for the parent in order to get some contact and attention from the parent. The child 

may come to increasingly perceive the parent as low on support, and without reliable 

support the child may increasingly come to perceive his or her situation, as well as the 

parent, as chaotic and scary. 

11 



Because this is a concurrent, correlational study there are issues and cautions that 

must be considered until a longitudinal study is done. The present study was undertaken 

with grades three through eight. As an extra methodological caution, we controlled for 

two kinds of child social behaviors that might account for associations between attachment 

and perceived parenting. These behaviors are peer reported internalizing and externalizing 

behaviors. We controlled for these variables to ensure that any associations we found 

between attachment and perceived parenting could not be attributed to underlying 

behavioral problems. For example, one may find a correlation between the avoidant 

child' s behavior and the child' s perception of the mother as hostile, but it is possible that 

externalizing behavior causes both. By controlling the influence of children' s behaviors, 

we have a more stringent test of our hypothesis. 

Method 

Participants 

The participants were 199 third through eighth grade children in a southeastern 

Florida state university research school. Approximately 4 7% were Caucasian, 24% Black, 

24% Hispanic, 3% Asian, and the remaining participants were of mixed ethnic/racial 

heritage. The majority of the participants were from working or middle class families. 

The participants in the study ranged in age from 8.16 to 14.3 years (mean age = 11.03 

years, SD = 19.73). Letters were sent out and written parental consent was obtained for all 

participants. In addition the children signed an assent form at the time of testing, and were 

told they could stop the study at any time if they were uncomfortable answering the 

questions. 
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Procedure 

The participants were administered three sets of measures: child attachment 

measures, perceived parenting measures, and peer reports. The first was a modified coping 

measure that expanded on the Preoccupied and Avoidant Coping Scale developed by 

Finnegan et al. (1996). In addition, three new scales were included to assess other types of 

attachment problems (e.g. , to assess indecisive, coercive, and caregiving coping strategies). 

The child attachment instrument measured the participants' self-reported coping behavior 

in regards to preoccupied, avoidant, coercive, caregiving, or indecisive attachment. 

The second instrument was the perceived parenting measure, which assesses the 

child' s perception of the mother's behavior in reaction to various situations. This scale is 

used to measure the child's perception of fear induction, harassment, overprotectiveness, 

and reliable support given by the mother. 

The third instrument was a peer report through which participants rated their peers 

on a broad range of behaviors that could be observed in the peer group. This study focused 

primarily on two adjustment variables: internalizing problems, and externalizing problems. 

The children were administered the measures in a private room in the school library 

by either a graduate research assistant or an undergraduate student who was trained and 

supervised by the graduate student. The questionnaires took approximately one hour to 

complete depending on the speed of the participants, and took place in a single session. 

Children's perception of parental behavior and the child's coping style was measured only 

in regards to the child's perception of the mother. Justification for this comes from 

findings by Hodges, et al. (1999) that children tend to report a similarity in coping styles 
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across both parents. Steinberg, Lamborn, Dornbusch, and Darling (1992) also found that 

children tend to perceive their two parents as treating them in a similar manner. 

Child Attachment Measures 

All attachment items used the Harter (1985) format. Scales were developed to 

measure coercive, caregiving, preoccupied, avoidant, and indecisive behaviors. These 

behaviors showed coping styles of the child in regards to the mother' s perceived reaction 

to everyday situations which are considered stressful and requiring emotional regulation. 

Reliable parental support is considered by attachment theorists to be a strong 

indicator of attachment security for the child. If the child perceives the parent as reliable 

and supportive, then a secure attachment style will most likely occur (Yunger et al., 2004). 

lfthe child does not perceive the parent as reliable, then an insecure attachment will most 

likely take place. 

Each of the attachment coping strategies was measured with a separate scale that 

consisted of 8-10 items. The measures included questions that required the child to 

imagine him or herself in a particular situation with their mother and to circle the response 

closest to the one they would most likely make. 

