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Abstract
Guided by attachment theory, this longitudinal study examined the mediating role of 
parent-adolescent attachment on the relation between parents’ attachment styles and 
adolescents’ regulatory emotional self-efficacy (RESE, including managing nega-
tive affect and expressing positive affect). Five hundred seventy-three Chinese junior 
high school students (46% male; aged 11–14 years, M = 12.76 years, SD = 0.74) 
completed measures of RESE at T1, parent-adolescent attachment at T2 (six months 
later), and RESE at T3 (another six months later), while 573 students’ parents (one 
student only has a parent, 241 fathers and 332 mothers) completed measures of 
adult attachment styles (anxiety and avoidance) at T1. Results from structural equa-
tion modeling indicated that father-adolescent attachment mediated the association 
between fathers’ attachment anxiety and adolescents’ self-efficacy beliefs in man-
aging negative affect, while mother-adolescent attachment marginally mediated the 
relation between mothers’ attachment anxiety and adolescents’ self-efficacy beliefs 
in managing negative affect and expressing positive affect. These findings suggest 
that parents’ attachment anxiety could predict their children’s attachment to parents, 
in turn, impacting their children’s regulatory emotional self-efficacy.
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Introduction

Regulatory emotional self-efficacy (RESE) is a positive psychological quality 
referring to self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative affect (NEG) and express-
ing positive affect (POS). More specifically, NEG refers to beliefs regarding one’s 
ability to alleviate negative emotional states (e.g., anger and despondency) that 
develop in response to adversity or frustrating events, and to avoid being over-
come by these emotions. Conversely, POS refers to beliefs about one’s ability to 
experience or allow oneself to express positive emotions (e.g., joy and pride) in 
response to success or pleasant events (Caprara et  al., 2008). Regulatory emo-
tional self-efficacy plays an important role in adolescent diverse spheres of psy-
chosocial functioning. For instance, POS is positively related with empathy, 
prosocial behavior, and well-being (Caprara & Steca, 2005), whereas NEG is 
negatively associated with anxiety, depressive symptoms, and shyness (Bandura 
et  al., 2003). Additionally, RESE (i.e., emotional competence and self-efficacy) 
are positive youth development (PYD) attributes which play important role in 
youth well-being (Zhou, Shek, & Zhu, 2020; Zhou, Shek, Zhu, & Dou, 2020).

Family members play importance role in child and adolescent psychosocial 
development in Chinese societies (Li et al., 2019; Leung & Fung, 2021). Accord-
ing to attachment theory, children with secure attachment to parents develop 
a positive internal working model of themselves as loveable and competent 
(Bowlby, 1969), so that they had higher general self-efficacy (Lu & Zhang, 2008) 
and emotional regulation ability (Cassidy, 1994; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2019), as a 
result, they could develop higher regulatory emotional self-efficacy (Pan, Zhang, 
Liu, Ran, & Wang, 2016a, b). Moreover, according to the intergenerational trans-
mission of attachment, children’s attachment to parents could be predicted by 
their parents’ attachment representation, specifically, parents with secure attach-
ment representation are more likely to have children with secure attachment to 
parents (van Ijzendoorn, 1995; van Ijzendoorn & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2018; 
Verhage et al., 2016). Together, children’s attachment to parents might link par-
ents’ attachment representation with children’s regulatory emotional self-efficacy. 
Additionally, early adolescence is a time when autonomy from parents is par-
ticularly salient for individuals (Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986). Thus, guided by 
attachment theory, the present study examined the mediating role of early ado-
lescents’ attachment to parents on the association between parents’ attachment 
representation and early adolescents’ regulatory emotional self-efficacy.

Attachment and regulatory emotional self‑efficacy 
among adolescents

Attachment theory assumes that social interactions with primary caregivers form 
individual internal working models (i.e., mental representations of self and oth-
ers), which influence individual psychosocial functioning and adaptive outcomes 
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across the life span (Bowlby, 1973; Madigan et  al., 2016; Zhou, Guo, & Lu, 
2020). During early life stage, children’s attachment figures usually are their par-
ents. Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and Wall (1978) proposed that there are individ-
ual differences in children’s patterns of attachment to their parents (caregivers). 
For children and adolescents, parental attachment (attachment to parents) is used 
to represent the individual differences in children’s/adolescent’s attachment rela-
tionship quality with parents (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987).

