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Preschool father-child attachment and its relation to
self-reported child socioemotional adaptation in middle
childhood
Jean-François Bureau, Audrey-Ann Deneault and Kim Yurkowski

School of Psychology, University of Ottawa, Ottawa, Canada

ABSTRACT
Although considerable research has sought to establish the influ-
ence of parent-child attachment on child socioemotional adapta-
tion, it has primarily focused on mother-child dyads and external
reports of adaptation. The current study investigates the longitudi-
nal associations between both preschool mother-child and father-
child attachment and self-reported socioemotional adaptation in
middle childhood. Eighty-three children (47 girls) participated in
separate lab visits with each parent at both Time 1 (3–5 years old)
and Time 2 (7–11 years old). Results revealed that father-child
attachment assessed with the MacArthur Preschool Attachment
Coding System was uniquely related to child self-esteem, such that
insecure children had significantly lower self-esteem scores than
what was expected by chance. Children insecurely attached to
their father also reported significantly higher externalizing problems
than secure children, but this relationship was only significant if the
child was also insecurely attached to their mother.
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Attachment researchers have explored the influence of mother-child attachment on
children’s concurrent and long-term socioemotional outcomes (Groh, Fearon, van
IJzendoorn, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Roisman, 2017). However, most studies neglect
to examine father-child attachment relationships, despite theoretical and empirical
evidence of their importance in the prediction of child socioemotional outcomes.
Researchers argue that fathers play a crucial role in the promotion of emotion regulation
and social adaptation through activation in play interaction (e.g. rough-and-tumble play)
and insist on the importance to face challenges (Paquette, 2004). However, if fathers
initiate aggressive play but are insensitive or fail to establish appropriate limit-setting,
children may view aggressive behaviors as acceptable and correspondingly model them
across social contexts.

Despite the specificities of fatherhood and motherhood, research shows a significant,
yet moderate, concordance between attachment to fathers and mothers in infancy (62%
concordance; van IJzendoorn & de Wolff, 1997). The aforementioned association
between mother-child attachment and child socioemotional adaptation could partly
be explained by the unassessed father-child relationship. Previous studies have mostly
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relied on maternal and/or teacher report of child socioemotional adaptation, despite
their limited knowledge of the child’s inner states. Thus, the current study aims to
compare the associations between children’s attachment to their mother and to their
father in the preschool years and self-reported socioemotional adaptation in middle
childhood (7–11 years old).

Father-child attachment in the preschool years

Although research on parent-child attachment has traditionally been limited to infant-
mother dyads, there is now an increased research focus on attachment during the
preschool years, an important developmental period marked by considerable cognitive
and linguistic changes. Preschool children become better dyadic interaction partners,
allowing for the development of a goal-corrected partnership between the child and their
attachment figure (Bowlby, 1973). During this period, the focus of children’s interactions
shifts from fulfilling basic needs (e.g. eating, sleeping) to playful interactions and the
exploration of their environment. This shift results in fathers becoming more directly
involved in childrearing activities in the preschool years (Lamb, 2004).

These important cognitive and linguistic developments in the preschool years alter
the expression of attachment behaviors toward their attachment figure, but their
relative function remains similar to that of infancy (Cassidy, & Marvin, & the MacArthur
working group on attachment, 1992). For example, secure children interact comfortably
with their attachment figure, and can use him or her as a secure base from which to
explore and as a safe haven in moments of distress. Avoidant children try to minimize
expressing emotions related to the dyad and tend to avoid the attachment figure,
whereas ambivalent children continue to exaggerate their dependency toward the
attachment figure through regressed behaviors and struggle.

Socioemotional development

A notable focus of the attachment literature seeks to establish the contribution of
parent-child attachment on children’s socioemotional adaptation. Two meta-analyses
(Fearon, Bakermans-Kranenburg, van IJzendoorn, Lapsley, & Roisman, 2010; Groh,
Roisman, van IJzendoorn, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Fearon, 2012) have synthesised
the results of this inquiry. Fearon et al. (2010) found a modest, yet robust, effect of
mother-child insecurity on externalizing behaviors (d = .31, k = 69, N = 5,947). As the
majority of studies under review were longitudinal, Groh et al. (2017) highlighted in
a later review that the association between the two increased with age. As for inter-
nalizing behaviors, Groh et al. (2012) reported a significant, albeit modest (d = .15, k
= 42, N = 4,614) relationship between mother-child attachment insecurity and inter-
nalizing problems. Based on these meta-analyses, Groh et al. (2017) observed that the
strength of the association is larger for externalizing problems than internalizing pro-
blems. They also highlighted that the modest effect sizes reported suggest that other
factors may contribute to the development of such problems, including father-child
attachment.