The preoccupied coping scale consisted of 10 items designed to assess the child's 

need for the mother in both stressful and novel situations, compulsive reaction to 

separation from the mother, an avid preoccupation with the whereabouts of the mother, 

sustained upset on return of the mother, and problems with autonomy stemming from an 

excessive perceived need for the mother. Adequate reliability was demonstrated with the 

preoccupied coping measure with a Cronbach' s alpha of .72. A sample item from the 

preoccupied coping scale: 
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On a trip to the mall you are separated from your parent for approximately one hour before you are reunited. 

Some kids would calm down after 
finding their mother. 

Very true 
forme 

Sort of 
true for me 

BUT 
Other kids would still be upset and would 
be hard to calm down and would be afraid 
to lose their mother again. 

Sort of 
true for me 

Very true 
forme 

The 10-item avoidant coping scale was designed to measure the child' s perception 

of whether or not they avoid the mother, fail to give the mother affection, fail to use the 

mother for calming when upset, and fail to use the mother as a task-relevant resource. The 

avoidant coping measure showed strong reliability with a Cronbach's alpha of .81. A 

sample from the avoidant coping measure: 

Your mother comes home after being away for a week or two. 

Some kids would stop what they are 
doing and run to greet her with a hug 
or a kiss. 

Very true 
forme 

Sort of 
true for me 

BUT 
Other kids wouldn' t stop what they 
were doing to greet her. 

Sort of 
true for me 

Very true 
forme 

The indecision measure consisted of 10 items and was designed to identify children 

who have a hard time deciding how to respond to the mother. They may be confused by 

the mother' s behavior and in turn are unsure of the appropriate way to respond to her. 

These children may even demonstrate a freezing type of behavior in response to their 

indecisiveness. Adequate reliability was also demonstrated with the indecisive coping 

measure, which showed a Cronbach' s alpha of. 71. Below is a sample from the coping 

measure: 

You' re upset about something that happened at school, and you are wondering whether to talk to your 
mother about it. 

Some kids would have a hard time 
deciding whether to talk to their 
mother about it. 

BUT 

15 

Other kids would have an easy time 
deciding whether to talk with their 
mother about it. 



Very true 
forme 

Sort of 
true for me 

Sort of 
true for me 

Very true 
forme 

The coercive coping measure consisted of 8 items. These children may show 

controlling behavior toward the mother and may try to control her in an aggressive manner. 

This may be in response to the mother's controlling behavior toward the child. The 

Cronbach alpha obtained from the coercive coping measure was .75, showing good 

reliability. Below is a sample from the coercive coping measure: 

You want your mother to do something that she really doesn ' t want to do. 

Some kids would fmd a way to get 
their mother to do what they want. 

Very true 
forme 

Sort of 
true for me 

BUT 
Other kids would not find a way to 
get their mother to do what they want. 

Sort of 
true for me 

Very true 
forme 

The 8-item caregiving coping measure assessed children' s role-reversal and 

whether the child perceives him or herself as giving comfort and help to the mother. This 

measure also showed high reliability, with a Cronbach's alpha of .81 . Below is a sample 

item from the caregiving coping measure: 

You are thinking about going out with a friend, but your mother says she is feeling sad about something. 

Some kids would feel that they 
should stay home to cheer their 
mother up. 

Very true 
forme 

Sort of 
true for me 

Perceived Parenting Measures 

BUT 
Other kids would not feel that they 
should stay home to cheer their mother up. 

Sort of 
true for me 

Very true 
forme 

Four scales were used to measure the children's perceptions of their mother's 

behavior. The scales also use Harter' s (1985) format. The children were asked to imagine 

how their own mother would react in a similar situation. The scales were designed to 
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assess how the children perceive the mother in regards to being reliably supportive, 

harassing, fear inducing, and overprotective. 

The reliable support measure consisted of 10 items and was designed to assess the 

perceived support and availability of the parent to the child in times of stress and need. 