According to attachment theory, children and adolescents with secure attach-
ment to caregivers develop positive internal working models so that they perceive 
themselves as loveable and competent (Bowlby, 1969), in turn, they have more 
positive self-evaluation (Song et al., 2009; Wilkinson, 2004). Previous study found 
early adolescents with secure attachment to parents had higher general self-efficacy 
(Lu & Zhang, 2008). Moreover, attachment theory assumes that children’s emotion 
regulation ability stems from their caregiver’s sensitivity to the children’s suffering 
(Bowlby, 1969; Calkins & Leerkes, 2011; Mikulincer et al., 2003). Previous studies 
also indicate that children with secure attachment are better able to regulate their 
emotions (Cassidy, 1994; Kerns et  al., 2007; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2019; Sroufe, 
2005). Together, children and adolescents with secure attachment to parents may 
develop higher regulatory emotional self-efficacy. In fact, one study directly demon-
strated that secure attachment to parents was positively associated with regulatory 
emotional self-efficacy among early adolescents (Pan, 2016a, b).

Parents’ attachment styles and adolescents’ attachment to parents

According to the intergenerational transmission of attachment, parents’ attachment 
representation could predict the security or insecurity of their children’s attachment 
to parents (van Ijzendoorn, 1995; Verhage et  al., 2016). Attachment relationships 
with parents in childhood and thereafter serve as mental models that shape parents’ 
interactions and attachment relationships with their offspring (Main et  al., 1985). 
The current mental representation of childhood attachment experiences, that is, 
adult attachment, impacts their children’s attachment relationship with them (van 
Ijzendoorn & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2018). During the 1980s, two independent 
lines of research were initiated to explore the individual differences of attachment 
in adulthood. First, Main et  al. (1985) developed the Adult Attachment Interview 
(AAI) to measure the current representation of attachment in adults. Meta-analyti-
cal and empirical studies have demonstrated that an adult’s attachment representa-
tions assessed by AAI is related to his or her child’s attachment classification in the 
Strange Situation (Behrens et al., 2016; van Ijzendoorn, 1995). Specifically, adults 
classified as secure in the AAI are more likely to have a child who is categorized as 
secure in the Strange Situation relative to adults classified as insecure.

Second, Hazan and Shaver (1987) developed a simple three-category (secure, 
avoidant, anxious/ambivalent) self-report measure to assess representation of attach-
ment in adults—referred to as adult attachment styles. Adult attachment styles are 
conceptualized as “systematic patterns of expectations, needs, emotions, emotion-
regulation strategies, and social behavior” in close relationships (e.g., with family 
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members, romantic partners, and close friends; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Sub-
sequent psychometric research suggested that variation in adult attachment styles is 
better assessed by dimensional, rather than categorical, self-report measures (attach-
ment-related anxiety and avoidance in close relationships; Brennan et  al., 1998). 
High attachment anxiety reflects an intense fear of rejection and abandonment, a 
strong desire for relationship closeness, and high preoccupation with relationship 
needs (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002). Conversely, high attachment avoidance reflects 
discomfort with intimacy, dependency, and emotional disclosure in close relation-
ships. A high score on one or both of these dimensions is considered to reflect 
greater attachment insecurity, while lower scores on both dimensions reflect greater 
attachment security.

Although the AAI and attachment style measures come from the same theo-
retical tradition and are regarded as measures of “adult attachment”, they are dif-
ferent in some respects and are not strongly related to each other (Roisman et al., 
2007). For the intergenerational transmission of attachment, it is necessary to exam-
ine the association between parents’ attachment styles and their children’s attach-
ment security. A review has suggested that parents’ attachment styles were related 
to parenting behaviors, emotions, and cognitions (Jones et  al., 2015a, b). Specifi-
cally, studies have shown that avoidant adults have less sensitive, responsive, and 
supportive parental behavior (Rholes et  al., 1995; Selcuk et  al., 2010), and hold 
more negative views of parenthood and of their children (Rholes et al., 1997). Stud-
ies also found that anxious mothers have less responsive maternal behavior (Good-
man et al., 1997), and frequently miss their children’s signals and interfering with 
their children’s exploration (Selcuk et al., 2010). Moreover, parental sensitivity and 
responsiveness are among the most important predictors of child attachment secu-
rity (Ainsworth et al., 1978; De Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997). Therefore, parents’ 
attachment styles could be associated with their children’s attachment security.

Different effects of father‑adolescent and mother‑adolescent 
attachment on adolescent psychosocial functioning

Although children’s primary attachment figure usually are mothers, recently an 
increasing body of studies suggest that the involvement of fathers plays an impor-
tant role in children’s development (Paquette et al., 2013), including in Chinese cul-
ture (Pan et al., 2020). Fathers seem to play a major role in the process of opening 
children up to the outside world, which is particularly linked to the development 
of autonomy and the management of risk-taking during the exploration of physical 
and social environments, fostering the development of physical, and social skills and 
self-assertiveness (Grossmann et al., 2002; Paquette et al., 2013). Indeed, empirical 
studies have demonstrated that father-adolescent attachment had a different impact 
from that of mother-adolescent attachment on social functioning in adolescents. For 
example, one study found that, relative to mother-adolescent attachment, father-
adolescent attachment had stronger effect on social self-efficacy in early adolescents 
(Coleman, 2003). Another study found that father-adolescent attachment was a more 
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important predictor of social competence than was mother-adolescent attachment 
among late adolescents (Rice et al., 1997).

