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ABSTRACT 

This study examined the antecedents and outcomes of attachment security from 

six to 36-months in a national sample of African American mothers and infants. 

Although attachment theory postulates that the attachment system is universal, cross-

cultural research has demonstrated that the distributions of attachment classifications 

vary depending on culture studied and researchers have largely ignored understanding 

the antecedents and outcomes of attachment in different cultural groups. Data from the 

National Institute of Child Health and Human Development Study of Early Child Care 

(NICHD SECC) were used to examine the relationship between maternal sensitivity, 

acceptance (not spanking), and maternal progressive parenting attitudes, attachment 

security and peer relations skills. Logistic regression and canonical correlation were 

used to test the study hypotheses. Contrary to expectations of attachment theory, none 

of the main study variables were significantly associated with one another. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of Problem 

Until recently, much of the research on child development and families was conducted 

with Euro-American families assuming development to be universal. It is now well accepted, 

however, that culture plays an important role in socialization practices, parenting style, 

developmental goals and ultimately child development (Ogbu, 1992). An area of child 

development research that has yielded some culture-specific findings is that of mother-infant 

attachment. The development of the mother-infant attachment relationship as proposed by Bowlby 

(1969, 1982) is a universal developmental process and as such developed in all human beings. In 

fact, cross-cultural research has shown that infants in cultures as different as African, Israeli, 

Japanese, and Chinese develop attachment relationships with their mothers or primary caregivers. 

Little research however, has examined whether the maternal characteristics that influence the 

formation of attachment security in Western infants are the same in other non-Western cultures or 

whether attachment in these cultures leads to the same developmental outcomes. One cultural 

group for which there is scant literature on attachment is African-Americans. Compared to 

European-Americans, African Americans are more likely to use multigenerational kinship 

networks to provide for care and upbringing of the children (Fisher, Jackson & Villarruel, 1998) 

and parents are more likely to use a directive parenting style while European-Americans tend to 

raise children in nuclear families and their parenting style tends to be child centered and 

democratic. Given that the research on attachment suggests that infants develop a secure 

attachment relationship with figures that tend to be child-centered or sensitive the following 
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question is then raised: Does the directive parenting style typical of African-American mothers 

result in secure attachment relationships? 

Another tenet of attachment theory is that security of attachment with mothers or 

primary caregivers impacts peer relations in later development. African American children as 

compared to Euro-Americans also live in homes with multiple siblings and at times multiple 

adults (Ruggles, 1994; Jackson, 1993). In the African-American culture child-care is 

generally conducted within a large social network of friends and acquaintances of the family. 

In a study conducted by Jackson (1991) the number of households conducting care for one 

infant ranged from 1-4. In addition, infants came into contact with at least 15 familiar adults 

on a recurring weekly basis. Thus, the African-American child used to multiple caregivers 

may not be distressed when left in the company of a friendly stranger. As Jackson (1993) 

noted, the African-American child who is used to multiple caregivers and is encouraged to be 

friendly to strangers will not have a reason to be upset when separated from the mother and 

left in the company of a stranger. In this context therefore, the experiences of an African-

American infant and the development of the attachment relationship may vary from that of a 

Euro-American infant (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2004). Given these differences, another 

question is raised: Are the quality of peer relations in African American children impacted by 

mother-infant attachment security in the same way as in European American children? 

The purpose of this study is twofold. First this study will examine the maternal 

characteristics that may predict the quality of the attachment relationship in African American 

mothers and their 15-month-old infants. Secondly, this study will examine the relations 

between the infant’s attachment quality at 15-months and the child’s relationship with peers 
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at 36-months. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Theoretical Framework 

Chapter one begins with an exposition of attachment theory followed by a 

review of the empirical literature on the determinants and outcomes of attachment 

security.  

Bowlby’s Attachment Theory 

John Bowlby proposed that the child possessed an array of innate behavior patterns that 

are enriched and developed by the responses received from the mother. Sucking, clinging, 

following, smiling, and crying are all part of the child’s instinctual actions designed to keep the 

mother close (Bowlby, 1958). Thus the child will protest the departure of the mother, greet the 

mother on her return, cling to the mother when frighten, and when capable will follow the mother. 

