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Abstract
Guided by the attachment theory, this study investigated the interplay between anxiety and avoidance dimensions of
attachment to Chinese fathers in early adolescents’ internalizing problem behavior. This study further examined whether this
association might exhibit an intercultural difference between the Han and Dong-Xiang ethnic groups. A total of 1019
adolescents between 10 and 15 years old (M age= 12.66, SD= 1.51; 52.8% girls) participated in this study. Participants were
uniformly instructed to complete a packet of well-established questionnaires written in simplified Chinese. Based on a
hierarchical linear regression, interactive patterns of anxiety and avoidance exhibited an intercultural difference: adolescents
with a fearful attachment style reported the highest levels of internalizing problem behavior among the Han, whereas
adolescents with a preoccupied attachment style did so among the Dong-Xiang. Through these results, the current study
highlights the vital role of attachment to fathers in early adolescents’ internalizing problem behavior and emphasizes the
interactive patterns between anxiety and avoidance in interpreting the variance of internalizing problem behavior. Further,
the results not only have important theoretical implications for the discussion of attachment as a universal or cultural
phenomenon, but also highlight practical ways to mitigate early adolescents’ internalizing problem behavior.
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Highlights
● Little is known about the relation between attachment to fathers and early adolescents’ internalizing problem behavior

(IPB).
● This study examined how the interplay between anxiety and avoidance dimensions of attachment was differentially

related to youth’s IPB.
● Adolescents from two ethnic groups (Han and Dong-Xiang) were involved in probing culture-specific research patterns.
● Han adolescents with fearful attachment style reported the highest levels of IPB.
● Dong-Xiang adolescents with preoccupied attachment style reported the highest levels of IPB.

Early adolescence (10–15 years) is a developmental stage
characterized by increased self-awareness and autonomy,
rapid pubertal maturation, and socioemotional changes
(Caissy, 1994; Eccles et al., 1993; Steinberg et al., 2006).
While adolescents gain increasingly more autonomy from
their parents and spend a progressive amount of time with
peers, maintaining the availability of attachment to parental
figures remains essential for optimal psychosocial develop-
ment (Bowlby, 1973; Lieberman et al., 1999). Parent-child
conflict often arises during early adolescence as parents
attempt to maintain control over adolescents’ behavior, which
creates a conflict with their increasing self-awareness and
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autonomy (Eccles et al., 1993; Steinberg et al., 2006). When
grappling with these salient developmental changes and
transitions, adolescents have demonstrated high vulnerability
to internalizing problem behavior (Garthe et al., 2021; Tang
et al., 2019), conceptualized as inwardly oriented problems
related to emotional problems and peer relationship difficul-
ties in the current study (Goodman et al., 2010). Given that
such behavior interferes with adolescents’ domains of func-
tioning and long-term well-being, the association of inter-
nalizing problem behavior with attachment to parental figures
should be investigated, as the association may have con-
siderable implications for the smooth transitioning required
for adolescents’ optimal development.

Several features of Chinese culture make it a meaningful
context in which to investigate the correlates of internalizing
problem behavior in early adolescence. For instance, ado-
lescents’ internalizing problem behavior has mostly been
neglected in traditional Chinese society, largely due to
emotional restraint being highly emphasized (Lan, 2022; Liu
et al., 2019). Chinese individuals are also less likely to seek
professional counseling services when experiencing psy-
chological distress (Feng & Lan, 2020). In Chinese culture,
visiting a psychologist is highly stigmatized and results in
losing the dignity of the whole family (Pan & Liu, 2019).
These cultural norms and emphases may make Chinese
adolescents more vulnerable to stressful life experiences,
thereby leading to high internalizing problem behavior.
Given this possibility, further investigation into the corre-
lates of this problem behavior in Chinese adolescents will
provide essential insights into tailored intervention or pre-
vention programs. In the current study, guided by the
attachment theory (Bowlby, 1973; Bowlby & Ainsworth,
2013), we particularly focused on the role of attachment in
early adolescents’ internalizing problem behavior.

Attachment refers to a long-lasting emotional bond
between children and their primary caregivers during early
childhood (Bowlby, 1973; Bowlby & Ainsworth, 2013).
Interactions with attachment figures are stored in children’s
mental representations based on internal working models of
oneself (worthy or unworthy of love and support) and others
(responsive or unresponsive). Socioemotional adjustments
and new interpersonal relationships established during early
adolescence highlight the importance of studying parent-
adolescent attachment (Buist et al., 2004) since adolescents’
attachment systems undergo an essential reconstruction of
earlier established internal working models from basic to
meta-representational processes (Main et al., 1985; Pace
et al., 2019; Pace et al., 2020). Adolescents with secure
attachment, for instance, have internal working models of
self as worthy of love and support, and models of others as
reliable and responsive (Bowlby & Ainsworth, 2013). In
this regard, attachment figures’ sensitive and responsive
care soothes adolescents’ psychological distress and

alleviates their negative emotions (Brumariu & Kerns,
2010). Empirical studies have documented that secure
attachment to parents significantly buffers against adoles-
cents’ internalizing problem behavior (Berlin et al., 2008;
Buist et al., 2004), including among Chinese adolescents
(Chen and Santo (2016); Li et al., 2020).

Despite these research advances, several existing salient
limitations of prior research still warrant further investiga-
tion: (a) relatively few studies focus on the role of attach-
ment to fathers (compared to research predominantly on
attachment to mothers; Li et al., 2020; Nie et al., 2016); (b)
analysis of the association between specific attachment
styles and internalizing problem behavior remains scarce
(see also Brumariu & Kerns, 2010); and (c) considering that
attachment theory has been criticized as biased toward
modern industrialized societies (Rothbaum et al., 2000),
few researchers have investigated whether the association
between attachment to fathers and adolescents’ internalizing
problem behavior exhibits cultural differences.