Present Study

Our study attempted to address the following issues: (1) whether parents’ attach-
ment style could predict adolescents’ attachment to parents, in turn, predicting ado-
lescents’ RESE? (2) whether the relations of these variables were different between 
fathers and mothers? We used a longitudinal study to answer these questions because 
longitudinal design allows for an accurate analysis of mediating effects by control-
ling for the baseline values of outcome variable (Maxwell & Cole, 2007). Specif-
ically, a true mediation test would require at least three time points of data (i.e., 
measuring the predictor at the initial time point, the mediating variable at a point 
subsequent to the predictor, and the outcome at a point subsequent to the mediator; 
Maxwell & Cole, 2007).

Given that parents’ attachment style consists of two dimensions (anxiety and 
avoidance), and that adolescents’ attachment to father and mother have different 
effects on adolescents’ psychosocial functioning, we created four separate models 
(see Fig. 1–2) to examine interrelations between the variables. Based on the above 
literature review, we proposed four hypotheses. First, we hypothesized that adoles-
cents’ attachment to father mediates the association between fathers’ attachment 
anxiety and adolescents’ RESE (including POS and NEG) (Hypothesis 1). Sec-
ond, we hypothesized that adolescents’ attachment to father mediates the associa-
tion between fathers’ attachment avoidance and adolescents’ RESE (Hypothesis 2). 
Third, we hypothesized that adolescents’ attachment to mother mediates the associa-
tion between mothers’ attachment anxiety and adolescents’ RESE (Hypothesis 3). 
Fourth, we predicted that adolescents’ attachment to mother mediates the associa-
tion between mothers’ attachment avoidance and adolescents’ RESE (Hypothesis 4).

Fathers’ 

Anxiety/Avoidance 

T1

Paternal 

attachment T2

POS T3

NEG T3

Fig. 1  Longitudinal relations of fathers’ attachment anxiety or avoidance (T1) to adolescents’ POS and 
NEG (T3) through adolescent paternal attachment (T2). Note. Fathers’ Anxiety/Avoidance T1: fathers’ 
attachment anxiety or avoidance at Time 1; Paternal attachment T2: adolescent paternal attachment at 
Time 2; POS T3: adolescents’ POS at Time 3; NEG T3: adolescents’ NEG at Time 3.

2641Parents’ Attachment Styles and Adolescents’ Regulatory…



1 3

Method

Participants and Procedure

We selected early adolescents and their parents as participants. The early ado-
lescents were recruited from three junior high schools in southwest China: one 
in Chengdu City, Sichuan province (Chengdu is a national center city); one in 
the Beibei District of Chongqing municipality (Beibei is a medium-sized city); 
and one in Dazhu County, Sichuan province (Dazhu is a remote and backward 
county town). We recruited only one parent (one main caregiver, such as father 
or mother) for each adolescent, and they participated only at the initial data col-
lection point (i.e., T1). At T1, 710 students and 650 of their parents were pre-
sent, but only 630 students were present at the second data collection point, six 
months later (T2). In total, 600 students provided complete data at the third col-
lection point, which took place after another six months (T3). The final sample 
comprised 573 students and their parents (241 fathers and 332 mothers); 137 stu-
dents were lost because they were absent on the assessment days or their par-
ents declined to participate at T1. The two groups (573 and 137 students) did not 
differ significantly in any of the study variables (i.e. parents’ attachment styles, 
adolescent parental attachment, RESE). Students in the final sample were 11–14 
years old (M = 12.76 years, SD = 0.74). Two hundred ninety-six students were 
in 7th grade, while the remaining 277 were in 8th grade. Two hundred sixty-five 
students were boys, and 308 were girls. In addition, two hundred and forty-one 
fathers in the final sample were 32–73 years old (M = 40.97 years, SD = 4.58); 
for the highest education level, 55.7% of fathers were junior high school or below, 
25% were senior high school, 19.3% were college degree or above. Three hun-
dred and thirty-two mothers in the final sample were 31-52 years old (M = 39.87 
years, SD = 4.27); for the highest education level, 50.9% of mothers were junior 
high school or below, 29.7% were senior high school, 19.4% were college degree 

Mothers’ 

Anxiety/Avoidance 

T1

Maternal 

attachment T2

POS T3

NEG T3

Fig. 2  Longitudinal relations of mothers’ attachment anxiety or avoidance (T1) to adolescents’ POS and 
NEG (T3) through adolescent maternal attachment (T2). Note. Mothers’ Anxiety/Avoidance T1: moth-
ers’ attachment anxiety or avoidance at Time 1; Maternal attachment T2: adolescent maternal attachment 
at Time 2; POS T3: adolescents’ POS at Time 3; NEG T3: adolescents’ NEG at Time 3.