These items are designed to look at how securely or insecurely the child perceives his or 

her attachment to the mother. If the child perceives the parent as a good source of support 

and reliability, then there is greater chance of the child developing a secure attachment to 

her. High reliability was demonstrated with a Cronbach's alpha of .83 for the reliable 

support measure. Below is a sample of the reliable support scale: 

Some kids worry that their 
mother might not be there when 
they need her. 

Very true 
forme 

Sort of 
true for me 

BUT 
Other kids are sure their mother will 
be there when they need her. 

Sort of Very true 
true for me for me 

The 8-item harassment measure looks at assessing children's perception of the 

mother as harassing, and may include perceiving her as overly involved and interfering in 

the child's life. Perceived parental harassment may be an indicator of avoidant attachment 

style in the child. If a child perceives the parent as being harassing he or she may attempt 

to avoid the parent in his or her attempt to avoid the harassing behavior (Yunger et al., 

2004). High reliability was shown for the harassment measure with a Cronbach's alpha of 

.85. Below is a sample item from the harassment scale: 

Some mother's leave their kid alone 
when their kid wants to be alone. 

Very true 
forme 

Sort of 
true for me 

BUT 
Other mothers bother their kid 
when the kid wants to be alone. 

Sort of Very true 
true for me for me 

The overprotectiveness scale was designed to measure the child's perception ofthe 

mother as being overly protective and involved in the child's life. The child was asked 
17 



specific questions about how the mother behaved in certain situations. For example, did 

she allow the child to explore and try new age-appropriate endeavors? An overprotective 

mother can inhibit a child's sense of sufficiency and lead to loss of autonomy (Hodges et 

al, 1996). Adequate reliability was shown with a Cronbach's alpha of .79 for the 

overprotectiveness scale. Below is a sample from the scale: 

Some mothers would be afraid to 
let their kid spend a weekend away 
from them. 

Very true 
forme 

Sort of 
true for me 

BUT 
Other mothers wouldn't be afraid to 
let their kid spend a weekend away from 
them. 

Sort of 
true for me 

Very true 
forme 

Fear induction was the final measure of perceived maternal behavior, and this scale 

was composed of 4 items that attempted to assess the child's perception of the mother as 

inducing fear through her behavior toward him or her. The measure assesses children's 

perception of the mother as being scary or threatening in her behavior in her attempts to 

make the child behave or listen to her. One form of insecure attachment results from scary 

or threatening behavior by the mother; this is disorganized/disoriented behavior. The fear 

induction measure showed a Cronbach's alpha of .80 which is highly reliable. A sample 

from the fear induction scale is shown below: 

Some mothers do things that make 
their kid feel afraid. 

Very true 
forme 

Sort of 
true for me 

Peer-Reports of Adjustment 

BUT 
Other mothers don ' t do things that 
make their kid feel afraid. 

Sort of 
true for me 

Very true 
forme 

A modified version of Wiggins and Winder' s (1961) Peer Nomination Inventory 

(PNI) was used to assess a number of behaviors that are demonstrated by preadolescents in 

the peer group. In this study we are focusing solely on two adjustment behavioral 
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dimensions: internalizing problems and externalizing problems. On a questionnaire, the 

participants checked off names of same-sex classmates who demonstrate the behaviors 

listed. The child could nominate as many or as few of the peers listed for any particular 

behavior. 

Children's internalizing behaviors within the peer group were assessed by looking 

at 14 items on a questionnaire that included statements of perceived peer behaviors. These 

statements were suggestive of anxiety, withdrawal, helplessness, depression, hovering, 

self-deprecating and victimized behaviors demonstrated within the peer community at 

school. The participants were asked to nominate as many of their peers as they perceived 

as showing these behaviors. A score was arrived at, for each child, by calculating the 

number of nominations given the child by same-sex classmates. Percentages for the scale 

were then totaled. A high level of reliability was shown with a Cronbach's alpha of .91. 