Attachment to Fathers

As portrayed by a well-known Chinese proverb, “it is the
fathers’ fault to rear children without instructing them.”
Indeed, the traditional Chinese family background empha-
sizes fathers’ responsibility in disciplining their children’s
behavioral patterns (Li & Lamb, 2015). Mothers undeniably
continue to be regarded as the primary caregivers of their
children in contemporary society and play an essential role
in child-rearing and providing emotional support, but Chi-
nese fathers’ style and timing related to child-rearing have
changed over the last century (Li et al., 2015; Li, 2020).
This change has particularly evolved due to dramatic
changes in sociocultural values and significant improve-
ments in women’s educational backgrounds. As a result,
more women have participated in the workforce and have
spent relatively less time child-rearing than in preceding
years (Liu et al., 2016). These salient changes within the
family contribute to mounting evidence that modern fathers
are frequently involved in their children’s education, such
as by attending parent-teacher meetings, establishing edu-
cational goals and occupational plans, and cultivating
children’s independence (Cao & Lin, 2019; Ho et al., 2010).

Previous research has shown that fathers’ involvement is
positively related to adolescents’ adaptive socioemotional
functions, including low levels of internalizing problem
behavior (Feng et al., 2019; Su et al., 2017). Extant
research also indicates that fathers can affect the onset of
internalizing problem behavior in adolescence at a level
comparable to that of mothers (Brumariu & Kerns, 2010).
Involved fathers can, for instance, model masculine traits
for adolescents and cultivate their desirable masculinity

1990 Journal of Child and Family Studies (2023) 32:1989–2003



(Li, 2020). Due to the presence of several stressful sce-
narios in early adolescence, studying father-adolescent
attachment are therefore especially relevant.

Attachment Styles and Internalizing
Problem Behavior

Prior meta-analyses have revealed that secure attachment is
moderately and negatively related to adolescents’ inter-
nalizing problem behavior (Colonnesi et al., 2011; Dagan
et al., 2021; Spruit et al., 2020). Similarly, recent long-
itudinal findings have supported this association pattern
(e.g., Verhees et al., 2021). Much of the extant research has,
however, focused on the role of a single continuum of
attachment (secure-insecure) in adolescents’ internalizing
problem behavior. Comparatively little research has been
devoted to understanding the association between distinct
attachment styles and adolescents’ internalizing problem
behavior.

In terms of different attachment styles, Bartholomew and
Horowitz’s (1991) four-category model has received con-
siderable attention. More specifically, this model is based on
the interplay between two attachment dimensions of anxiety
and avoidance, with reference to the internal working
models of self and others. High/low anxiety indicates
negative or positive views of self, whereas high/low
avoidance reflects negative or positive attitudes toward
others. Therefore, this model yields four categories of
attachment styles based on natural configurations of high/
low anxiety and high/low avoidance: (a) secure (low anxi-
ety and low avoidance), (b) preoccupied (high anxiety and
low avoidance), (c) dismissing (low anxiety and high
avoidance), and (d) fearful (also known as disorganized;
high anxiety and high avoidance).

The existing limited studies have indicated that insecure
attachment styles are differentially associated with inter-
nalizing problem behavior based on which insecure
attachment subtypes and developmental periods are under
examination (Dagan et al., 2020; Dagan et al., 2021). For
example, adolescents with preoccupied attachment show
more internalizing problem behavior than adolescents with
dismissing attachment. Dagan and his colleagues explained
that adolescents with preoccupied attachment styles might
pay excessive attention to unpleasant attachment-related
memories; feel unsure of their fathers’ feelings and unsafe
in the father-child relationship; and often become clingy,
demanding, or possessive toward their fathers. These
adverse fixations on attachment-related memories poten-
tially increase adolescents’ proneness to emotional distress.
In contrast, dismissing adolescents may employ avoidance-
oriented strategies and tend to emotionally distance them-
selves from their fathers, both denying the importance of the

fathers and detaching easily from them. Such behaviors may
decrease adolescents’ vulnerability to internalizing problem
behavior. Despite this indication regarding the differential
relations between preoccupied/dismissing attachment styles
and internalizing problem behavior, it is still unclear whe-
ther the levels of internalizing problem behavior are distinct
between preoccupied attachment and fearful attachment,
and between dismissing attachment and fearful attachment.

Adolescents with fearful attachment often fear being
abandoned but also struggle with being intimate. They may
cling to their fathers when feeling rejected but feel trapped
when close to them (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).
Consequently, adolescents are inclined to experience
intense internal conflicts between seeking and avoiding
closeness, often without an organized strategy for getting
any personal needs met (Park et al., 2019). To the best of
our knowledge, the differential associations between all four
attachment styles and adolescents’ internalizing problem
behavior are currently less explored, and the findings gen-
erated are quite complex (Dagan et al., 2021). Given the
existing knowledge gaps, a better understanding of how the
interplay between different attachment dimensions of
anxiety and avoidance relates to early adolescents’ inter-
nalizing problem behavior would be both meaningful and
informative.

A Focus on Han and Dong-Xiang Ethnic
Groups

In the context of China, a multi-ethnic country with diverse
intercultural differences, this study focused on the Han and
Dong-Xiang ethnic groups. The differences between these
ethnic groups can especially be seen in the economic and
sociocultural realms that potentially influence father-child
interactions and their psychological consequences. As the
majority ethnic group in China, Confucianism remains one
of the most influential religious philosophies in the Han
(Bond, 2010). For example, Confucianism emphasizes
collectivistic welfare and social harmony, in which close
interactions among family members and conformity to
fathers are highlighted (Bond, 2010; Chen, 2010). Yet those
dynamics have been, to some degree, affected by measures
that the Chinese government has historically used to restrict
population growth, such as the one-child policy. This pol-
icy, starting in the 1970s, was implemented mainly among
the Han ethnic group, whereas other ethnic minorities were
excluded from this policy to increase their populations. In
recent years, despite families now being able to have up to
two or three children, as of 2021, in response to population
aging and labor shortages, the one-child system still sig-
nificantly influences parental investment in children’s
human capital among those families who were previously
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held to the one-child policy. To enhance the competitive-
ness of offspring, for instance, fathers within Han families
spend more time on childcare and education issues (Cao and
Lin (2019); Ho et al., 2010).