The studies included in these meta-analyses did not assess father-child attachment,
rendering it impossible to compare the shared variance and to isolate the specific
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contributions of fathers and mothers. The effect sizes noted above may thus be inflated
due to the shared variance with father-child attachment. Indeed, recent studies across
developmental periods show that the father-child relationship may play a unique role in
children’s socioemotional adaptation (e.g. Boldt, Kochanska, Yoon, & Nordling, 2014;
Bureau et al., 2017; Kochanska & Kim, 2013; Verschueren & Marcoen, 1999). In the
preschool years, a recent study including both mother-child and father-child dyads of
the same family (Bureau et al., 2017) found that children who were insecurely attached
to their fathers presented significantly more conduct problems than their secure coun-
terparts, regardless of mother-child security or insecurity. Another preschool study with
representational attachment found that father-child, but not mother-child, attachment
was predictive of concurrent socioemotional competence (Verschueren & Marcoen,
1999). Indeed, children with secure father-child attachment were less anxious and with-
drawn, while children who were insecure with both parents had more anxious and
withdrawn behaviors than those secure with both parents. This suggests that although
insecure mother-child attachment is not a unique predictor, it could act as an additional
risk factor. These studies (Bureau et al., 2017; Verschueren & Marcoen, 1999) not only
allow us to assess specific contributions of attachment to each parent, but also to
determine if father-child attachment has a specific effect on children’s development,
and whether it is a joint effect or compensatory with mothers.

Middle childhood

These previous studies were cross-sectional and did not examine the temporal ordering
of attachment as a contributor to the later development of externalizing and internaliz-
ing problems. It also remains unclear how these associations play out in middle child-
hood, especially in the context of multiple attachment relationships. Middle childhood is
an important developmental period marked by the expansion of children’s social world
(Kerns & Brumariu, 2016) and advances in metacognition and emotion regulation
abilities (Raikes & Thompson, 2005). As a result, children without psychopathological
symptoms have mostly learned to regulate their emotions and appear less aggressive
(Tremblay et al., 2004). This allows us to distinguish children with and without symptoms
better. In a rare longitudinal study assessing father-child attachment in this period,
Cummings, George, Koss, and Davies (2013) found that attachment representations to
each parent in kindergarten predicted different aspects of children’s socioemotional
development in the 7th grade. Notably, mother-child attachment predicted peer pro-
blems, whereas father-child attachment predicted conduct problems. These results
necessitate replication as data on fathers during middle childhood remains scarce.

Investigations of school-aged children’s psychopathological symptoms are often
limited in their reliance on external reports, even though it becomes possible, and
even preferable, to use self-report assessments. Indeed, evidence suggests that external
observers may underestimate children’s internalizing symptoms (see Moss et al., 2006).
Mothers may not be optimal reporters of their children’s socioemotional development,
due to bias or lack of symptom awareness, especially given the more private nature of
internalizing problems (Groh et al., 2017). Research would thus benefit from getting
other informants, such as children’s own reports of their symptoms, particularly in
middle childhood. Although adult informants generally agree on ratings, important
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differences arise when compared with children’s own reports of their psychopathologi-
cal symptoms (Moss et al., 2006).

Self-esteem

Assessing school-aged children’s adaptation also allows the evaluation of their
self-esteem (although preschool children may already have a rudimentary sense of self-
worth; Verschueren, Buyck, & Marcoen, 2001). Attachment theory suggests that self-
esteem is influenced by the quality of attachment relationships. Based on internal
working models (IWM) of the availability and responsiveness of the attachment figure,
children are believed to develop a model of the self (Cassidy, 1990). A secure attachment
would thus foster an IWM of the self as valued, whereas insecure children’s IWM would
present the self as unworthy (Bretherton, 1993).