Below is an example of the internalizing behavior measure: 

She puts herself down a lot. 

Nine items were used to assess the externalizing behavior of the children. These 

items were used in an attempt to assess dishonest, disruptive, argumentative and aggressive 

forms of behavior in certain children in the peer community. Once again participants were 

asked to nominate their classmates in regards to those who exhibited these types of 

behaviors with peers. The same scoring method was used as with the internalizing 

measure. A high level of reliability was demonstrated with a Cronbach's alpha of .95. An 

example of the externalizing measure is shown below: 

She's just plain mean. 
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Scoring was determined by counting the number of nominations given to any 

individual child by his or her same-sex classmates. The scores were standardized by age 

and sex. 

Results 

The results of this study are given in three sections. First, age and sex differences 

in the measures are summarized in Table 1. Second, associations found between perceived 

parenting and child attachment measures are summarized in Table 2. Third, the 

associations found between attachment and perceived parenting while controlling for peer 

reports of adjustment are summarized in Table 3. Fourth, associations between perceived 

parenting measures, attachment measures, and peer-reported social behaviors, i.e., all 11 

variables plus age, separately by sex are summarized in Table 4. 

Age and Sex Differences in Measures 

Using age and sex as dual predictors, a multiple regression analysis was run for 

each measure. As far as the attachment measures were concerned, age was a significant 

predictor of coercive, caregiving, preoccupied, and avoidant behavior. Significant 

differences for age were found for preoccupied coping behavior. As children grew older 

they tended to indicate using preoccupied coping behavior less often, F/);. = 8.91,p < .001. 

However, older children reported using avoidant coping behavior more than younger 

children, F/);. = 15.18,p < .001. This is not surprising, because emotionally healthy 

children tend to become more autonomous as they near young adulthood. For the 

caregiving measure, older children were less likely to admit using caregiving behavior with 

their mothers than younger children, F/);. = 16.04,p < .001. Age was also significantly 
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correlated with perceived maternal reliable support as well as harassment. Younger 

children reported more perceived reliable support than the older children, F!!:. = 3.11 , p < 

.05, whereas younger children were less likely to report perceived maternal harassment, F!!:. 

= 9.79 ,p < .001. Finally, older children were reported by peers to display more 

externalizing behaviors than younger children, according to our PNI measures, F/1 = 8.60, 

p < .01. 

There were also significant sex differences in the measures. These are summarized 

in Table 1. Sex was significant in predicting indecisive, avoidant and preoccupied coping 

behavior. Boys appear to be less likely to use a preoccupied coping strategy than girls, F!!:. 

= 8.91 ,p < .05. These findings provide additional support for the conclusions of Finnegan 

et al. (1996). Boys tend to report using avoidant coping behavior more than girls, F/1 = 

15.18,p < .01. Boys also report using more indecisive coping behavior than girls, F!!:. = 

3.31 , p < .0 1. Sex was not a significant predictor of reliable support, harassment, 

overprotectiveness, or fear induction. On the PNI, sex was a significant predictor of peer 

reported internalizing and externalizing behaviors. Boys were more likely to be perceived 

by their peers as demonstrating internalizing problems than were girls, F!!:. = 3.416, p < .05, 

and peers were also more likely to perceive boys as demonstrating more externalizing 

behaviors than girls, F!!:. = 8.60,p < .001. 

Associations Between Perceived Parenting Measures and Attachment Measures not 

Controlling for Peer-Reported Social Behaviors 

Partial correlations were computed to estimate associations between perceived 

parenting variables and the attachment variables. Here, we controlled for age and sex, but 
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not for peer-reported social behavior. A large number of meaningful associations were 

found between our perceived parenting and attachment measures. For example, perceived 

overprotectiveness was positively associated with preoccupied coping, r = .15, p < . 05. 

Yunger, et al. (2005) found similar results in previous research. 