Dong-Xiang is an ethnic minority group in China with
approximately seven million people (National Bureau of
Statistics of China, 2021). Most Dong-Xiang individuals
reside in the Lin-Xia Hui Autonomous Prefecture and sur-
rounding regions of Gansu Province, which is in North-
western China. In the past decades, the Dong-Xiang ethnic
group has, in many aspects, integrated with Han and other
ethnic minority groups. For instance, most Dong-Xiang
speak in Mandarin and tend to write their language with
Chinese characters. Yet the Dong-Xiang undeniably still
maintain their unique sociocultural features due to religious,
geographical, and economic factors. In terms of religion,
most Dong-Xiang adhere to the Islamic faith, and thus
problem behaviors against social norms and religious doc-
trines are highly inhibited (Yin, 1998). Although the gov-
ernment has employed various policies to promote economic
growth and full employment in this group (e.g., Dong-Xiang
did not have to abide by the one-child policy), the extreme
geography (i.e., mountainous regions with meager resour-
ces) greatly constrains economic development and educa-
tional advances. Prior research has shown that agriculture
remains the basis of Dong-Xiang’s economy. Further, the
educational enrollment and attainment rates of the Dong-
Xiang are lower than the national average (e.g., Maslak et al.
(2009)). These conditions are problematic because, as
documented by prior research (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002),
adolescents living in economically disadvantaged situation
potentially encounter many psychosocial difficulties due to
limited material and social resources.

In the existing literature, a dearth of research covers this
under-studied Islamic ethnic minority population. The
unique sociocultural features and economic situations of
this population, as detailed above, make exploring the
correlates of internalizing problem behavior among Dong-
Xiang adolescents, as compared to the Han ethnic group, a
meaningful endeavor. Based on the expected findings, this
study would therefore provide novel insights to inform the
design of culturally sensitive intervention or prevention
programs.

The Present Study

The objective of the present research was to extend previous
studies by investigating the interplay between anxiety and
avoidance dimensions of attachment to Chinese fathers in
early adolescents’ internalizing problem behavior. Further,
we examined whether this association might exhibit an
intercultural difference between the Han and Dong-Xiang

ethnic groups. To address these research objectives, the
moderation analyses between anxiety and avoidance would
be performed because we were interested in how combi-
nations (either consistency or discrepancy) of anxiety and
avoidance relate to internalizing problem behavior. By
consistency, we mean that the levels of two attachment
dimensions are the same within one standard deviation of
the mean. For example, preoccupied and dismissing
attachment styles refer to the consistency between the
scores on the anxiety and avoidance dimensions. When
using such an approach, researchers can determine how
consistency in the levels of anxiety and attachment relates to
internalizing problem behavior. In contrast, by discrepancy,
we mean the extent to which the levels of two attachment
dimensions differ. Secure and fearful attachment styles, for
instance, correspond to the discrepancy between the levels
of anxiety and avoidance dimensions. In this regard,
researchers can gather information regarding the level of
internalizing problem behavior because anxiety and avoid-
ance diverge. Figure 1 illustrates the four attachment pat-
terns derived from a combination of anxiety and avoidance.
To estimate the intercultural differences of the study asso-
ciations, the combined sample of Han and Dong-Xiang
adolescents would be analyzed, with the ethnic group as an
additional moderator.

In the current study, we used a self-reported measure-
ment of attachment with moderation analyses to study the
degree of consistencies or discrepancies between anxiety
and avoidance as a novel contribution to attachment lit-
erature, demonstrating the following advantages. First,
while self-reported measurements are a challenging way to
gather in-depth information, they are a relatively efficient
way to simultaneously identify four-dimensional attachment
styles at a low cost. Using separate measurements of
attachment styles instead is time-consuming and creates

Fig. 1 An illustration of the dimensional framework of attachment
styles based on moderation analysis

1992 Journal of Child and Family Studies (2023) 32:1989–2003



potential participation burdens for adolescents. Second,
compared to the existing studies that heavily rely on a single
self-reported item to determine each attachment style (e.g.,
Cacioppo et al., 2019; Demircioğlu & Göncü Köse, 2021),
the current study using a measurement with multiple items
for anxiety and avoidance dimensions could estimate
internal consistencies and ensure sufficient levels of relia-
bility. Finally, we followed the dimensional model of
attachment theory (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) and
defined four attachment styles via natural configurations of
high/low anxiety and high/low avoidance. From this per-
spective, any consistencies or discrepancies between anxi-
ety and avoidance ratings can be conceptually and
meaningfully interpreted because the measurement of both
anxiety and avoidance come from the same conceptual
domain and get assessed on the same numeric scale.

Due to the scarcity of literature on the interplay between
anxiety and avoidance in internalizing problem behavior
among Han and Dong-Xiang adolescents, we did not gen-
erate specific hypotheses about the associations under
investigation. Nevertheless, some expectations can be
made. We first expected that adolescents with higher
attachment anxiety, regardless of the levels of avoidance
(either “preoccupied” or “fearful”), might be more likely to
report higher levels of internalizing problem behavior than
those with lower anxiety (“secure” and “dismissing”). This
is because high attachment anxiety might be more strongly
linked to inwardly oriented problems (Dagan et al., 2020;
Dagan et al., 2021). By contrast, in the presence of lower
attachment anxiety, adolescents with higher attachment
avoidance (“dismissing”) might report higher internalizing
problem behavior than those with lower attachment avoid-
ance (“secure”), given the well-established evidence
showing that adolescents with secure attachment styles tend
to report low internalizing problem behavior (Colonnesi
et al., 2011; Spruit et al., 2020).

Subsequently, such expected interactive patterns of two
attachment dimensions might exhibit an intercultural dif-
ference between Han and Dong-Xiang ethnic groups.
Although family and father-adolescent relationships are
important in both Confucian and Islamic cultural contexts,
some differences exist between the cultures as well . Being
emotionally distanced from fathers in Confucianism goes
against the value of filial piety that requires children to care
for and maintain close contact with their elderly parents
(Wang et al., 2022). In contrast to the emotional ties in
Confucianism, the father-adolescent relationships within
Dong-Xiang families are defined by divine power (Hossain
& Juhari, 2015). The fathers are responsible for instilling
Islamic values in their offspring and internalizing these
beliefs through philanthropy and prayer (Hossain & Juhari,
2015). Distance from fathers within Dong-Xiang families is
often linked to the worse implementation of Islamic

practices, and in this regard, high attachment avoidance to
fathers might have detrimental consequences on adoles-
cents’ optimal functions. Considering these cultural differ-
ences, we expected that Dong-Xiang adolescents with
higher anxiety, in the presence of higher attachment
avoidance (“fearful”), might report higher internalizing
problem behavior than those with lower anxiety and/or
lower avoidance. In contrast, the same combinations of
higher anxiety and higher avoidance in internalizing pro-
blem behavior among Han counterparts might not be as
severe as among Dong-Xiang adolescents.