Previous studies found associations between mother-child attachment, and both
children’s explicit self-esteem (conscious self-evaluation) and implicit self-esteem
(unconscious affective association about the self; Spalding & Harding, 1999). Secure
children have a realistic self-view based on their personal qualities and limitations,
whereas insecure children hold more negative self-views or refuse to admit their
personal limitations (Cassidy, 1988; Verschueren, Marcoen, & Schoefs, 1996). Insecure
children also express more self-doubt about their abilities and negative self-appraisals
during a difficult task (Colman & Thompson, 2002). Although consistent research
demonstrates the association between attachment and self-esteem (Harris et al., 2017),
only a handful were conducted in a longitudinal fashion, and even fewer included
father-child attachment (Pinto, Veríssimo, Gatinho, Santos, & Vaughn, 2015).

In a rare longitudinal study, Clark and Symons (2000) found that concurrent mother-
child attachment (age 5), but not earlier attachment (age 2), was associated with self-
esteem. In contrast, Goodvin, Meyer, Thompson, and Hayes (2008) found that mother-
child attachment security at age 4 predicted children’s self-esteem a year later, even
after controlling for concurrent security. In a study assessing representational attach-
ment to each parent and concurrent self-esteem (Verschueren & Marcoen, 1999),
mother-child and father-child attachment was significantly correlated with both teacher-
reported behavioral manifestations of self-esteem and self-reported self-esteem; how-
ever, in an ANOVA, father-child security of attachment was significantly associated with
teacher-reported self-esteem only, whereas mother-child security was associated with
self-reported self-esteem only. They also found a joint effect of attachment for both
types of self-esteem: children with two secure attachments scored significantly higher
than children with two insecure attachments (Verschueren & Marcoen, 1999). This study
suggests that much like other processes, mother-child and father-child attachment have
specific differential predictive power. This is supported by another study reporting that
mother-child and father-child attachment at 2–3 years old was significantly correlated
with observed self-esteem assessed in a classroom context at age 5 (Pinto et al., 2015).
However, under a hierarchical regression model, only father-child attachment was
a significant predictor of self-esteem, suggesting that father-child attachment can
have a unique predictive power on child self-esteem. As this study is limited to the
preschool years, a longitudinal study is needed to see how this relationship translates
into middle childhood.
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Objectives and hypotheses

The current study aims to palliate the need for longitudinal studies assessing the
association between both mother-child and father-child attachment and child socio-
emotional outcomes. Specifically, it seeks to explore the longitudinal link between
preschool father-child attachment on self-reported socioemotional adaptation in middle
childhood (i.e. child self-esteem, externalizing, and internalizing symptoms). During this
period, children can be a more reliable source of information on their own social
adaptation than their parents or teachers (Moss et al., 2006). To our knowledge, this
study is the first to explore the longitudinal correlates of preschool father-child attach-
ment. It is also one of the only few studies that use children self-reported measures to
identify middle childhood correlates. We expected that father-child attachment security/
insecurity would be uniquely associated with child socioemotional outcomes, although
we also expected a joint effect of child security/insecurity to both parents on child
socioemotional adaptation.

Method

Participants

Time 1 included 157 (opposite-sex intact) families with a preschool child (86 girls;
Mage = 3.89 years, SD = 0.73). Participants were recruited through advertisements in
newspapers, on the radio, and online. Eighty-three families participated in the Time 2
sessions, which took place approximately 5 years (M = 4.89 years, SD = 0.98) after Time 1.
Seventy-four families were lost to attrition at Time 2: 19 families had moved away, 7
families were separated and did not want to participate, 28 families never replied or
were unavailable to participate, and 20 families were not eligible to participate as they
failed to complete both experimental sessions at Time 1. Although this attrition rate may
seem high, it is within norms considering the time gap between both time points
(5 years), the high work mobility in the region (high concentration of military forces
and foreign affairs), and the nature of the sample (parents need to remain together, and
both parents have to accept to participate). Families who participated in both Time 1
and Time 2 of the study did not differ from those who only participated in Time 1 of
study on key demographic variables including child age, child gender, annual household
income, maternal education, paternal education, language spoken, maternal ethnicity,
and paternal ethnicity. There were no differences related to secure-insecure attachment
distributions for mother-child and father-child dyads.