Significant associations were found between our avoidant coping measure and 

perceived reliable support, harassment, and fear induction. Perceived reliable support by 

the mother was negatively correlated with avoidant coping behavior, r = -.52, p < .001. 

Avoidant children were more likely to perceive the mother as low in reliable support. 

Perception of the mother as harassing was also associated with avoidant behavior, r = .36, 

p < .001. It seems that children who use an avoidant coping strategy are more likely to 

report their mothers as harassing them. Perceived maternal fear induction was also 

correlated with avoidant coping behavior, r = .20,p < .01. Children who perceived their 

mothers as scary and as exhibiting frightening behavior were more likely to also report an 

avoidant coping behavior as well. 

Significant associations were also found between indecisive coping and the 

perceived parenting measures. Perceived reliability of maternal support was negatively 

correlated with indecisive behavior, r = -.53 , p < .001. Perceived maternal harassment 

was found to be positively associated with indecisiveness, r = .38, p < .00 1. Perceived 

maternal overprotectiveness was also positively associated with indecisive coping 

behavior, r = .17, p < .05. Perhaps children who perceive their mothers as overly 

protective vacillate in their coping strategies for they are indecisive as to how they want to 

react to her behavior. Perceived maternal fear induction was also associated with 

indecisive coping, r = .39, p < .001. Children who perceive the mother as frightening are 
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more apt to report an indecisive coping style. This finding is consistent with earlier 

research. 

Significant associations were also found between our coercive coping measure and 

perceived maternal behaviors. Child reported coercive coping was negatively correlated 

with reliable support from the parent, r = -.40, p < .00 1. Children who reported using a 

coercive coping strategy were more likely to perceive their mothers as low in reliable 

support. Perceived parental harassment was positively correlated with children who 

reported using a coercive coping technique, r = .23,p < .001. Children who reported using 

a coercive coping strategy, tended to perceive their mothers as harassing. Perceived 

maternal fear induction was also correlated with child-reported coercive coping behavior, r 

= .16, p < .05. Our results are consistent with research on disorganized/ disoriented 

attachment behavior. Children who are exposed to frightening or fearful parental behavior 

are more likely to develop disorganized/ disoriented coping behavior. Significant 

associations between perceived maternal reliable support and our caregiving coping 

measure were found, r = .29, p < .001. Children were more likely to report using 

caregiving behavior when they perceived their mothers as providing reliable support. A 

negative correlation was found between our caregiving coping strategy and perceived 

maternal harassment, r = -.25 , p < .001. Children who perceive the mother as low in 

harassment tended to report being more likely to engage in a caregiving coping style. 

Associations Between Perceived Parenting Measures and Attachment Measures 

Controlling for Peer-Reported Social Behaviors 

Partial correlations were obtained to assess associations between perceived 

parenting measures and the attachment styles measures while controlling for peer-reported 
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social behaviors (i.e., internalizing and externalizing problems). In comparing this table to 

the previous one, a number of associations remained significant after controlling for peer

reported behavior. One change, however, concerns the results for the caregiving measure. 

Whereas perceived maternal fear induction was not significantly correlated with caregiving 

attachment in the previous results, the association was significant after controlling for peer

reported social behaviors, r = -.15,p < .05. Children who do not perceive their mothers as 

using fearful and frightening behaviors tended to report more caregiving behaviors in their 

relationship with their mothers. Since this is a correlational study there are many ways one 

can interpret these results and this will be discussed in the discussion section. 

Associations Between Perceived Parenting Measures, Attachment Measures, and Peer

Reported Social Behaviors, i.e., allll variables plus age, separately by sex 

Zero order correlations were obtained to assess associations between perceived 

parenting measures, attachment measures, and peer-reported social behaviors (all 11 

variables) plus age, separately by sex, with boys above the diagonal and girls below the 

diagonal. In comparing this table to the previous ones, associations were found to be very 

similar and they remained significant. This is a correlational study and there are many 

interpretations that may be arrived at with these results, which will be addressed in the 

discussion section. 