In addition, according to prior research (e.g., Cheung
et al., 2018), sociodemographic characteristics (i.e., gender,
age, and family socioeconomic status [SES]) are linked to
early adolescents’ internalizing problem behavior. Girls,
older adolescents, and adolescents from families with low
SES backgrounds, for example, tend to report high inter-
nalizing problem behavior. We, therefore, statistically
controlled for these variables when examining the pre-
viously defined objectives.

Methods

Participants and Procedures

Before data collection, the current study was approved by
the Research Ethics Committee affiliated with the first
author’s university. Through personal networks and school
collaborations, the authors contacted public primary and
secondary schools in Lin-Xia city, Gansu province (north-
west China). We performed a passive parental consent
procedure because an active consent often causes selection
bias and is practically difficult to perform, thereby resulting
in a low participation rate (Ellickson & Hawes, 1989). More
specifically, we established formal meetings with school
principals and head teachers to provide information about
the research objectives, general procedures, and participant
rights. In China, soliciting consent from school principals
and head teachers, who are considered the legal guardians
of school-based research, is a common practice (Ma et al.,
2020). After obtaining approval from the principals and
head teachers, we asked head teachers in each classroom to
send parents a pre-designed message about our research
project via WeChat (a popular Chinese social media plat-
form used to connect parents with teachers). Parents were
told that participation in the current study was voluntary and
that their children’s responses were strictly confidential and
anonymous. During the actual survey, their children could
decide to stop participating at any time. Parents were also
instructed to individually contact head teachers if the par-
ents no longer wanted their children to participate in the
investigation. In such cases, the children would be assigned
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other academic duties while this investigation was con-
ducted. This procedure has been widely employed in
school-based research in China (e.g., Feng & Lan, 2020; Xu
et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2019). The data collection for the
current investigation occurred between June and July 2019.
During school hours, we asked students to give verbal
assent to participate in this study. Subsequently, we gave
standardized instructions to students, and asked them to fill
in a packet of questionnaires in a pencil-to-paper format.

Approximately 1700 school-aged adolescents participated
in the current investigation. We first excluded adolescents
who did not belong to Han and Dong-Xiang ethnic groups.
Moreover, we excluded eight adolescents who were above 15
years old due to the focus on early adolescence in the current
study (McElwain & Bub, 2018). Three samples were also
deleted due to them violating linear regression assumptions
(see the Data Analytic Plan for elaboration). A final valid
sample of 1019 adolescents between 10 to 15 years old (M

age= 12.66, SD= 1.51; 52.8% girls) was employed in the
following analyses. At the time of data collection, they
attended 4th, 5th, 6th, 7th, and 8th grades. Of these adoles-
cents, 754 (M age= 12.72, SD= 1.52; 52.8% girls) were
from the Han ethnic group, and 265 (M age= 12.47, SD=
1.46; 52.8% girls) were from the Dong-Xiang ethnic group.
In terms of parental education levels, most Han adolescents’
fathers (26.9%) and mothers (32.1%) had completed high
school education and middle school education or lower; by
contrast, most Dong-Xiang adolescents’ fathers (20.8%) and
mothers (24.2%) had completed undergraduate education or
higher. Concerning family SES (as measured by the Family
Affluence Scale; Boyce et al., 2006), 43.9% and 48.7% of
Han and Dong-Xiang adolescents came from high-income
families, 46.0% and 45.7% came from medium-income
families, and 10.1% and 5.7% came from low-income
families. Preliminary analysis revealed that these two ethnic
groups of adolescents matched well in terms of socio-
demographic characteristics (see Table 1).

Measures

Internalizing problem behavior

Internalizing problem behavior was assessed using the
subscales of (5 items) emotional problems and peer rela-
tionship problems (5 items) of the Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaires (SDQ; Goodman, 1997). The SDQ is a well-
established and widely-used self-report measurement to
assess adolescent psychopathology (Kersten et al., 2016).
The Chinese version of the SDQ has been previously
validated in adolescents, showing good reliability and
validity (Yao et al., 2009). To be specific, adolescents were
asked to respond to each statement within the past six
months on a 3-point Likert scale (0= not true, 1= some-
what true, and 2= certainly true). A sum score of all these
items was obtained, with higher scores indicating higher
levels of internalizing problem behavior. In the present
study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.68 and 0.72 for Han and
Dong-Xiang adolescents.

Anxiety and avoidance attachment

Anxiety and avoidance dimensions of attachment to father
were assessed by a short form of The Brief Experiences in
Close Relationships Scale-Revised Child version (ECR-RC;
Brenning et al., 2014). The Chinese version of the ECR-RC
was generated based on standard translation-back transla-
tion procedures (Vijver & Leung, 1997). More specifically,
the ECR-RC consists of 12 items, with six items per anxiety
and six items per avoidance. Item examples are “I worry
that my father does not really love me (anxiety),” and “I
prefer not to tell my father how I feel deep down (avoid-
ance).” Following prior research (Marci et al., 2018), the
response format has been changed into a five-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (completely
agree), making it more understandable for young

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between study variables for Han and Dong-Xiang adolescents

Han
(n= 754)

Dong-Xiang
(n= 265)

M SD Range M SD Range t/χ2 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Attachment anxiety 1.92 1.01 1–7 1.85 0.92 1–5 1.00 – 0.57** 0.42** −0.05 −0.08* −0.04

2. Attachment avoidance 2.56 1.17 1–4 2.52 1.20 1–5 0.47 0.48** - 0.36** 0.09* −0.03 −0.06

3. Internalizing problem behavior 6.52 3.45 1–7 6.42 3.69 0–18 0.39 0.39** 0.35** – −0.07 −0.06 −0.02

4. Age 12.74 1.54 10-15 12.47 1.46 10–15 2.30 −0.06 0.11 −0.02 – −0.01 −0.09*

5. Gendera – – 1–2 – – 1–2 −0.01 −0.08 −0.05 −0.12* −0.01 – −0.02

6. Socioeconomic status 4.99 1.76 0–9 5.32 1.65 0–9 −2.64 −0.09 −0.11 −0.06 −0.15* 0.15* –

N= 1019
acoded as 1=male, 2= female. Correlation coefficients displayed below the diagonal are for Dong-Xiang adolescents, above for Han adolescents.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.001
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adolescents. The mean score per each attachment dimension
was calculated, with higher scores indicating higher
attachment anxiety and higher attachment avoidance.