Separation from the mother was disastrous to the child developmentally for the child’s instinctual 

need to seek proximity to the mother was thwarted. To Bowlby it was the bond between the 

mother and child that was most relevant. Bowlby described the bond between mother and child as 

attachment -a complex developing process between mother and child (Bowlby, 1958). 

It was in three papers presented before the British Psychoanalytic society that 

Bowlby formally introduced the concepts of his attachment theory: "The Nature of the 

Child's Tie to His Mother" (1958), "Separation Anxiety" (1959), and "Grief and Mourning 

in Infancy and Early Childhood" (1960). In 1962 he presented two additional papers on the 

defensive processes related to mourning. These five papers became the basic blueprint for 

Bowlby’s attachment theory (Bretherton, 1994). Bowlby believed that the need for 
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companionship and the comfort derived from it was deeply rooted in human nature. He 

proposed that the child’s attachment behavior was made up of a number of instinctual 

responses that binds the child to the mother. Of these responses Bowlby proposed that 

clinging to and following the mother were the most important in the development of the 

attachment relationship. Thus, Bowlby rejected the view by his psychoanalytic peers that in 

the child’s libidinal ties to the mother, need satisfaction was primary and attachment was 

secondary. In support of his views Bowlby looked to works on infants’ cognitive and social 

development, including those by Jean Piaget. Additionally, he drew on his work as a 

facilitator of a support group for young mothers. Bowlby also utilized the concepts of 

ethology in support of his views. These concepts included social releasers that cause specific 

responses to be activated and shut off or terminated. Bowlby declared that sucking, clinging, 

following, crying, and smiling were all part of the child’s instinctual repertoire of social 

releasers that elicited maternal care. He noted that attachment was not indicative of 

regression; rather it performed a natural, healthy function even in adult life (Bretherton, 

1992). Based on his empirical studies Bowlby concluded that in order for a child to grow up 

mentally healthy that child needs to experience a warm, intimate, and continuous 

relationship with the mother or caregiver; one in which they both find satisfaction and 

enjoyment (Bretherton, 1992). 

Bowlby also proposed that in the course of the development of the attachment 

relationship, internal working models are created. These models were a mental map of the 

environment that enabled the child to navigate in his/her world without having to work 
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through his/her experiences each time a familiar situation is encountered. In other words, if 

the child has constructed an internal working model of the mother as one who provides 

support when needed, then close monitoring of her is not as necessary as when such support 

cannot be counted on. The concept of internal working models was built on the assumption 

that the child is not a blank slate, instead the child has inborn mental capacities, structures, 

and needs. The child’s internal working model therefore reflects his/her relationship history, 

codifying the behaviors that belong to an intimate relationship (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991; 

Ainsworth, 1984). In other words the child creates an image of the self and others. The child 

is aware of who the attachment figure is, where he/she can be found, and what the expected 

response from the attachment figure is. 

Mary Ainsworth’s Strange Situation 

Another significant proponent of attachment theory was Mary Ainsworth. Ainsworth 

was a developmental psychologist who was hired by Bowlby in 1950 as part of his team of 

researchers. She became the first to conduct an empirical study on attachment theory. In 

1953, Ainsworth accompanied her husband to Uganda where one of her major works 

germinated (Bretherton, 1992; Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991). Ainsworth had heard that 

infants in Uganda were separated from the mothers at the time of weaning. This was a 

tradition employed by Ugandan mothers to help the child to “forget the breast”. She felt that 

this would make an interesting study. As she began her study however, she came to the 

realization that this tradition had broken down. Still interested in conducting research while 

in Uganda, she changed her research focus and studied instead the development of the infant-

mother attachment relationship. Her findings in Uganda led her to the realization that 
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Bowlby might be correct in his proposition that the infant does not become attached simply 

because its needs are met by the mother. As a result of this realization Ainsworth conducted 

a study to answer two questions. One, why did an infant need a mother figure to develop 

normally? Two, why are infants adversely affected by prolonged separations from the mother 

figure after an established relationship had been formed? She theorized that the mother 

provided a secure base for the infant and if the infant was secure in the attachment 

relationship with the mother there was no need for the infant to remain constantly at the 

mother’s side (Ainsworth, 1985; Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991). Thus, the first study of 

attachment from an ethological perspective was undertaken (Bretherton, 1992). 