For the purpose of this study, only families who participated in both time points were
included (n = 83). Children were 3–5 (47 girls; Mage = 3.88 years, SD = 0.73) at Time 1, and
7–11 (Mage = 8.79 years, SD = 1.11) at Time 2. Families were at low socioeconomic risk:
the majority (75.9%) reported an annual household income above $75,000. Furthermore,
83.1% of mothers and 67.5% of fathers indicated having completed a university degree.
The majority of mothers (81.7%) and fathers (85.5%) characterized their ethnic back-
ground as Caucasian. These characteristics are representative of the region’s population
(Statistics Canada, 2017).
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Procedure and instruments

Time 1 & time 2
Children participated in a two-hour videotaped laboratory session with each parent.
These counterbalanced sessions were scheduled approximately 6 months apart at Time
1 and 3 months apart at Time 2. All sessions comprised individual (child-only) and dyadic
(parent-child) tasks. All tasks and procedures were approved by the institution’s
Research Ethics Board.

Time 1
Parent-child attachment. Children participated in a modified separation-reunion pro-
cedure with each parent independently. This procedure involves five five-minute epi-
sodes (free-play, 2 separations, and 2 reunions) in a playroom with age-appropriate toys
(Cassidy, & Marvin, & the MacArthur working group on attachment, 1992). Children’s
attachment was classified as secure, avoidant, ambivalent, behaviorally disorganized,
controlling-caregiving, or controlling-punitive based on the MacArthur Preschool
Attachment Coding System (PACS; Cassidy, & Marvin, & the MacArthur working group
on attachment, 1992). Due to the small number of children in insecure classifications, we
created a dichotomous secure-insecure variable.

Five trained and reliable coders assessed attachment behaviors and were blind to
other participant information. From the total sample at Time 1, sixty-eight percent of
tapes were double-coded (n = 97 for mother-child and n = 99 for father-child dyads).
Agreement reached 94.85% (kappa = .88) for mother-child attachment and 91.75%
(kappa = .83) for father-child attachment. Coders reviewed all discrepancies until they
reached a consensus.

Time 2
Self-reported self-esteem. Children’s implicit global self-esteem was assessed using the
self-reported Name Liking Measure (NLM; Gebauer, Riketta, Broemer, & Maio, 2008). This
measure is based on the mere-ownership effect, by which individuals tend to evaluate
self-related objects (i.e. personal belongings, letters of their name) more positively than
self-unrelated ones. This evaluation is unconsciously influenced by an individual’s self-
esteem. The mere-ownership effect thus provides a way to assess implicit self-esteem, as
children with higher self-esteem unconsciously evaluate self-related objects (e.g. their
name) more positively than children with lower self-esteem (Gebauer et al., 2008).

During the NLM task, children were asked to evaluate their name (a self-related object
closely representative of the self) with the question “How much do you like your name,
in total?” (1 = not at all; 9 = very much). The NLM has adequate psychometric properties:
high test-retest reliability, convergent validity with other implicit self-esteem measures,
and predictive validity with subjective well-being (Gebauer et al., 2008).

Self-reported psychopathological symptoms. Children reported on their psycho-
pathological symptoms via the Dominic-Interactive (Valla, Bergeron, & Smolla, 2000).
The Dominic-Interactive is a computerized 91-item self-report questionnaire for 6–
11 years old measuring childhood disorders present in the DSM-IV-TR (American
Psychiatric Association, 2000). For each item, children are asked if they feel or behave
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like Dominic. The Dominic-Interactive test provides scores on Externalizing, Internalizing,
and Strengths and Competence scales. It has acceptable reliability and validity (Bergeron,
Berthiaume, St-Georges, Piché, & Smolla, 2013). In the current study, the internal con-
sistencies across all scales and subscales were as follows: Opposition-defiance (α = .72),
Conduct Problems (α = .61), Attention-deficit (α = .81), Specific Phobias (α = .38),
Separation Anxiety (α = .71), Generalized Anxiety (α = .74), Depression/Dysthymia
(α = .82), Strengths and Competence (α = .44), Externalizing (α = .87), and
Internalizing (α = .88). We excluded the Specific Phobias, Conduct Problems, and
Strengths and Competence subscales from analyses because of their low alphas.