We examined the psychometric properties of the ECR-RC
for the father form in the current sample based on the fol-
lowing steps. First, we conducted confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) to evaluate the factor structure and calculated Cron-
bach’s alpha to assess internal consistency. Second, we used
multi-group CFA to test measurement invariance across Han
and Dong-Xiang adolescents. Third, we completed a series of
structural equation modeling to examine convergent validity.
Due to the space limitations in the manuscript, however, we
only presented the results for the first step; the findings from
the second and third steps can be found in the Supplementary
Materials. In the current study, the ECR-RC demonstrated
good reliability and validity for Han adolescents (Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.92 and 0.81 for attachment anxiety and attachment
avoidance, respectively; χ2 [26, n= 754]= 55.38, p < 0.001;
CFI= 0.994, TLI= 0.992, RMSEA= 0.039). Meanwhile, the
ECR-RC showed good reliability and validity for Dong-Xiang
adolescents (Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89 and 0.83 for anxiety
and avoidance, respectively; χ2 [26, n= 265] = 49.81,
p < 0.001; CFI= 0.984, TLI= 0.978, RMSEA= 0.059).

Socio-demographic characteristics

Adolescents were asked to indicate their age, gender, ethnicity,
grade levels, and parental educational background. In terms of
parental educational background, four options were available:
(1) undergraduate education or higher, (2) high school edu-
cation, (3) middle school or lower education, and (4) I do not
know (coded as missing values). Adolescents’ family SES was
assessed using the Family Affluence Scale (FAS; Boyce et al.,
2006). The FAS has been widely used to assess family afflu-
ence in adolescent samples, given that young adolescents often
have difficulties with reporting accurate information regarding
their parents’ occupational status or family income, conse-
quently resulting in low completion or high non-response rates
(Currie et al., 2008; Lan et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2012). The
FAS consists of four items (i.e., number of owned cars,
number of owned computers, youth’s own bedroom, and fre-
quency of traveling during the past year). Adolescents were
asked to rate each item based on the specific numbers of their
family belongings (e.g., 0= no, 1= one, 2= two, and
3=more than two). A sum score of all these items was cal-
culated, with higher scores indicating higher family affluence.
Of these scores, 0 to 2 indicated low affluence, 3 to 5 medium
affluence, and 6 to 9 high affluence (Boyce et al., 2006).

Data Analytic Plan

Data analyses were performed using SPSS 27.0 (IBM
Corp., 2020) and R software (R Core Team, 2020) in the

following order. First, descriptive statistics and bivariate
correlations were performed. A series of independent t-tests
were used to examine group differences in continuous
variables, and a chi-square test was employed to detect
group differences in gender. Second, we employed a hier-
archical linear regression to examine the interplay between
anxiety and avoidance to father in adolescents’ internalizing
problem behavior between Han and Dong-Xiang ethnic
groups. A hierarchical linear regression, as a special form of
a multiple linear regression, was performed to statistically
“control” for certain variables to investigate whether adding
variables significantly enhances the performance of the
model (Lindenberger & Pötter, 1998). In this context, study
variables are added to the model in separate steps. This
variance-partitioning procedure is particularly useful to
examine whether additional two- or three-way interactions
(i.e., moderation effect) can, in terms of going beyond the
main effects, significantly account for model interpretations.
During this analysis step, we used the restricted maximum
likelihood (REML) estimator instead of the maximum
likelihood estimation (ML) to potentially exclude the effect
of multicollinearity on parameter estimation in the context
of hierarchical linear regression (Yu et al., 2015). We
acknowledge that employing relatively coarse Likert scales
to assess study variables, particularly the outcome, may
inevitably cause information loss, which somewhat increa-
ses the probability of a Type II error (Russell & Bobko,
1992). Nevertheless, it is a common standard in develop-
mental literature to establish an aggregate score based on
the sum or average of the Likert-type scales, and further
examine study associations using linear regression (Lin-
denberger & Pötter, 1998).

Before performing this analysis, the assumptions of lin-
ear regression were examined. We used Mardia’s multi-
variate skewness and kurtosis to detect the assumption of
multivariate normality and applied the Mahalanobis dis-
tance to detect the presence of multivariate outliers in this
study (Ma et al., 2020). Three cases were identified from
this step of the analysis, resulting in the exclusions from the
further analysis. In addition, a preliminary analysis exhib-
ited less than 1% missing values per each study variable.
Hence, the full information maximum likelihood estimation
was used to handle missing data in this study, which pro-
vides more accurate standard errors and parameter estimates
by retaining the original sample size (Enders, 2001).

In hierarchical linear regression, categorical variables
(i.e., gender and ethnic groups) were dummy-coded, and
continuous variables were mean-centered before entering
the regression model. Subsequently, the predictors were
entered into the regression model in the following steps.
First, covariates, including age, gender, and family SES
were entered. Second, the variables of attachment anxiety,
attachment avoidance, and ethnic groups were added,
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examining the unique associations of these variables with
internalizing problem behavior. Third, the two-way inter-
actions between these study variables (attachment anxiety x
attachment avoidance, attachment anxiety x ethnic groups,
and attachment avoidance x ethnic groups) were entered,
ascertaining the interactive patterns of these variables on the
outcome. Fourth, the three-way interaction term of attach-
ment anxiety, attachment avoidance, and ethnic groups
added was created and entered into the model. Adjusted R-
square was used to calculate the explained variance of each
step on the outcome (Miles, 2014), and changes in adjusted
R-square and F-values were employed to assess the addi-
tional variance of each step on the outcome. Significant
interactions were then probed using simple slope analysis,
in which the moderator was divided into two levels based
on the mean (Aiken & West, 1991). In all analyses, we
interpreted the significant results as p < 0.05, and that con-
fidence intervals did not contain zero.