From her studies Ainsworth theorized that there were five stages in the development 

of the attachment relationship. The five stages were: undiscriminating –the newborn baby 

does not respond socially; differential responding –at 6-months the baby shows signs of 

recognizing and preferring the mother; responding differentially from a distance and crying 

when the mother leaves the room; active initiative –following or approaching the mother 

when separated from her; and stranger anxiety-uneasiness with strangers (Ainsworth, 1972). 

Ainsworth also found that the development of attachment differed from child to child and that 

the methods of infant care and cultural factors played a role in that variability (Ainsworth, 

1985). 

Following her work in Uganda, Ainsworth began a longitudinal study of mothers and 

infants in Baltimore in the year 1963. Ainsworth, influenced by ethological methods, felt it 

was important to study mothers and infants in their homes. She believed that bringing the 

family into a laboratory would not provide an accurate picture of family dynamics. She felt it 
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was imperative to observe how the mother responded to the infant when there were other 

demands on her time. Ainsworth believed that this only could be accurately observed in the 

home. Observing the family in the home proved to be quite valuable, because in the home 

environment the mothers’ responded differently to their infant’s cries. She observed that 

some mothers ignored their infant’s cries 96% of the time while others ignored their infant’s 

cries 4% of the time. Some took up to two minutes to respond while other took at least nine 

minutes. She had hoped to replicate her findings from Uganda, but found that there were 

differences between the Uganda study and the American study. These observed differences 

appeared to be culturally driven. For example, the Uganda infants will clap on seeing his or 

her mother while the American infant would hug or kiss the mother. Additionally, Ugandan 

infants were used to having their mothers with them at all times. However, this was not the 

case for the infants in Ainsworth’s Baltimore study. As such, when the Baltimore infants 

went exploring it was not clear if it was because their mothers were there or not there. 

Therefore, she found it difficult to make critical comparisons between the Ugandan infants 

and the American infants. Thus, she felt it necessary to further explore her secure base theory. 

A major tenet of secure base theory is that an infant must have a secure dependence on 

the mother in order to explore unfamiliar situations. As Ainsworth stated, familial security is 

of a dependent nature and it’s the basis from which the infant can gradually work on forming 

new skills and interest in other fields. When familial security is lacking the infant will be 

disadvantaged by the lack of a secure base. She therefore theorized that the secure base 

phenomenon could not be clearly observed in the home setting (Bretherton, 1992). Ainsworth 

was guided by the 1943 research of psychologist Jean Arsenian. Arsenian proposed that 
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security and insecurity are denoted by the infant's relationship to the situation. In any situation 

the specific evidence of security is assumed to be the appearance of positively adaptive 

patterns of behavior. Conversely, insecurity will be indicated by negatively adaptive or 

emotional patterns of behavior. Adaptive behavior is defined as behavior directed with 

reference to goal -regions in the situation, while emotional behavior is defined as activity that 

is not goal-directed and presumably concurs with a state of excess tension (Arsenian, 1943). 

To observe the infants Arsenian selected a playroom that was not familiar to the infants. The 

playroom was made secure or insecure with the introduction or removal of the infant’s mother 

from the room. Infants’ reactions were observed in the strange room when they were alone or 

in the company of their mothers. The patterns observed indicated the degree of security of the 

infants by the positive or negative direction of their adjustment to the situation and the 

relative amounts of emotional and adaptive behavior exhibited (Arsenian, 1943). As such, 

Ainsworth concluded, that in order to elicit infants’ secure base behaviors the family needed 

to be observed in a strange environment (Bretherton, 1992). 

Thus, Ainsworth developed an observational tool known as the Strange Situation. The 

Strange Situation can be described as a twenty minute mini drama with eight episodes that 

takes place in a controlled setting (laboratory play room). One episode involves the mother 

and infant being joined by a stranger. As the stranger plays with the infant the mother then 

briefly leaves and returns to the play room. In another episode both the mother and stranger 

leave the room leaving the infant alone. Finally the stranger and then the mother return to the 

room. The infant’s attachment behavior is closely observed during each episode. 