Results

Preliminary analyses

Normality analyses revealed that six variables (i.e. Externalizing, Hyperactivity,
Opposition-defiance, General Anxiety, and Depression/Dysthymia) needed a loglinear
to satisfy normality criteria. The self-esteem variable was highly skewed and had to be
transformed in a categorical variable (1 = low self-esteem [scores 1–6; n = 8]; 2 = good
self-esteem [scores 7–8; n = 27]; 3 = excellent self-esteem [score 9; n = 47]).

Sociodemographic variables (i.e. annual household income, maternal and paternal
education, child age at T1 and T2, and child gender) were explored as potential
controls. Analyses revealed significant correlations between paternal education and
Depression/Dysthymia, r = −.27, p = .01, and Hyperactivity, r = −.24, p = .03, as well as
between child age and General Anxiety symptoms, r = −.32, p = .004. There was also
a marginal association between child gender and Hyperactivity, t(81) = 1.86, p = 07
(boys: M = 5.22, SD = 4.37; girls: M = 3.66, SD = 2.88). Thus, paternal education, child
age, and gender were used as control variables when appropriate.

Lastly, we examined mother-child and father-child attachment variables. For mother-
child attachment, there were 58 secure, 1 avoidant, 5 ambivalent, and 19 disorganized-
controlling dyads. For father-child attachment, there were 54 secure, 4 avoidant, 5
ambivalent, and 20 disorganized-controlling dyads. Due to the low number of avoidant
and ambivalent children, we combined them with disorganized-controlling children to
create a single insecure group; analyses are thus based on secure-insecure comparisons.

The mother-child and father-child attachment concordance was as follows: secure to
both parents (n = 45), insecure to both parents (n = 16), secure to mother but insecure to
father (n = 13), and insecure to mother but secure to father (n = 9). The concordance in this
sample (73.5%) was higher thanmeta-analytical findings that reported 62% correspondence
in infancy (van IJzendoorn & de Wolff, 1997). However, studies have found higher attach-
ment concordance after the infancy period (e.g. 77% in Bureau et al., 2017; 72% in Di Folco,
Messina, Zavattini, & Psouni, 2017), which could be attributed to a self-forming bias of family
composition. It is possible that concordant attachments contribute to a better familial
climate, decreasing the likelihood of parental separation during a child’s first years of life.
In contrast, discordant attachments could contribute to a negative and high conflict
environment that would increase the likelihood of separation – these families would no
longer be a part of our sample, increasing the relative proportion of concordant attachment.
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Main analyses

Self-esteem
A hierarchical loglinear analysis was used to explore secure/insecure distribution of child
attachment to mother and father independently according to the three categories of
self-esteem. The analysis showed that the model is significant at the 2-way level, like-
lihood ratio χ2 (7, N = 83) = 24.23, p < .001. Analyses of partial associations revealed no
significant association between self-esteem and mother-child attachment, χp

2 (2, N
= 83) = .64, n.s. However, self-esteem and father-child attachment were significantly
associated, χp

2 (2, N = 83) = 6.78, p < .05. In order to interpret this result, we ran an
independent Chi2 analysis (Table 1). Examination of adjusted residual scores revealed
that secure children are less likely than expected to report low self-esteem, whereas
insecure children are more likely than expected to report low self-esteem. To a lesser
extent, results also showed that secure children are more likely to report good self-
esteem than expected, whereas the opposite is true for insecure children. A last Chi2

analysis explored the association between self-esteem and a combined attachment
variable based on the four security/insecurity concordance groups. Results showed
a marginal association, χ2 (6, N = 83) = 12.05, p = .06. Adjusted residuals (Table 1)
revealed that children who are insecurely attached to father but securely attached to
mother are more likely to report low self-esteem. In contrast, children securely attached
to both parents are significantly less likely to show low self-esteem, but significantly
more likely to show good self-esteem.

Externalizing symptoms
Results from a 2 (attachment security/insecurity to father) X 2 (attachment security/
insecurity to mother) ANOVA (Table 2) showed that father-child attachment is significantly

Table 1. Self-esteem distribution as a function of attachment to both
parents.