In addition to the main analyses, we also explored the
relative sensitivity of these findings (i.e., sensitivity ana-
lyses) by removing the adolescents aged 15 in both Han and
Dong-Xiang adolescents. A recent meta-analysis has shown
that attachment styles are differentially related to inter-
nalizing problem behavior, depending on the developmental
periods under examination (Dagan et al., 2021). Adoles-
cents who are above 15 years old are in the transitional
period from early to middle adolescence. Removing them
and re-running data analyses would be both theoretically
and statistically meaningful to ensure that the research
findings are robust and would not alter under different,
plausible scenarios.

Results

Preliminary Analysis

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and bivariate
correlations among study variables, separately by Han and
Dong-Xiang adolescents. No significant group differences
were found in terms of study variables and covariates. For
both groups of adolescents, attachment anxiety and attach-
ment avoidance were positively associated with internaliz-
ing problem behavior.

The Associations of Attachment Anxiety,
Attachment Avoidance, and Ethnic Groups with
Internalizing Problem Behavior

Results of hierarchical linear regression testing the direct
and interactive associations of attachment anxiety, attach-
ment avoidance, and ethnic groups with internalizing pro-
blem behavior are summarized in Table 2. Overall, the

model explained 20.0% of the variance in internalizing
problem behavior.

As shown in Table 2, confounding effects, tested in the
first step, only explained 0.01% of the variance in inter-
nalizing problem behavior. Older adolescents and adolescents
from low family SES backgrounds reported higher levels of
internalizing problem behavior. Main effects, tested in the
second step, explained an additional 18.6% of the variance in
internalizing problem behavior. attachment anxiety and
attachment avoidance were each positively associated with
internalizing problem behavior. The two-way interactions,
tested in third step, did not significantly account for the var-
iance of internalizing problem behavior, and none of the
interactions was significant. The three-way interaction, tested
in the fourth step, explained additionally 0.3% of the variance
in internalizing problem behavior. The three two-way inter-
actions were negatively related to internalizing problem
behavior, whereas the three-way interaction was positively
related to internalizing problem behavior. Given our research
objectives, we further interpreted the significant two-way
interaction between anxiety and avoidance only and the sig-
nificant three-way interaction based on the results of simple
slope analyses and corresponding graphs.

As shown in Fig. 2, the positive association between
attachment anxiety and internalizing problem behavior was
significant at both higher levels of attachment avoidance
(b= 0.96; SE= 0.15, 95% CI= [0.66, 1.26], t= 6.32,
p < 0.001), and lower levels of attachment avoidance
(b= 1.37; SE= 0.24, 95% CI= [0.90, 1.85], t= 5.67,
p < 0.001). Since both lines were significant, we could
interpret them in distinct levels of anxiety from a descriptive
point of view. Adolescents with higher attachment anxiety,
regardless of the levels of avoidance (either “preoccupied”
or “fearful”), reported higher levels of internalizing problem
behavior than those with lower anxiety (“secure” and
“dismissing”). In the presence of lower attachment anxiety,
adolescents with higher attachment avoidance (“dismiss-
ing”) reported higher internalizing problem behavior than
those with lower attachment avoidance (“secure”).

As shown in Fig. 3, for Han adolescents, the positive
association between attachment anxiety and internalizing
problem behavior was significant at both higher levels of
attachment avoidance (b= 1.05; SE= 0.14, 95% CI=
[2.16, 3.79], t= 7.36, p < 0.001), and lower levels of
attachment avoidance (b= 0.91; SE= 0.24, 95% CI=
[1.55, 3.98], t= 3.79, p < 0.001). In the presence of higher
anxiety, Han adolescents with higher avoidance (“fearful”)
tended to report higher internalizing problem behavior than
those with lower avoidance (“preoccupied”). In the pre-
sence of lower anxiety, Han adolescents with higher
avoidance (“dismissing”) tended to report higher inter-
nalizing problem behavior than those with lower avoidance
(“secure”). That said, Han adolescents with higher
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avoidance (versus lower avoidance) consistently exhibited
higher internalizing problem behavior, regardless of the
levels of anxiety.

For Dong-Xiang adolescents, the positive association
between attachment anxiety and internalizing problem
behavior was significant at both higher levels of attachment
avoidance (b= 0.87; SE= 0.27, 95% CI= [1.41, 4.03],
t= 3.25, p < 0.001), and lower levels of attachment avoid-
ance (b= 1.84; SE= 0.42, 95% CI= [2.75, 14.27],
t= 4.37, p < 0.001). Specifically, in the presence of higher
anxiety, Dong-Xiang adolescents with lower avoidance
(“preoccupied”) tended to report higher internalizing

problem behavior than those with higher avoidance (“fear-
ful”). However, in the presence of lower anxiety, Dong-
Xiang adolescents with higher avoidance (“dismissing”)
were likely to report higher internalizing problem behavior
than those with lower avoidance (“secure”). That said,
Dong-Xiang adolescents with distinct levels of avoidance
exhibited differences in internalizing problem behavior,
depending on the levels of anxiety.