Discussion 

The main purpose of our study was to explore the possibility that there are 

meaningful associations between children's attachment styles in middle childhood and 

their perceptions of their mother's behavior. The theoretical framework underlying this 

work is that children's attachment styles influence their perceptions of their parents, for at 
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least two reasons. One reason is that children's attachment styles actually cause real 

changes in the parents' behavior, which the children in tum perceive. The second reason is 

that children with certain attachment styles have internal working models (IWM) or belief 

systems about themselves and their parents (Bretherton & Monholland, 1999). They 

perceive the world in terms of these IWMs and beliefs, and they try to defend and use these 

IWMs as a filter through which they see their world. For example, the avoidant child may 

not really be pushing the parent away and causing her to be harassing but may think of the 

mother as doing this and use this belief to justify their own avoidance of the mother. 

We will take each one of the coping variables and talk about how it might influence 

perception of the parent and what was found in this regard, and if nothing was found 

reasons why we may not have found something. First, we will look at preoccupied coping. 

This behavior may elicit overprotection from the parents (Corby, 2004), and, as a result, 

children may perceive the parents as overly concerned and lose their autonomy and self

assurance. Our results are consistent with previous research by Yunger et al. (2004) who 

found that perception of maternal overprotectiveness is correlated with preoccupied coping 

behavior. Avoidant attachment should tend to increase feelings of low parental reliability 

and support in the child and high feelings of parental harassment. As the child pushes the 

parent farther and farther away, the child may perceive the parent as increasingly more 

harassing. We found perceived maternal harassment to be positively associated with our 

avoidant coping measures. Our findings on caregiving coping behavior revealed 

significant associations between perceived maternal reliable support and harassment. 

Children who reported using a caregiving strategy also reported perceiving their mothers as 

being reliable and supportive. This is not what we had originally predicted. Our 
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hypothesis had suggested that caregiving behavior might elicit less perceived reliable 

support from the parent as the child cares for the parent in order to get some contact and 

attention from the parent. Our results may be showing that children who perceive the 

mother as reliable and supportive tend to reciprocate by being caring toward her. Or, it 

may be that children who perceive themselves as caregiving to the parent may justify this 

behavior by perceiving the parent as deserving of being cared for in return. As the parent 

shows the child some attention back, the child may perceive the parent as supportive and 

reliable. The caregiving associations seem to be in opposition to our other attachment and 

perceived parenting associations. Our coercive coping measures suggest that children who 

were more likely to report using a coercive strategy with their mothers were more likely to 

report perceiving their mothers as providing them with low levels of reliability and 

support. Also, children who reported using a coercive coping behavior reported perceiving 

their mothers as high on harassment. We had predicted that coercive behavior may elicit 

harassment and low responsiveness and availability from the caregiver. This is consistent 

with an abundance of literature showing that children with internalizing and externalizing 

problems tend to elicit reciprocal parental hostility and rejection. We also found that 

children who reported using a coercive coping strategy tended to perceive their mothers as 

scary and frightening. This finding is also supportive of disorganized/ controlling 

attachment strategies in the large literature on child insecure attachment. Last is our 

indecisive coping variable; many significant associations were found here. Children who 

reported having an indecisive coping strategy with the mother also reported perceiving the 

mother as being low on reliable support, high on harassment, high on overprotectiveness 
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from the parent, and high on scary and frightening behavior. These findings are all 

consistent with our hypotheses and with previous research. 

We found age to be a significant predictor of coercive, caregiving, preoccupied, 

and avoidant coping behaviors. As children grew older they tended to report using 

preoccupied coping behavior less and avoidant behavior more toward their mothers. We 

also found that older children tended to report being less likely to use a caregiving strategy 

with their mothers than younger children. Our study also found that older children report 

perceiving their mothers as being more harassing than younger children. Since children 

tend to distance themselves more and more as they reach young adulthood, this seems like 

age-appropriate behavior. 