2642 Y. Pan et al.



1 3

or above. All fathers and mothers are middle-class and working class. Both stu-
dents and parents were predominantly of Han ethnicity.

This study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee at the lead research-
er’s university. Following the guideline of the Research Ethics Committee, written 
consent was first obtained from the heads of school and parents, after which all will-
ing students provided their oral consent. At T1, T2, and T3, students completed a 
self-reported questionnaire in a 40-minute class at school with the guidance pro-
vided by trained graduate researchers. At T1, students took home the adult attach-
ment style questionnaire (used to measure parents’ attachment style) for a parent 
(either the father or mother) to complete. The parent survey sealed in an envelope 
was returned to the researchers on the following day.

Measures

Adult attachment styles Parents’ attachment styles were measured using the short 
version of the Experiences in Close Relationships Scale (ECR; Wei et  al., 2007), 
a 12-item scale assessing individuals’ typical degree of attachment-related anxiety 
and avoidance in close relationships (e.g., with family members, romantic partners, 
or close friends). The subscale of anxiety (6 items) measures the extent to which 
a person strongly desires closeness in their relationships and worries about being 
rejected, abandoned, or unloved (e.g., “I worry that romantic partners won’t care 
about me as much as I care about them”). The subscale of avoidance (6 items) 
assesses the extent to which a person is uncomfortable with closeness, intimacy, and 
emotional disclosure in close relationships (e.g., “I try to avoid getting too close 
to my partner”). Each item was rated by parents on a 7-point frequency response 
scale ranging from 1 (disagree strongly) to 7 (agree strongly). Higher scores indicate 
greater attachment anxiety or avoidance. The reliability and validity of this question-
naire were demonstrated in a previous study (Wei et al., 2007). In the current study, 
we ended up deleting five items (two items on anxiety and three items on avoidance) 
because of their low item-total correlations. As a result, the Cronbach’s alphas at 
T1 for the subscale of anxiety were .69 (fathers) and .75 (mothers), while those for 
the subscale of avoidance were .87 (fathers) and .80 (mothers). In the analysis, we 
conducted the structural equation modeling (SEM) using latent variables to rule out 
the possibility of measurement errors. The seven items left in this scale were used as 
indicators of the latent variables of attachment anxiety (four items) and attachment 
avoidance (three items).

Adolescent parental attachment The attachment relationship between adolescents 
and their parent was assessed using the parent subscales of the short version of the 
Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachments (IPPA; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). 
This adolescent self-report questionnaire assesses the extent to which adolescents 
feel securely attached with their fathers and mothers. It has two sections — attach-
ment with mothers and fathers — with 12 items each. This instrument specifically 
measures adolescents’ trust in the availability and sensitivity of the attachment fig-
ure (trust, four items), the quality of communication (communication, four items), 
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and the degree of anger and alienation (alienation, four items) in the relationship 
with attachment figure. Examples of items for each subscale are as follows: for 
trust, “My father/mother respects my feelings”; for communication, “If my father/
mother knows something is bothering me, he/she asks me”; and for alienation, “I 
don’t get much attention from my father/mother.” All of the items are rated using a 
five-point frequency response scale (1 = almost never … 5 = almost always). The 
short version of the IPPA has proven to be reliable and valid in previous studies, 
including several with Chinese samples (Pan et al., 2017; Pan et al., 2016a, b; Raja 
et al., 1992). The Cronbach’s alphas at T2 in the present study for the paternal and 
maternal attachment scales were as follows, respectively: trust (0.70, 0.73), com-
munication (0.65, 0.63), and alienation (0.66, 0.60). In the SEM, we used the three 
subscales (trust, communication, alienation) as indicators of the latent variables of 
paternal or maternal attachment.

Regulatory emotional self‑efficacy We used the RESE scale, which was devised by 
Caprara et  al. (2008), to measure adolescents’ RESE. This self-report scale com-
prises 12 items in two subscales: POS (4 items) and NEG (8 items). The NEG sub-
scale is further made up of the lower-order subscales of anger-irritation (ANG, 4 
items) and despondency-distress (DES, 4 items). Examples of items include “How 
well can you express joy when good things happen to you?” (POS) and “How well 
can you keep from getting discouraged in the face of difficulties?” (DES). All items 
are rated using a five-point frequency response scale (1 = not well at all … 5 = very 
well). The RESE has proven to be reliable and valid in previous studies, including 
several with Chinese samples (Caprara et al., 2008; Pan et al., 2016a, b). The Cron-
bach’s alphas at T3 in the present study for the RESE were 0.81 (POS) and 0.85 
(NEG). We used the POS and NEG subscales as the two observed variables in the 
SEM.