Through the comparison of the interaction patterns
between these two ethnic groups, we concluded that, in the
presence of lower anxiety, both Han and Dong-Xiang
adolescents with higher avoidance (“dismissing”) tended to

Table 2 Hierarchical regression
analysis predicting internalizing
problem behavior from
attachment anxiety, attachment
avoidance, and ethnic groups

b b SE t p Adjusted R2 △R2 △F

Step 1

Age 8.97 1.03 8.74 <0.001

Gendera −0.14 0.07 −1.92 0.06

Socioeconomic status −0.55 0.22 −2.51 0.01 0.008 0.011 3.74*

Step 2

Age −0.14 0.07 −2.12 0.03

Gender −0.34 0.20 −1.73 0.09

Socioeconomic status −0.02 0.06 −0.34 0.74

Anxiety 1.04 0.12 8.64 <0.001

Avoidance 0.59 0.10 5.85 <0.001

Ethnic groupsb 0.02 0.23 0.09 0.93 0.194 0.186 78.62**

Step 3

Age −0.14 0.07 −2.10 0.04

Gender −0.34 0.20 −1.72 0.09

Socioeconomic Status −0.02 0.06 −0.30 0.77

Anxiety 1.22 0.36 3.34 <0.001

Avoidance 0.73 0.23 3.12 0.00

Ethnic Groupsb 0.46 0.59 0.78 0.44

Anxiety x Avoidance −0.03 0.09 −0.38 0.70

Anxiety x Ethnic Groups −0.07 0.28 −0.27 0.79

Avoidance x Ethnic Groups −0.12 0.22 −0.53 0.60 0.192 < 0.001 0.29

Step 4

Age −0.14 0.07 −2.12 0.03

Gender −0.32 0.20 −1.58 0.12

Socioeconomic status −0.02 0.06 −0.26 0.79

Anxiety 2.40 0.66 3.65 <0.001

Avoidance 1.35 0.37 3.65 <0.001

Ethnic groupsb 2.76 1.22 2.27 0.02

Anxiety x Avoidance −0.41 0.19 −2.10 0.04

Anxiety x Ethnic Groups −1.57 0.75 −2.10 0.04

Avoidance x Ethnic Groups −0.90 0.42 −2.12 0.03

Anxiety x Avoidance x Ethnic Groups 0.47 0.22 2.16 0.03 0.195 0.003 4.65*

N= 1019;
acoded as 1=Dong-Xiang adolescents, 2=Han adolescents;
bcoded as 1=male, 2= female

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.001
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report higher internalizing problem behavior than those with
lower avoidance (“secure”). However, different interaction
patterns were exhibited in the presence of higher anxiety.
Adolescents with fearful attachment style reported the
highest levels of internalizing problem behavior among the
Han, whereas Dong-Xiang adolescents with lower avoid-
ance (“preoccupied”) attachment style did so.

Sensitivity analyses

After removing adolescents aged 15 from the current samples,
we re-ran the hierarchical linear regression, and the results
showed no meaningful change regarding the direction or
significance of the findings derived from the original analyses.
The consistency of these results provided additional insights
into the robustness and trustworthiness of the hierarchical
linear regression analysis. We hence retained the original
analyses using the full sample size with 15-year-old adoles-
cents included and thereafter discussed the results. The sta-
tistical parameters of this step of the analysis can be found in
the Supplementary Materials (see Table S2).

Discussion

Although previous studies have extensively examined the
association between attachment especially toward mothers

and internalizing problem behavior in adolescents, little
research attention has been paid to attachment toward
fathers and how different attachment styles are related to
adolescents’ internalizing problem behavior. This ignorance
is striking during early adolescence, a developmental phase
when youth undergo complex changes in their attachment
system. Moreover, there is a shortage of empirical studies
examining intercultural differences in this association.
Attempting to fill these research gaps, we investigated how
the interplay between anxiety and avoidance dimensions of
attachment to Chinese fathers is associated with the inter-
nalization of problem behavior by Han and Dong-Xiang
adolescents. Moderation analyses exhibited that adolescents
with fearful and preoccupied attachment styles reported
high internalizing problem behavior. An intercultural
investigation further exhibited that adolescents with a
fearful attachment style reported the highest levels of
internalizing problem behavior among the Han, whereas
adolescents with a preoccupied attachment style did so
among the Dong-Xiang.

Consistent with the first expectation, the results exhibited
that adolescents with fearful and preoccupied attachment
styles tended to report higher internalizing problem behavior
than those with secure and dismissing styles. This finding is
congruent with previous studies (Colonnesi et al., 2011;
Dagan et al., 2021; Spruit et al., 2020) documenting that
attachment anxiety is a risk factor for adolescents’ inter-
nalizing problem behavior. Indeed, adolescents with high
attachment anxiety may develop a negative self-image. In this
context, adolescents employ negative coping styles in
response to stressful circumstances and participate less in
social activities, thus increasing their vulnerability to inter-
nalizing problem behavior (Rubin et al., 2004). Moreover, the
two-way interaction pattern, in line with our expectation, also
exhibited that adolescents with secure attachment styles
reported less internalizing problem behavior than dismissing
attachment styles. One possible explanation for this is that
adolescents with attachment security to fathers may feel the
responsiveness and availability of their fathers (Bowlby,
1973; Bowlby et al., 2013). Such trust and confirmation in
adolescents’ relationships with their fathers forms an internal

Fig. 3 Interaction effect of
attachment anxiety, attachment
avoidance, and ethnic groups on
internalizing problem behavior.
N= 1019. Avoidance was
divided into two levels based on
mean: low=M - 1 SD and
high=M+ 1 SD

Fig. 2 Interaction effect of attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance
on internalizing problem behavior. N= 1019. Avoidance was divided
into two levels based on mean: low=M - 1 SD and high=M+ 1 SD

1998 Journal of Child and Family Studies (2023) 32:1989–2003



working model that fathers are trustworthy and dependable
when needed. Therefore, an secure emotional bond estab-
lished between adolescents and their fathers positively
impacts adolescents’ resilience and capacities to grapple with
emotional distress (Gold et al., 2020), resulting in low inter-
nalizing problem behavior.

However, this interactive pattern mentioned above
exhibited an intercultural difference between Han and
Dong-Xiang adolescents. Han adolescents with higher
attachment avoidance (both fearful and dismissing) con-
sistently reported higher levels of internalizing problem
behavior than those with lower attachment avoidance (both
preoccupied and secure). One possible explanation is that,
with dramatic sociocultural changes in Han families during
the past decade, egalitarianism has penetrated the social
consciousness; the father’s role in the family is no longer
solely that of the breadwinner but includes being more
involved in child-rearing (Li, 2020). In many instances,
Chinese fathers play an equally important role as mothers in
their children’s daily activities and psychosocial functioning
(Feng et al., 2019; Su et al., 2017). Likewise, most Han
families have only one child, and fathers can pay extensive
attention to this single child. Attachment avoidance to
fathers in this context becomes particularly detrimental.
Adolescents may be frequently worried about their daily
contact with fathers and hope to keep a proper distance from
them. Being emotionally distanced from fathers in Con-
fucianism goes against the value of filial piety that requires
children to care for and maintain close contact with their
elderly parents (Wang et al., 2022), which may result in
high internalizing problem behavior.