We also found significant sex differences in our study. Boys report using 

preoccupied coping behavior less than girls, which further supports the findings of 

Finnegan et al., (1996). Boys tended to report using avoidant behavior with their mothers 

more so than girls reported. This is not surprising since perceived male-typical behavior 

would tend to attract males more toward an agentic and autonomous route of behavior. 

Boys also report using indecisive coping behavior more than girls, which again seems 

normal given that males are probably trying to assert themselves more in order to adapt to 

their male-typical role in society. Sex, however, was not a significant predictor regarding 

harassment, overprotection, fear induction, and reliable support. It may be that parents 

who are emotionally healthy enough to give their children support are also healthy enough 

not to discriminate to a noticeable degree between sons and daughters. It may also be true 

that mothers who harass, overprotect and scare or frighten their children are also 

psychologically unhealthy equally with both their sons and their daughters. Of course, 
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there may be exceptions to this. As for the PNI, sex also significantly predicted both 

externalizing and internalizing behaviors. Boys were more likely than girls to demonstrate 

both types of problem behavior. It may be that girls are kept closer to the parent and 

admonished more than boys for these types of behaviors. There are many variables that 

may be contributing to the child' s behavior. 

For example, children' s attachment styles might be helping to organize their 

mother' s behavior and their perception of their mother's behavior. Once these attachment 

styles get established they then might influence how the mother behaves and how the child 

perceives the mother, and the child's perception and the mother' s real behavior feeds back 

on the child and may cement the attachment style in the manner of a vicious cycle. 

Of course, in this study all our findings are correlational so even though we feel 

they are based on theory and Corby's (2004) results, it may be that the children' s 

attachment styles may influence the children' s perceptions of the mother. We really do not 

know from this study ifthat is what is causing the correlations we have. It may be that the 

mother' s behavior is causing the child's perception. The only way to know for sure is with 

a longitudinal study to compare the alternative models. Is the child influencing the parent, 

or is the child's perception of the parenting influenced by the child's attachment style? 

If we had observed the child's coping attachment behavior instead of just asking the 

child, would we get similar results or not? The next research steps that one could be taking 

from this may be a longitudinal study. In this study we just looked very simplistically at 

each coping variable separately and tried to determine if it was correlated with each 

parenting variable. But, these simple correlations might not tell the whole story of how the 

child' s attachment style affects the parenting behavior or the child ' s perception of the 
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parent's behavior. The child' s attachment style is probably not the only influence on the 

child' s perception ofthe parent's behavior, and it may not operate in isolation of other 

factors. Whether a given child' s attachment style influences a given parenting behavior in 

a particular way may depend on several determinants. For example, it may be "child 

effects", or behavior, or temperament. In some supplementary analyses that we ran on 

these data we looked to see if the child's coping styles interacted with sex or behavioral 

style to predict perceived parenting and came up with very many interactions, but these 

interactions were difficult to interpret and were inconsistent and so at this point we do not 

feel it is worthwhile to report them. But it is clear, nonetheless, that our simple one to one 

correlations are quite numerous and meaningful. Yet, to fully understand how the child' s 

attachment style will influence their perceptions of their parents, we will need more theory 

and more empirical work before we can draw conclusions. 
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Table 1 

Sex Differences for All Measures 

Boys (n = 199) Girls (n = 199) 

Measures M SD M SD t 

Child attachment measures 

Preoccupied 2.02 .56 2.17 .54 -1.96* 

Avoidant 1.79 .57 1.59 .51 2.67** 

Indecision 1.65 .46 1.52 .42 2.11 * 

Coercion 2.30 .61 2.19 .57 1.32 

Care giving 3.26 .50 3.35 .56 -1.27 

Perceived parenting measures 

Reliable support 3.42 .55 3.39 .55 .38 

Harassment 1.92 .66 2.02 .71 -1.08 

Overprotecti veness 2.08 .56 2.12 .53 -.46 

Fear induction 1.62 .71 1.46 .60 1.75 

Peer reports of adjustment 

Internalizing behaviors .13 .11 .10 .07 2.55** 

Externalizing behaviors .20 .18 .13 .13 3.32** 

*p < .05. **p< .01. ***p < .001. 
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Table 2 