One of the contributions of the Ainsworth’s strange situation measure was to employ 
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a different and categorical method for assessing infant behaviors. Ainsworth categorized the 

infant’s attachment classifications to the mother as secure, insecure, and avoidant 

(Ainsworth, 1985; Ainsworth, Blehar, & Waters, 1978). The securely attached infant will 

protest or cry on separation from the mother but will greet the mother with pleasure when 

reunited with her. The resistant/ambivalent infant will be clingy, anxious, and agitated when 

separated from the mother. Upon reuniting with the mother the insecure infant will seek 

contact with the mother while at the same time displaying anger towards her. The infant will 

also resist all efforts to be soothed. The avoidant infant will gave the impression of being 

independent of the mother. When separated from the mother the infant appears not be affect 

by her absence. Upon being reunited with the mother the infant will snub and avoid the 

mother (Ainsworth, 1985). Ainsworth’s work had a tremendous effect on the field of 

developmental psychology. At the time of Ainsworth’s study, the field of developmental 

psychology conducted observational research in two ways: By counting and recording 

discrete behaviors or by utilizing global ratings of the behaviors in question. These methods 

though, proved to be unstable, situationally influenced, and limited in validity. It is because 

of Ainsworth that developmental psychology was able to recognize and measure the 

qualitative aspects of the mother-child relationship. Therefore, with the Strange 

Situation not only is the child’s behavior observed but also the underlying dynamics of 

the relationship. The value of the Strange Situation was not lost on researchers who 

realized that Ainsworth had given them a valuable tool for deciphering infant’s 

experiences. The Strange Situation is widely accepted gold standard by which mother-

child attachment is assessed (Ainsworth, 1985). In this study attachment security will be 
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measured using the Strange Situation. 

Antecedents of Attachment 

Since its inception the strange situation measurement and classification has been 

widely used in child development research. Through the years Ainsworth’s original findings 

have been replicated many times over (see Solomon & George, 2008 for a review of 

attachment classification). The findings of studies using the strange situation have been 

consistent with Ainsworth’s original classification: A - Insecure avoidant, B -Secure, and C 

-Insecure. Additionally, many studies (Belsky & Rovine, 1987; Grossman, Grossmann, 

Spangler, Suess, & Unzner, 1984) have validated the Strange Situation measurement by 

consistently replicating the predicted developmental outcomes. This section will provide a 

brief review of research on antecedents and outcomes of attachment security as measured 

by the strange situation. 

Maternal Characteristics. According to Bowlby (1969) and later Ainsworth 

(Ainsworth et al., 1971; 1974) the quality of the infant’s attachment relationship with the 

mother is influenced by the mother’s responses to her infant’s signals. At an early age an 

infant learns to anticipate the mother’s responses to his or her distress and develops 

expectations based on that response. Repeated pairings of maternal responses to the infant’s 

signals result in the development of an attachment relationship between mother and infant 

(De Wolff & van Ijzendoorn, 1997). Ainsworth, in her Baltimore study (and in subsequent 

extensive research, Ainsworth, Bell & Stayton, 1971, 1974; Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & 

Wall, 1978) found that the main determinant of a secure attachment between mother and 

infant was maternal sensitivity. Maternal sensitivity is defined as the ability of the mother to 
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respond appropriately and promptly to the signals of her infant (Ainsworth, Bell, & Stayton, 

1974). A sensitive mother is one who is child-centered, correctly interprets her infant’s 

signals, responds appropriately and promptly, and provides the experiences necessary for 

her infant to develop confidence and security in the mother-infant relationship (Vereijken, 

Riksen-Walraven, & Kondo-Ikemura, 1997). 

Since Ainsworth’s early work, a large body of research has been conducted by 

multiple researchers in an attempt to replicate and expand on her work. Most studies that 

attempted to identify maternal antecedents of attachment security supported, though not 

strongly, Ainsworth’s initial findings regarding sensitivity. The more sensitive the mother is 

to the infant’s needs in early infancy, the more likely the infant is to be securely attached at 

12 months (Belsky, Rovine, & Taylor, 1984; Blehar, Lieberman, & Ainsworth, 1977; 