Further, Dong-Xiang adolescents with distinct levels of
attachment avoidance exhibited differences in internalizing
problem behavior, depending on the levels of attachment
anxiety. The current findings suggest that attachment
avoidance of Dong-Xiang adolescents exhibits differential
susceptibility (Belsky & Pluess, 2009), documenting that
avoidance is related to early adolescents’ differentiating
internalizing problem behavior in both high and low anxi-
ety. Adolescents with low avoidance, under low attachment
anxiety contexts, may be more likely to effectively manage
their emotions and establish positive peer interactions. By
contrast, adolescents with low avoidance, under high
attachment anxiety contexts, tend to analyze social infor-
mation on a deeper and more complex level and overly
process this information when interacting with their fathers,
resulting in their social capacities being jeopardized by their
overreactions and sensitivity responses. One possible
interpretation for this pattern is that, in Dong-Xiang ethnic
groups, parents—especially fathers—assume the primary
responsibility for supervising their children to behave
within the beliefs of Islam and universal human values
(Hossain & Juhari, 2015). In this perspective, the father

figure in a family represents the degree of young adoles-
cents’ devotion to divine power and their implementation of
Islamic faith and proper practice. Although adolescents
frequently approach their fathers in this regard, adolescents
may, at the same time, be overly sensitive to the relation-
ships with their fathers due to the emphasis on resolute and
paramount Islamic values. Nevertheless, while the current
study supports this differential susceptibility pattern, our
finding offers only tentative support, so further replication is
still needed to draw any solid conclusions.

Along with these significant findings, several limitations
in the present research should be acknowledged. First and
foremost, the cross-sectional design of the current study
does not allow us to infer causality. Future studies should
use a longitudinal design to enhance our conceptual
understanding of the probable causal chain from attachment
toward fathers to adolescents’ internalizing problem beha-
vior. Another methodological limitation is that the current
study relies solely on self-report questionnaires on an
ordinal scale. Distinct attachment styles can be captured by
other measurements, such as the Friends and Family Inter-
view (Pace et al., 2020); while time-consuming and costly,
such measurements provide the kind of in-depth informa-
tion that self-reported questionnaires rarely provide. Relat-
edly, self-reported questionnaires that leverage an ordinal
scale, although widely used, violate the statistical assump-
tions of parametric tests (regarding categorical data as
continuous). Therefore, future studies should consider using
alternative measurements to obtain more in-depth results
with higher validity compared to those obtained via self-
reported ordinal scales. Third, although the ECR-RC has
demonstrated sound psychometric properties in current
samples, its rest-retest reliability and concurrent validity
were not examined due to our research constraints. There-
fore, future validation studies should address these limita-
tions by comprehensively assessing the Chinese version of
the ECR-RC to ensure it is a psychometrically reliable and
valid tool for assessing attachment in adolescents. Finally,
although the current study adds to the extant research by
focusing on the unique role of attachment to fathers,
examining a relatively limited range of social contexts may
yield a less holistic picture of the linkage between several
attachment figures and early adolescents’ internalizing
problem behavior. Other variables, such as attachment to
mothers and peers (Muzi et al., 2022), should be incorpo-
rated in future investigations to provide a comprehensive
and systematic understanding of the associations between
the variables and internalizing problem behavior. These
limitations notwithstanding, the current study offers
important theoretical and practical implications. With
regard to theory, the current study contributes to the
understanding of the developmental processes of inter-
nalizing problem behavior in early adolescence by
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investigating the interplay between anxiety and attachment
avoidance. Moreover, the current study enriches the con-
ceptual literature that predominantly and disproportionately
focuses on attachment toward mothers, and it demonstrates
the essential role of fathers in adolescent healthy develop-
ment. Additionally, the current findings exhibit ethnic group
differences, which could be attributed to cultural differences
in father-adolescent attachment relationships, contributing
to the discussion of attachment as either a universal or a
cultural phenomenon (Keller, 2018; Rothbaum et al., 2000;
van IJzendoorn & Sagi-Schwartz, 2008).

In accordance with prior meta-analyses (Spruit et al.,
2020), the current findings suggest that attachment insecurity
is positively related to internalizing problem behavior.
Therefore, school-based counselors or practitioners may
administer the quality of attachment assessment among youth
and screen those who exhibit high attachment insecurity for
further psychological treatment. Moreover, school authorities
should start highlighting the unique role of father involvement
with adolescent; authorities could, for instance, encourage
fathers’ participation through parent-child meetings or parent-
teacher WeChat groups, excluding possible barriers or mis-
conceptions regarding father-implemented activities. Like-
wise, tailored father-friendly activities, such as “pair fathers”
and “father playgroups,” may promote active father involve-
ment (for further details, see Flippin & Crais, 2011). For
adolescents who show potentially insecure attachment to their
fathers, attachment-based family interventions may be in
order (Diamond et al., 2003). Counselors or practitioners
should guide or encourage these families to seek individual
intervention sessions to repair relational ruptures and rebuild
trust in their relationships with their children. At the same
time, a therapist may repeatedly interact with students to help
them cognitively restructure their relational schemas, as
attachment presentations reflect previous repeated interactions
with fathers and become consolidated at certain points (Dagan
et al., 2020). In addition, the current study suggests that
adolescents’ cultural or ethnic backgrounds should be care-
fully considered when performing targeted intervention pro-
grams in a bid to improve their efficacy.

Conclusion

The current study highlights the critical role of attachment
to fathers in early adolescents’ internalizing problem
behavior. Moreover, the interactive patterns between anxi-
ety and avoidance dimensions of attachment are differen-
tially related to adolescents’ internalizing problem behavior.
Additionally, the current study indicates that attachment
theory is essentially universal, but it also exhibits culture-
specific expressions of father-adolescent interactions rele-
vant to specific economic and sociocultural realms.
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