Demographic Measures We collected demographic variables of students’ gender, 
grade, age, and their parents’ gender at T1.

Data Analytic Strategy

First, descriptive and correlation analyses were conducted for the variables of inter-
est for the total sample. Second, we examined the mediating role of adolescent 
paternal/maternal attachment in the association between fathers’/mothers’ attach-
ment styles and adolescent RESE by using SEM. We tested four separate models for 
fathers’ attachment anxiety (see Fig. 3), fathers’ attachment avoidance (see Fig. 4), 
mothers’ attachment anxiety (see Fig. 5), and mothers’ attachment avoidance (see 
Fig.  6). Additionally, we controlled for adolescents’ RESE at T1 and gender (Lu 
et  al., 2021), while we did not controlled for adolescents’ age because it was not 
related with outcome variables.

We used Mplus 7 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012) to fit the proposed models to the 
data. The SEM was performed using the robust maximum likelihood (MLR) esti-
mator to account for the non-normality of the data. Indirect effects were examined 
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using the bootstrapping method, which is a nonparametric approach that allows 
for hypothesis testing as well as the calculation of effect sizes (Preacher & Hayes, 
2008). To evaluate the fit of the models to the data, we examined several standard fit 
indices, including the comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), root 
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root mean square 
residual (SRMR). Good model fit was indicated by values of greater than .90 for the 
CFI and TLI and smaller than .06 and .08 for the RMSEA and SRMR, respectively 
(Hu & Bentler, 1999). Additionally, the χ2 value was not regarded as fit indices, 
because it was influenced easily by sample size.

Results

Descriptive and Correlation Analyses

Tables 1 and 2 shows the means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations for 
all variables for fathers and mothers, respectively. We found that fathers’ attachment 
anxiety at T1 was negatively related with adolescents’ paternal attachment at T2, 
and that both fathers’ attachment anxiety and avoidance at T1 were negatively asso-
ciated with adolescents’ POS at T3. Moreover, adolescents’ paternal attachment at 
T2 was positively related with adolescents’ POS and NEG at T3. Notably, adoles-
cent gender (0 = girl, 1 = boy) was negatively related with adolescents’ POS at T3.

As for mothers’ attachment style, high mothers’ attachment anxiety and avoid-
ance at T1 were associated with low adolescents’ maternal attachment at T2. Moreo-
ver, low adolescents’ maternal attachment at T2 was related with low adolescents’ 
POS and NEG at T3. Additionally, we found that adolescent gender (0 = girl, 1 = 
boy) was negatively related with adolescents’ maternal attachment at T2, and mar-
ginally positively associated with adolescents’ NEG at T3.

Table 1  Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations of fathers’ attachment anxiety and avoid-
ance at T1, adolescent paternal attachment at T2, and adolescents’ POS and NEG at T1 and T3

Note. Paternal attachment T2: adolescent paternal attachment at Time 2; POS: perceived capability of 
expressing positive affect; NEG: perceived capability of regulating negative affect. Gender was coded 
with 0 = girl; 1 = boy. †p<.08, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. N = 241.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Fathers’ anxiety T1 9.36 5.09 —
2 Fathers’ avoidance T1 6.21 4.17 .77*** —
3 Adolescents’ POS T1 16.03 3.14 –.08 –.12† —
4 Adolescents’ NEG T1 26.67 6.46 –.02 –.04 .34*** —
5 Paternal attachment T2 45.49 8.22 –.15* –.09 .20** .29*** —
6 Adolescents’ POS T3 15.78 3.23 –.17** –.19** .50*** .18** .25*** —
7 Adolescents’ NEG T3 27.40 6.07 –.07 –.07 .26*** .53*** .35*** .38*** —
8 Adolescents’ Gender .50 .50 .07 .01 –.06 .08 –.03 –.23*** .09
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Parents’ Attachment Styles and Adolescent RESE: The Mediating Role 
of Adolescent Parental Attachment

Fathers’ anxiety or avoidance and adolescents’ RESE: The mediating role of adoles‑
cent paternal attachment The model describing the longitudinal effect of fathers’ 
attachment anxiety at T1 on adolescents’ RESE at T3 via adolescent paternal attach-
ment at T2 (see Fig. 3) showed a good fit to the data, χ2(45) = 76.73, p = 0.002, 
CFI = 0.947, TLI = 0.926, RMSEA = 0.054 (90% CI = 0.032, 0.074), SRMR = 
0.076. The test of the indirect effects indicated that adolescent paternal attachment 
significantly mediated the relation between fathers’ anxiety and adolescents’ NEG, β 
= -.054, 95% CI = [-.102, -.006], p = .025, but did not mediate the relation between 
fathers’ anxiety and adolescents’ POS, β = -.031, 95% CI = [-.069, .007], p = .112. 
In addition, the direct effects of fathers’ anxiety on adolescents’ POS and NEG were 
not significant.