Carmen, Pedersen, Huffman, & Bryant, 1993; Egeland & Farber, 1984; NICHD ECRN, 

1997; Pedersen & Moran, 1996; Sroufe, 1988; Susman-Stillman, Kalkose, Egeland & 

Waldman, 1996; Vondra, Shaw, & Kevenides, 1995; Weinfield, Sroufe, Egeland, & Carlson, 

1999;). Further, a Meta-analysis of 66 studies consisting of 4,176 mother infant dyads by De 

Wolff and van IJzendoorn (1997) concluded, as Bowlby suggested, that maternal sensitivity 

was as an important condition for the development of attachment security. The studies 

included in the meta-analysis confirmed to Ainsworth’s original definition of sensitivity 

(Ainsworth, Bell, & Stayton, 1974). For all studies using the Strange Situation measure there 

was a combined effect size of r (1,097) =.20 (N = 1,099). However, these studies were 

conducted primarily with European-Americans and a small ethnic minority subsample. This 

study will examine maternal sensitivity measured in early infancy (6-months) as a predictor 
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of attachment security. 

A second maternal characteristic found by Ainsworth to be linked to the security of 

the attachment relationship, is the mother’s level of acceptance of the infant. In the study of 

attachment classifications, acceptance is part of the overall sensitivity measure. However, two 

key components of acceptance are warmth and love which consist of positive emotional 

involvement and democracy or autonomy. As it relates to attachment theory acceptance refers 

to the ability of the mother to balance the positive and negative feelings she has towards her 

child. In other words, it is her ability to accept less than optimal behavior from her child 

without administering undue punishment and/or restriction. The mother is therefore able to 

accept her infant even when she is irritated by his or her display of anger and 

unresponsiveness (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Thus, an accepting mother welcomes her role as a 

mother without any resentment towards her child and is likely to promote a secure attachment 

relationship with her infant. However, research shows that an infant whose mother is not 

accepting of him or her develops an insecure relationship (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Cassidy, 

1988). This study will examine maternal acceptance measured in early infancy (6-months) as 

a predictor of attachment security. 

Progressive Parenting Attitudes. Parenting style may predict the quality of children’s 

future interpersonal relationships (Neal & Frick-Horbury, 2001). The three parenting styles as 

defines by Baumrind (1966) are authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive. The parental 

behaviors attributed to these parenting styles appear to mirror that for individual attachment 

patterns (Neal & Frick-Horbury, 2001). For example, an authoritative parent is sensitive to 

the needs of the child and reasons with the child in a loving and secure manner (Baumrind, 
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1966). A mother who espouses progressive parenting attitudes is one who has an authoritative 

parenting style. Thus, she is child-centered in her parenting practices. Progressive parenting 

attitudes are predictive of mothers’ positive and responsive behaviors to their children 

(Rosenthal, 1994; NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 1999). Progressive parenting 

attitudes have been linked to children’s behavioral outcomes (Forehand & Jones, 2002). Non-

progressive parenting attitudes, characterized by authoritarian and permissive parenting 

styles, are more prevalent in low income and ethnic minorities (Dixon, Graber & Brooks-

Gunn, 2008). African-American mothers tend to engage in more authoritarian parenting, 

however, this is not associated with the negative child outcomes that are typically seen with 

European-American children. Thus, as argued by Darling and Steinberg (1993) parenting 

styles may vary according to the cultural context in which it is exercise. A review of the 

literature did not yield any studies investigating progressive parenting attitudes as predictor of 

attachment security. The current study will explore this relationship in a sample of African 

Americans because of their greater likelihood to employ traditional versus progressive 

parenting styles. 

Culture and Attachment. Ainsworth’s initial study on attachment classification was 

conducted with a small sample of Ugandan mother-infant dyads. From this study Ainsworth 

identified three patterns of infant attachment behaviors –secure, insecure, and nonattached. 

However, the question of universality of attachment classification has been raised time and 

time again (Van IJzendoorn & Sagi-Schwartz, 2008). In a review on the cross-cultural 

patterns of attachment (see Van IJzendoorn & Sagi-Schwartz, 2008) concluded that the three 

styles of attachment classification are found in all cultures but the proportion of these styles 
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differ among cultures. Of particular relevance to the current are cross-cultural studies 

conducted in Africa, for example, the Gusii of Kenya (Kermoian & Leiderman, 1986), the 

Hausa of Nigeria (Marvin, VanDevender, Iwanaga, Levine, & LeVine, 1977), and the Dogon 

of Mali, West Africa (True, Pisani, & Oumar, 2001) where the infants were exposed to 

multiple-caregivers. A brief description of each study follows. 