Partial Correlations (Controlling for Age and Sex) Between Attachment Measures 

and Perceived Parenting Measures 

Perceived parenting measures 

Attachment Reliable Fear 
measures support Harassment Overprotecti veness induction 

Preoccupied .05 -.07 .15* .04 

Avoidant -.52*** .36*** .10 .20** 

Indecision -.53*** .38*** .17* .39*** 

Coercion -.40*** .23*** -.01 .16* 

Care giving .29*** -.25*** -.10 -.13 

Note. Entries are partial correlations controlling for age and sex of child. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Table 3 

Partial Correlations Between Attachment Measures and Perceived Parenting Measures 

(Controlling for Age, Sex, and Peer-Reports of Adjustment) 

Perceived parenting measures 

Attachment Reliable Fear 
measures support Harassment Overprotecti veness induction 

Preoccupied .02 -.05 .15* .05 

Avoidant -.49*** .33*** .10 .18** 

Indecision -.51*** .36*** .18 .39*** 

Coercion -.37*** .20*** -.01 * .14* 

Caregiving .29*** -.25*** -.09 -.15* 

Note. Entries are partial correlations controlling for age, sex, and peer reports of 

adjustment. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Table 4 

Zero Order Correlations Among All 11 Variables Plus Age (Separately by Sex) 

Variables 

Fear Felt 
Variables Age Harassment induction Overprotectiveness security Coercion 

Age .17 -.08 -.04 -.02 .24* 

Harassment .39** .59** .46** -.59*** .24* 

Fear induction .25** .43*** .29** -.59*** .19 

Overprotectiveness .10 .44*** .10 -.13 -.06 

Felt security -.31 *** -.64*** -.40*** -.30** -.34*** 

Coercion .38*** .36*** .16 .07 -.52*** 

Preoccupied -.24 -.18 .01 .05 .05 -.02 

Avoidant .45*** .44*** .13 .21 -.51*** .44*** 

Indecision .19 .39*** .29 .28*** -.52*** .41 *** 

Caregiving -.43*** -.35*** -.12 -.12 .45*** -.40*** 

Total internalizing .13 .19 .28*** .02 -.04 .09 

Total externalizing .28** .30** .06 .16 -.16 .32*** 

Note. Associations for boys are above the diagonal; and associations for girls are below the 

diagonal. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Table 4 continued 

Zero Order Correlations Among All II Variables Plus Age (Separately by Sex) 

Variables 

Total Total 
Variables Preoccupied Avoidant Indecision Caregiving internalizing externalizing 

Age -.27** .20 .03 -.29** -.14 .09 

Harassment -.10 .40*** .41 *** -.30** .03 .14 

Fear induction .02 .28** .48*** -.19** .14 . 11 

Overprotectiveness .23* .00 .07 -.09 -.04 -.12 

Felt security .14 -.57*** -.55*** -.19 -.31 ** -.29** 

Coercion -.21 * .48*** .30** -.32*** 09 .30** 

Preoccupied .46*** -.10 .34*** .05 -.23* 

Avoidant -.42*** .65*** -.59*** .1 0 .33* 

Indecision -.10 .56*** -.47*** .07 .23* 

Caregiving .28** -.64*** -.58*** .16 -.11 

Total internalizing -.08 .09 .03 -.01 .26** 

Total externalizing -.15 .32*** .28** -.25** .19 

Note. Associations for boys are above the diagonal ; and associations for girls are below the 

diagonal. 

*p < .05 . **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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