Self-reported self-esteem

Low Good Excellent Total

Father-child attachment
Secure 2 (−2.5*) 21 (1.7) 31 (−0.1) 54
Insecure 6 (2.5*) 6 (−1.7) 17 (0.1) 29

Total 8 27 48 83
Mother-child attachment
Secure 5 (−0.5) 21 (1.1) 32 (−0.7) 58
Insecure 3 (0.5) 6 (−1.1) 16 (0.7) 25
Total 8 27 48 83

Combined attachment
Secfather-Secmother 1 (−2.5*) 19 (2.1*) 25 (−0.5) 45

Secfather-Insecmother 1 (0.2) 2 (−0.7) 6 (0.6) 9
Insecfather-Secmother 4 (2.8*) 2 (−1.4) 7 (−0.3) 13

Insecfather-Insecmother 2 (0.4) 4 (−0.7) 10 (0.4) 16
Total 8 27 48 83

Adjusted residuals for each cell are presented in parentheses. Sec = Secure,
Insec = Insecure.

*p < .05.
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Table 2. Socioemotional adaptation as a function of attachment to both parents.

Father-child attachment Mother-child attachment Interaction between father-child and mother-child attachment

Secure Insecure F-test Secure Insecure F-test B-B Bf-Im If-Bm I-I F-test

Externalizinga 6.39 (5.88) 8.00 (6.01) 4.66* 6.83 (5.69) 7.24 (6.59) 0.39 7.04 (6.01) 3.11 (4.04) 6.08 (4.59) 9.56 (6.70) 6.70*

Hyper.a b 3.93 (3.50) 5.10 (3.90) 2.36 4.10 (3.34) 4.88 (4.35) 0.06 4.24 (3.53) 2.33 (3.04) 3.62 (2.66) 6.31 (4.39) 3.83*
Oppositiona 1.83 (1.93) 2.14 (2.08) 2.66 2.02 (1.89) 1.76 (2.18) 0.67 2.09 (1.97) .56 (1.01) 1.77 (1.64) 2.44 (2.39) 4.37*

Internalizing 13.22 (8.20) 14.14 (8.69) 0.70 13.34 (8.12) 14.00 (8.96) 0.04 13.78 (8.33) 10.44 (7.31) 11.85 (7.47) 16.00 (9.39) 2.97t

Gen Anx.a c 2.26 (2.13) 2.34 (1.89) 0.25 2.31 (2.23) 2.24 (1.53) 0.11 2.29 (2.25) 2.11 (1.45) 2.38 (2.25) 2.31 (1.62) 1.60

Sep Anx. 4.93 (3.27) 4.55 (3.10) 0.01 4.79 (3.17) 4.80 (3.32) 0.08 5.16 (3.26) 3.78 (3.30) 3.54 (2.60) 5.38 (3.30) 3.74t

Depressiona d 4.35 (3.41) 5.72 (4.71) 1.90 4.66 (3.58) 5.24 (4.72) 0.10 4.60 (3.46) 3.11 (3.02) 4.85 (4.12) 6.44 (5.16) 1.28
aAnalyses performed with transformed scores (LN).
bControlling for paternal education and child gender.
cControlling for child age.
dControlling for paternal education. Original means and (SD) are presented in the table. B-B = Securefather-Securemother, Bf-Im = Securefather-Insecuremother, If-Bm = Insecurefather-Securemother,
I-I = Insecurefather-Insecuremother.

tp < .10, *p < .05.
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associated with child externalizing symptoms, F(1, 82) = 4.66, p = .03, eta2 = .06. Insecure
children reported higher externalizing symptoms than secure children. There was also
a significant interaction effect between attachment to mother and father, F(1, 82) = 6.70,
p = .01, eta2 = .08. We explored this interaction effect with t-tests comparing associations
between child attachment to father and externalizing symptoms separately for children
who are secure and insecure toward mothers (Figure 1). Results revealed that children
who present an insecure attachment toward their fathers report higher externalizing
symptoms than their secure counterparts. However, this effect was only significant
when children also present an insecure attachment toward their mother, t(23) = 3.08,
p = .005, and not when they present a secure attachment toward their mother,
t(56) = .35, n.s.