The child-rearing task within the Gusii tribe is shared between the mothers and other 

caregivers such as older siblings. The mothers are responsible for physical care of the infants 

while the care givers are responsible the social and playful interactions. Using a modified 

Strange Situation procedure with two separation-reunion episodes for mother, caregiver and 

stranger each, Kermoian and Leideran (1986) studied 26 families with infants between the 

ages of 8 to 26 months. The results showed that sixteen of the infants (61%) were securely 

attached to their mothers and fourteen (54%) were securely attached to their caregivers. The 

distribution of attachment patterns was comparable to that of finding in Western cultures. 

Unlike the Gusii study, Marvin, VanDevender, Iwanaga, Levine, and LeVine (1977) 

did not use the Strange Situation procedure in their study of Hausa tribe. Instead theirs was a 

descriptive study that observed eighteen Hausa infants in attachment and exploratory 

behaviors in a natural sitting. In the Hausa tribe infant care is provided by the mothers and 

multiple non-maternal adult caregivers. When not asleep the infants were always in close 

physical contact or proximity to one or more adult caregivers. The infants explored their 

environment in visual and manipulative ways but only in close proximity to an attachment 

figure. The infants appeared to use their caregivers as a secure base, and displayed 

attachment behaviors to more than one caregiver. However, they were primarily attached to 
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one attachment figure to whom they addressed their attachment behaviors most frequently. 

This person was not necessarily the biological mother but the person who held and 

interacted with the infant the most. 

True, Pisani, and Oumar, (2001) studied twenty-six Dogon mothers and their 1 year 

old infants using the Strange Situation procedure. Infant care was shared between the mother, 

siblings and other family members. Physical interactions were preferred above verbal or 

visual interactions and infants distress signals were responded to immediately. There were a 

high percentage of disorganized infants (23%), with 69% secure and 8% resistant. A forced 

classification revealed that 88% of the infants were secure, 12% were resistant, and 0% 

avoidant. This demonstrated that even in the African culture the strange situation procedure 

remains classifiable with the A-B-C-D coding systems. These studies along with other cross-

cultural studies with Chinese, Japanese, and Israeli infants provide support not only for the 

tenet that the majority of infants develop secure attachment relationship with their mother 

(van IJzendoorn & Sagi-Schwartz, 2008). 

Although most studies find the majority of infants develop secure attachment 

relationships with their mothers, there are differences in the distribution of insecure 

attachments. Avoidant classifications represent a larger percentage of insecure infants in 

North America (23%); insecure resistant classifications are more frequent in Japan (28%) 

(Although Behrens, Main & Hesse, 2007 did find similar distribution of insecure resistant 

classification). In a study of West German infants, Grossmann, Grossman, Huber, and 

Wartner (1981) found 32.7 percent were securely attached, 12.2 percent insecure, and 49 

percent insecure/avoidant. Sagi et al. (1985) using kibbutz babies in Israel found that 37. 5 
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percent were secure, 50 percent were insecure, and 12.5 percent were insecure avoidant. 

While Lamb, Hwang, Frodi, and Frodi (1982) in their study of infants in Sweden reported 

74.5 percent of the infants were secure, 3.9 were insecure, and 21.6 percent were insecure 

avoidant. As can be seen, Grossmann et al., (1981) report many more insecure avoidant 

infants in Germany, Lamb et al., (1982) reported fewer insecure infants in Sweden, and Sagi 

et al., (1985) many more insecure infants in Israel than are typically found in European-

American samples. As such, there has been a call by some researchers (Jackson, 1993; van 

IJzendoorn, 1990) for an “emic” approach to cross-cultural studies. An “emic” approach will 

focus on the social and behavioral configurations and developmental trajectories that are 

specific to a given culture. Thus, research will take into consideration how the nuances found 

within a given culture influence attachment. As Ainsworth (1978), observed cultural 

differences must be considered when assessing the security versus insecurity of attachment. 