Similarly, the model of the longitudinal effect of fathers’ attachment avoidance 
at T1 on adolescents’ RESE at T3 via adolescent paternal attachment at T2 (see 
Fig. 4) also showed a good fit to the data, χ2(35) = 63.20, p = 0.002, CFI = 0.960, 
TLI = 0.940, RMSEA = 0.058 (90% CI = 0.034, 0.080), SRMR = 0.078. The test 
of the indirect effects revealed that adolescent paternal attachment did not mediate 
the effects of fathers’ avoidance on adolescents’ NEG, β = -.030, 95% CI = [-.069, 
.009], p = .132, and POS, β = -.019, 95% CI = [-.048, .011], p = .218. Addition-
ally, the direct effect of fathers’ avoidance on adolescents’ POS was significant, β = 
-.132, SE = .065, p = .044, however, that was non-significant for NEG.

Mothers’ anxiety or avoidance and adolescents’ RESE: The mediating role of adoles‑
cent maternal attachment The model of the longitudinal effect of mothers’ anxiety 
at T1 on adolescents’ RESE at T3 via adolescent maternal attachment at T2 (see 
Fig. 5) showed a good fit to the data, χ2 (45) = 83.58, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.956, TLI 
= 0.939, RMSEA = 0.051 (90% CI = 0.033, 0.068), SRMR = 0.068. The tests of 

Table 2  Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations of mothers’ attachment anxiety and avoid-
ance at T1, adolescent maternal attachment at T2, and adolescents’ POS and NEG at T1 and T3

Note. Maternal attachment T2: adolescent maternal attachment at Time 2; POS: perceived capability of 
expressing positive affect; NEG: perceived capability of regulating negative affect. Gender was coded 
with 0 = girl; 1 = boy. †p<.08, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. N = 332.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Mothers’ anxiety T1 9.71 5.39 —
2 Mothers’ avoidance T1 6.51 4.15 .76*** —
3 Adolescents’ POS T1 16.25 3.22 .09 .07 —
4 Adolescents’ NEG T1 26.34 6.68 .02 –.02 .31*** —
5 Maternal attachment T2 47.33 7.98 –.14* –.11* .11* .26*** —
6 Adolescents’ POS T3 16.11 3.38 .06 .06 .57*** .29** .27*** —
7 Adolescents’ NEG T3 26.99 6.32 –.01 –.02 .27*** .49*** .25*** .44*** —
8 Adolescents’ Gender .44 .50 .10† .08 –.08 .08 –.15** –.10 .10†
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the indirect effects indicated that adolescent maternal attachment marginally medi-
ated the relations between mothers’ anxiety and adolescents’ POS, β = -.037, 95% 
CI = [-.077, .002], p = .053, and NEG, β = -.027, 95% CI = [-.059, .005], p = .084. 
In addition, the direct effects of mothers’ anxiety on adolescents’ POS and NEG 
were not significant.

Similarly, the model of the longitudinal effect of mothers’ avoidance at T1 on 
adolescents’ RESE at T3 via adolescent maternal attachment at T2 (see Fig. 6) also 
showed a good fit to the data, χ2 (35) = 81.50, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.946, TLI = 
0.919, RMSEA = 0.063 (90% CI = 0.045, 0.081), SRMR = 0.071. The tests of the 
indirect effects revealed that adolescent maternal attachment did not mediate the 
relations between mothers’ avoidance and adolescents’ NEG, β = -.021, 95% CI = 
[-.051, .009], p = .129, and POS, β = -.029, 95% CI = [-.067, .008], p = .102. Also, 
the direct effects of mothers’ avoidance on adolescents’ POS and NEG were not sig-
nificant. Additionally, Table 3 shows the results of indirect effects in all analyses.

Discussion

We examined whether adolescent parental attachment mediate the associa-
tion between parents’ attachment styles and adolescents’ RESE in a longitudi-
nal study. The results showed that adolescent paternal attachment mediated the 
longitudinal association between fathers’ attachment anxiety and adolescents’ 

Table 3  Standardized indirect effects of fathers’ (mothers’) attachment style at T1 on adolescents’ POS 
and NEG at T3 via adolescent paternal (maternal) attachment at T2

Note. POS T3: adolescents’ POS at Time 3; NEG T3: adolescents’ NEG at Time 3.