The Hyperactivity and Opposition-defiance subscales yielded similar patterns. In both
cases, neither father-child nor mother-child attachment security/insecurity were signifi-
cantly associated with self-reported symptoms. However, interaction terms were signifi-
cant: Hyperactivity, F(1, 82) = 3.83, p = .05, eta2 = .05; Opposition-defiance, F(1, 82) = 4.37,
p = .04, eta2 = .06. This interaction was similar to that of the Externalizing scale: Children
who are insecurely attached to their father report higher symptoms than their secure
counterparts when children are also insecurely attached to their mother (Hyperactivity:
t(23) = 2.55, p = .02; Opposition-defiance: t(23) = 2.45, p = .01), but not when they are
securely attached to their mother (Hyperactivity: t(56) = .42, n.s.; Opposition-defiance:
t(56) = .37, n.s.).

Internalizing symptoms
An ANOVA with the Internalizing scale revealed no significant associations between
mother-child and father-child attachment and child self-reported internalizing symp-
toms. The interaction term was marginally significant, F(1, 82) = 2.97, p = .09, eta2 = .04.
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Secure mother Insecure mother
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Figure 1. Externalizing scores as a function of attachment to both parents.
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Similar post-hoc comparisons to those described above were performed, but failed to
reach significance for secure and insecure groups. Visual inspection of the means
presented in Table 2 suggests that the difference between children presenting secure
and insecure attachment to fathers is greater when children are also insecurely attached
to their mothers. A similar pattern was found for the Separation Anxiety subscale; no
significant main effect of attachment was detected, but the interaction term was
marginally significant, F(1, 82) = 3.74, p = .06, eta2 = .05. Post-hoc comparisons failed
to reveal further significant associations. Finally, no significant associations were found
between Generalized Anxiety and Depression/Dysthymia symptoms and attachment
security/insecurity.

Discussion

This study sought to explore the longitudinal socioemotional correlates of father-child
and mother-child attachment as assessed in the preschool years. The data partially
supported our first hypothesis on the unique association between father-child attach-
ment security/insecurity and child self-reported socioemotional adaptation in middle
childhood. Father-child attachment insecurity, but not mother-child insecurity, was
uniquely associated with lower self-esteem and higher externalizing scores – these
effects were significant even when accounting for mother-child attachment. Mother-
child attachment moderated these associations, thereby supporting our second hypoth-
esis about a possible joint effect of child security/insecurity to both parents on child
socioemotional adaptation.

Results showed that children who are securely attached to their father are less likely
to report low self-esteem and are more likely to report good self-esteem. They do not
report “excellent” scores on the self-esteem scale more often than expected. These
results are consistent with Cassidy’s (1988) results showing that securely attached
6-year-olds described themselves in generally more positive terms but were capable of
admitting that they were imperfect. Similarly, Verschueren et al. (1996) noted that some
insecure preschoolers resisted admitting flaws whereas others revealed a more negative
self-image. Such bimodal patterns may reveal the underlying heterogeneity of the
insecure group. Based on their typical responses on representational measures of
attachment (e.g. Doll Play story-stems), one may expect avoidant children to present
themselves as being flawless whereas ambivalent-resistant children may be more likely
to report a negative self-image. The low number of avoidant children in our sample may
partly explain why insecure children were more likely to report low, but not perfect, self-
esteem scores.

Consistent with Pinto et al. (2015) study, child self-esteem was only associated with
father-child attachment. A secure father-child relationship can provide a context for the
child to explore confidently the outer world and develop a more positive self-esteem
(Verschueren & Marcoen, 1999) at the implicit level. The influence may be subtle, for
example with the father showing satisfaction or dissatisfaction about the child’s beha-
viors in social interactions (see Steele & Steele, 2005). In contrast, mothers are generally
more likely to discuss concepts related to self-image and emotions with their child,
which may be associated more directly to the child’s explicit self-esteem. Although this
study intended to assess explicit self-esteem using the Strength and Competencies scale

ATTACHMENT & HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 11



of the Dominic-Interactive, its low reliability prevented exploring this differential
association.