In other words, culture specific influences must be considered. What may be normative in 

one culture may not be normative in another. This study will focus on African Americans 

who although are Americans, have been found to display different cultural values and beliefs 

and should be understood in their own terms. 

Child Characteristics: Infant Temperament. There are two competing perspectives 

with regards to the role of temperament in the measurement of attachment security. Some 

researchers believe that attachment security is a manifestation of infant temperament (Buss & 

Plomin, 1986; Chess & Thomas 1982; Kagan 1982. In other words, an infant’s responses in 

the Strange Situation have to do with endogenous characteristics of the infant and not 

sensitivity to maternal care (Mangelsdorf, McHale, Diener, Goldstein, & Lehn, 2000). An 
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alternate view is that temperament and attachment are orthogonal constructs (temperamental 

variation may influence aspects of behavior, but not the overall organization or security of 

attachment) and may determine what type of insecurity (avoidance or resistance) an infant 

manifests. There is also the belief that temperament makes little or no contribution to the 

quality of attachment (Sroufe, 1985 cited from Mangelsdorf et al. 2000). Belsky, in an in-

depth review chapter on the role of temperament in attachment (2005) concluded that 

temperament may shape the way in which security or insecurity may manifest in the Strange 

Situation. Specifically, Belsky found that insecurity was most likely to be observed when 

infants’ negativity remained high or increased and when infant’s positivity remained low 

over time or decreased. Thus, Belsky suggested that it would be a mistake to presume that 

temperament reflects exclusively some inborn characteristic of the infant. 

The findings of a direct influence of temperament on attachment according 

to Mangelsdorf and colleagues (2000) might be influenced in part on the method by 

which temperament constructs are assessed. For example, using Rothbart’s Infant 

Behavior Questionnaire Calkins and Fox (1992) found that maternal ratings of 

infant activity level predicted avoidant attachment. Infants who were rated by their 

mothers as being most active were classified as insecure/avoidant, while infants who 

were rated as least active by their mothers were classified as secure. When using the 

Bates Infant Characteristics Questionnaire for example it was found that 

resistant/ambivalent infants scored higher on the fussy/difficult scale than secure 

infants (Moran & Pederson, 1997; Seifer, Sameroff, Resnick, & Riordan, 1996). 

Maternal reports of temperament have been found to be predictive of infant behaviors 
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in the Strange Situation, but not of infant’s overall attachment classifications (cf Mangelsdorf 

et al., 2000). In examining the contribution of infant temperament and child characteristics on 

infant attachment as measured by the Strange Situation, Mangelsdorf et al., (2000) found that 

maternal characteristics, such as inconsistency in sensitivity and availability, and child 

temperament collectively discriminated among the three attachment groups. This suggests 

that any individual characteristic of the child or mother may be less important than the 

relationship context in which that characteristic occurs. In other words, attachment security 

may be better predicted by examining a combination of maternal and child characteristics, 

rather than focusing on individual characteristics of either one in isolation. Mangelsdorf et 

al., (2000) further suggest that it is possible that temperamental characteristics only place a 

child at risk for developing an insecure relationship when they occur in conjunction with 

other temperamental characteristics, and characteristics of the caregiver. This study will 

include infant temperament as reported by the infant’s mother at six-months as a control 

variable.  

Income. Generally African-American children come from families of low economic 

status (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2004). As of 2012, 39 percent of African-American 

children live in poverty, with fifty-three percent living in female headed households  

(www.childstats.gov). Children living in poverty are at risk because poverty increases 

parental stress and decreases the quality of parenting (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). As 

such, parents are less likely to provide responsive and stimulating care to their children. 

Bradley, Crowyn, McAdoo & Garcia-Coll (2001) found that poor African-American mothers 

are less likely to show positive feelings, caress, kiss, or hug their children as compared to 

nonpoor European-American and Hispanic-American mothers. Research has shown that over 

the first three years of a child’s life an increase in family income was associated with positive 

http://www.childstats.gov/
http://www.childstats.gov/
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social behavior while a decrease was associated with negative social behavior (Dearing, 

McCartney, & Taylor, 2001). This study will include income at 15 months as a control 

variable. 

A review of the literature did not yield any cross-cultural studies that examined 

antecedents as predictors of attachment security. This study will explore this relationship 

in a sample of African-Americans. 