Indirect effect β (Standardized 
indirect effect)

SE p 95% CI Stand-
ardized indirect 
effect

From Fathers’ anxiety T1 to POS T3
via Paternal attachment T2

–.031 .019 .112 –.069, .007

From Fathers’ anxiety T1 to NEG T3
via Paternal attachment T2

–.054 .024 .025 –.102, –.006

From Fathers’ avoidance T1 to POS T3 via Paternal 
attachment T2

–.019 .015 .218 –.048, .011

From Fathers’ avoidance T1 to NEG T3 via Paternal 
attachment T2

–.030 .020 .132 –.069, .009

From Mothers’ anxiety T1 to POS T3
via Maternal attachment T2

–.037 .019 .053 –.077, .002

From Mothers’ anxiety T1 to NEG T3
via Maternal attachment T2

–.027 .015 .084 –.059, .005

From Mothers’ avoidance T1 to POS T3 via Maternal 
attachment T2

–.029 .018 .102 –.067, .008

From Mothers’ avoidance T1 to NEG T3 via Maternal 
attachment T2

–.021 .014 .129 –.051, .009
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self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative affect. Moreover, adolescent maternal 
attachment marginally mediated the longitudinal associations between mothers’ 
attachment anxiety and adolescents’ self-efficacy beliefs in managing negative 
affect and expressing positive affect. These findings together suggest that both 
fathers’ and mothers’ attachment anxiety could influence early adolescents’ RESE 
via adolescent parental attachment.

Fathers’ Attachment Styles and Adolescents’ RESE: The Mediating Role 
of Adolescents’ Paternal Attachment

Results indicated that adolescents’ paternal attachment mediated the longitudinal 
effect of fathers’ attachment anxiety on adolescents’ NEG. This partially supports 
Hypothesis 1. Anxiously attached parents typically miss their children’s signals 
(Selcuk et  al., 2010), which may cause children to develop insecure attachment 
to father, in turn, leading to lower NEG (Pan et  al., 2016a, b). This result also 
supports attachment theory which argues that parents’ attachment representa-
tion could be transmitted to their children (Verhage et al., 2016). Previous stud-
ies obtained somewhat similar results. For instance, one study found that fathers’ 
romantic attachment status influenced children’s attachment to fathers (Roelofs 
et al., 2008), another study found that fathers’ attachment anxiety influenced ado-
lescents’ substance use via parental knowledge of adolescent activities (Jones 
et al., 2015a, b). However, we found no significant mediating effect of adolescent 
paternal attachment on the longitudinal association between fathers’ attachment 
anxiety and adolescents’ POS. We suspect that this because the effect of adoles-
cent paternal attachment on POS is weak. This result is consistent with a previous 
study (Pan et al., 2016a, b).

Moreover, results indicated that adolescent paternal attachment did not mediate 
the longitudinal association between fathers’ attachment avoidance and adolescents’ 
POS/NEG. Further, fathers’ attachment avoidance did not predict adolescent pater-
nal attachment. This result was inconsistent with our prediction (Hypothesis 2). In 
Chinese culture, most fathers have few caring responsibilities and maintain an emo-
tional distance from their children, thus causing many children to develop low levels 
of attachment to their fathers (Pan et al., 2016a, b). As a result, fathers’ attachment 
avoidance may have less influence on adolescents’ attachment to their fathers. One 
study has also shown that only fathers’ attachment anxiety, not attachment avoid-
ance, negatively predicted children’s secure attachment to fathers (Bi et al., 2018).

Although fathers’ attachment avoidance did not impact adolescent POS/NEG 
through adolescent attachment to father, results indicated that fathers’ attachment 
avoidance had a direct negative effect on adolescents’ POS. This result suggested 
that fathers’ attachment avoidance might influence adolescents’ POS through other 
variables, rather than father-adolescent attachment. Avoidant fathers rarely display 
positive affect in response to successes or pleasant events (Rholes et  al., 1997), 
which may cause adolescents to learn to do the same. As a result, adolescents with 
avoidant fathers may develop weak self-efficacy beliefs in expressing positive affect.
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Mothers’ Attachment Styles and Adolescents’ RESE: The Mediating Role 
of Adolescents’ Maternal Attachment

Results indicated that adolescent maternal attachment marginally mediated the 
longitudinal association between mothers’ attachment anxiety and adolescents’ 
POS/NEG. This result basically supports Hypothesis 3. The finding indicates that 
mothers’ attachment anxiety negatively predicted adolescents’ maternal attach-
ment, which in turn influenced adolescents’ POS or NEG. This result also sup-
ports attachment theory which argues that parents’ attachment representation can 
be transmitted to their children (Verhage et al., 2016). Mothers with attachment-
related anxiety had less responsive maternal behavior (Goodman et  al., 1997), 
and frequently miss their children’s signals (Selcuk et al., 2010), as a result, their 
children would develop insecure attachment to mothers.