Our results revealed that children who showed security toward both parents were
less likely to report low self-esteem. This result partially supports Verschueren and
Marcoen (1999) finding that children with secure attachment to both parents reported
better self-esteem than children with insecure attachment to both parents. Our results
also showed that children showing insecurity to father but security to mother were more
likely to report low self-esteem. Although future studies are needed to further explore
this association, a possible explanation could be that developing a secure attachment to
mother helps children developing an IWM that accurately reflects the reality of their
relationships in general, therefore leading the child to make a realistic assessment of the
flaws in his or her relationship with a father who fails to promote a secure bond. As such,
these children may develop an insecure relationship to their father as well as a lower
self-esteem, resulting from a confused sense of self associated to these conflicting IWMs.
In contrast, children who are insecurely attached to their mother may fail to develop
a realistic IWM, and as a result, they may be as likely to develop a low or an inflated self-
esteem.

Consistent with previous studies (e.g. Bureau et al., 2017; Kochanska & Kim, 2013), our
results showed that father-child attachment, but not mother-child attachment, was
directly associated with child externalizing behaviors. These results cohere with theore-
tical claims that fathers may have a greater influence on the child’s regulation of intense
emotions (Paquette, 2004). The current study contributes to recent literature with its use
of child self-reported assessment in a longitudinal design covering two critical develop-
ment periods. Although the unique association with father-child preschool attachment
was already documented in a study by Bureau et al. (2017), this study provides evidence
that the robustness of this link is maintained across middle childhood. However, the
current study also revealed a moderation through mother-child attachment. More
specifically, father-child insecurity was more strongly associated with higher externaliz-
ing symptoms, higher hyperactivity, and opposition-defiance scores when the child was
also insecurely attached to the mother. This pattern of results is similar to that found by
Kochanska and Kim (2013), showing that infant-father attachment insecurity was the
sole predictor of teacher-reported externalizing problems and child-self-reported beha-
vior problems assessed in middle childhood. Despite the primacy of father-child attach-
ment, their results also reveal a joint effect of attachment, with children who are
insecurely attached to both parents showing greater risk on both outcomes. We found
similar trends of interaction effects for internalizing symptoms and for separation
anxiety. This is coherent with observations from Groh et al. (2017) who noted that the
associations between attachment and internalizing symptoms are typically of a lower
magnitude than those of externalizing symptoms.

Taken together, these results suggest that father-child attachment holds greater
predictive power on child socioemotional adaptation during the middle childhood
period. Nonetheless, mother-child attachment insecurity has an interactive effect,
increasing the risk to develop low self-esteem, externalizing symptoms, and, to
a lesser extent, internalizing symptoms. This has great theoretical and empirical implica-
tions for father’s longitudinal relations to child development. First, our results confirm
the need to assess the quality of father-child relationship to predict child outcomes
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across developmental periods. Previous studies that only included mother-child attach-
ment may have unintentionally captured shared variance that should have been attrib-
uted to the association with father-child attachment. This may have contributed to an
overestimation of the sole responsibility of mother-child attachment in the prediction of
child socioemotional adaptation. It may also have reinforced the false impression that
interventions should only focus on the mother-child dyad, thereby neglecting the
father’s contributions. Second, these results support the idea that children’s IWM remain
unintegrated in the preschool years, and come to influence different aspects of socio-
emotional development. Therefore, despite similarities in parenting style and quality of
attachment between parents (see van IJzendoorn & de Wolff, 1997), one should not
assume that mother-child attachment is representative of children’s experience with
their father. Associations between mother-child attachment and various outcomes may
not generalize to father-child attachment, warranting future research to uncover the
unique associations with father-child attachment.

Limitations

This study is somewhat limited in its sample size. Although a sample of 83, two-parent
families assessed at two different time points is well within norms for research involving
observational measures of attachment, attachment is not a construct with evenly
distributed categories. A larger sample could thus allow for comparisons within insecure
subgroups, and analyses distinguishing boys and girls. Second, as few children in our
sample presented low self-esteem, the generalizability of our conclusions is limited.
Nonetheless, the distribution is well within norms for a low socioeconomic risk sample.
Third, although the longitudinal design is a considerable strength of the current study,
the lack of a valid observational assessment of attachment in middle childhood did not
allow us to control for concurrent attachment. Fourth, our study used a convenience
sample of fathers who volunteered for this research. Although difficult, future studies
should aim to recruit from more at-risk or diverse populations (e.g. with more variability
in ethnicity or income) to represent different populations of fathers.
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