Consistent with the results for fathers’ avoidance, adolescent maternal attach-
ment did not mediate the longitudinal association between mothers’ attachment 
avoidance and adolescents’ POS/NEG. This result leads us to reject Hypothesis 4. 
Like with the association for fathers, we attribute this result to the lack of a sig-
nificant effect of mothers’ attachment avoidance on adolescent maternal attach-
ment. Avoidant adults prefer to maintain physical and psychological distance 
from close relationship partners, and are often uncomfortable with others depend-
ing on them (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Given that early adolescence is a time 
when autonomy from parents is particularly salient for individuals (Steinberg & 
Silverberg, 1986), early adolescents may be reluctant to keep as close a relation-
ship with their mothers as in childhood. Thus, mothers’ avoidance might have 
less of an adverse influence on early adolescents’ attachment to mothers.

Strengths and Limitations

This study may have several noteworthy strengths. First, this may be one of the 
first studies to explicitly test the mediating role of adolescents’ parental attach-
ment on the relation between parents’ attachment style and adolescents’ RESE. 
And, we investigated the effects of both fathers’ and mothers’ attachment styles 
on adolescents’ paternal and maternal attachment. Second, as attachment to par-
ents (i.e., bonding) and regulatory emotional self-efficacy (i.e., emotional com-
petence and self-efficacy) are positive youth development (PYD) attributes (Qi 
et al., 2020; Shek et al., 2019a, b), the present findings reinforce the importance 
of strengthening PYD attributes in adolescent development. Theoretically, the 
findings help social scientists to formulate new models on the topic. Third, we 
used both adolescent-report (adolescents’ attachment to parents and RESE) and 
parent-report (parents’ attachment styles) measures, thus reducing the problems 
of common-method variance and increasing the internal validity of the findings. 
Finally, the longitudinal design enabled a more accurate analyses of the mediat-
ing effects by controlling for the baseline values of adolescents’ RESE.
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Of course, the study also has several limitations that highlight the need for 
a more cautious interpretation of our findings and offers some guidance for 
future research. First, in order to ensure an adequate sample size, only one par-
ent (father or mother) of every adolescent participated in the survey. In future 
studies, researchers could require both parents to participate in the survey. Sec-
ond, parents’ attachment styles were measured using the short version of the 
Experiences in Close Relationships Scale (ECR), which consists of 12 items (6 
items for anxiety and 6 for avoidance; Wei et al., 2007). However, five items had 
to be deleted because of their low item-total correlations, which may be one of 
the reasons for the lack of findings related to avoidance. Future studies could 
use the full version of the ECR, which contains 36 items (Brennan et al., 1998), 
to assessed parents’ attachment style. Additionally, the state adult attachment 
measure (SAAM) also could be used to measure parents’ attachment status in 
future studies. The Chinese version of SAAM includes 21 items in three sub-
scales: attachment-related security (9 items), avoidance (7 items) and anxiety 
(5 items) (Ma et al., 2012). Finally, a review has shown that parents’ attachment 
style has a strong impact on parenting behaviors (Jones et al., 2015a, b). There-
fore, future studies should examine the mediating effect of parenting behaviors 
on the relation between parents’ attachment style and adolescents’ RESE.

Implications for Clinical Practice

The present findings have implications for prevention and intervention efforts 
targeting early adolescents’ parental attachment and RESE. Specifically, fathers’ 
attachment anxiety can influence early adolescents’ NEG through adolescents’ 
paternal attachment, and mothers’ anxiety can influence adolescents’ POS and 
NEG via adolescents’ maternal attachment. These findings suggest that improv-
ing adolescents’ attachment to anxiously attached parents could alleviate the 
negative impact of parents’ attachment anxiety on adolescents’ regulatory 
emotional self-efficacy. For example, intervention programs targeted anxiously 
attached parents should be developed to foster intimate parent–adolescent attach-
ment relationships before and during early adolescence. Further, these findings 
emphasized the importance of developing intervention programs to interrupt the 
intergenerational transmission of the representation in insecure attached parents 
via improving their parenting behaviors (van Ijzendoorn et  al., 2018; Verhage 
et al., 2016). Additionally, attachment to parents (i.e., bonding) is positive youth 
development (PYD) attributes (Qi et al., 2020; Shek et al., 2019a, b), and pre-
vious studies have demonstrated that the Project P.A.T.H.S. (Positive Adoles-
cent Training through Holistic Social Programs) developed by Shek is effective 
in promoting positive development in Chinese secondary school students (Ma 
et al., 2019; Shek & Ma, 2012; Shek et al., 2020; Shek et al., 2019a, b; Zhu & 
Shek, 2020). Therefore, the Project P.A.T.H.S. could be applied to promote early 
adolescents’ attachment to parents, in turn, improving adolescents’ regulatory 
emotional self-efficacy.
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Conclusion

Overall, our findings support the notion that parents’ attachment anxiety can 
influence early adolescents’ RSES through adolescents’ attachment to parents. 
Nevertheless, given the limited number of studies examining the links between 
parents’ attachment styles, adolescents’ parental attachment, and RSES in differ-
ent cultures, further study is necessary.
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