Outcomes of Attachment Security 

In his original writings, Bowlby (1969; 1980; 1979; 1982; 1973; 1989) proposed that 

the quality of the mother-child attachment relationship had implications for the child’s later 

social development. That is, that the quality of the mother-infant attachment relationship was 

an important precursor of an infant’s later developmental outcomes. With regard to peer 

relationships, there is evidence that attachment security predicts the quality of the child’s 

later peer relations. Specifically, a secure mother-infant attachment relationship has been 

associated with lower levels of child–friend aggression at age 3, (McElwain, Cox, Burchinal, 

& Macfie, 2003) less negative interactions with a close friend at age 5, (Youngblade & 

Belsky, 1992) and more competence in forming close friendships at age 10 (Freitag, Belsky, 

Grossmann, Grossmann, & Scheurer-Englisch, 1996). The mother-infant attachment 

relationship has been found to influence the child’s later close relationships and social 

competence (Thompson, 1999). Positive peer relationships provide many important 

developmental opportunities for the child, including opportunities for learning social skills, 

gaining social support, and developing positive self-identity (cf Rose-Krasnor, Rubin, Booth 

& Coplan, 1996). Granot and Mayseless (2001) examined the association between 

attachment security and adaptive functioning at school during middle childhood and found 

that insecurely attached fourth- and fifth-graders were more rejected by their peers. 
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A securely attached infant develops social competence, is self-assured, and actively 

explores his or her social environment. Elicker, Englund, and Sroufe (1992), found that an 

infant who is securely attached develops positive social expectations and a sense of self-

worth and self-efficacy that are important for later social competence. In addition they found 

that securely attached children are more self- confident, competent, emotionally healthy and 

socially skilled than insecurely attached children. 

In a study of six-year olds’ social competence Cohn (1990) found a concurrent 

connection between quality of attachment as assessed in childhood and peer relationships. 

Further, insecurely attached boys were less liked and perceived to be more aggressive by 

their classmates than securely attached boys were. Also friendship dyads consisting of two 

securely attached children have been found to interact in a more harmonious manner as 

compared to dyads consisting of one or both children who are insecurely attached (cited from 

Anan & Barnett, 1999). An insecure attachment on the other hand, has been found to play a 

significant role in the development of antisocial behaviors (Bowlby, 1944; Lyons Ruth et al., 

1993; van IJzendoorn, 1997). Infants with an insecure attachment are shown to later be more 

aggressive towards their peers (cited from Barnett, Kidwell, & Leung, 1998). 

Finally, Schneider, Atkinson, and Tardif, (2001) conducted a meta-analysis of 63 

studies (N=3510), where most of the studies included utilized the Strange Situation to 

measure attachment security, looked at child-parent relationship and its effect on the child’s 

peer relationships (). They reported a significant, though not large, effect size of .20 (SE = 

.16) in the relation between attachment and peer relations (see Schneider, Atkinson, & Tardif, 

2001). In general research has found that securely attached children at one year are more 
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sociable with peers (Arend, Gove, & Sroufe, 1979; Fagot, 1997; Park & Waters, 1989; Slade, 

1987; Bates, Maslin, & Freankel, 1985; Berlin, Cassidy & Belsky, 1995; Erickson, Sroufe, & 

Engeland, 1985; Meins, 1998; Sroufe, 1983, Wartner et al., 1994) later in childhood. Most of 

the studies on attachment security and peer relationships have been conducted with primarily 

European American samples. When families of color were included in these studies there 

were a small percentage of the sample and were not analyzed separately. It is not known, 

therefore whether attachment security infancy will predict peer relationships at age 3 in 

African Americans. 

Culture 

As the research discussed thus far suggests, until recently social scientists ignored the 

cultural diversity of American families, focusing their research primarily on European-

American families while assuming universality. The normative family model thus was 

defined as nuclear, white, middle-class, monogamous, father at work and mother at home, 

and living in a suburban one-family home (Stewart & Goldfarb, 2007). It now has become 

increasingly clear, however, that this paradigm is obsolete. The face of America is changing 

rapidly as exemplified by the new millennium census track: about 35% of Americans are 

non-White. According to Doucet & Hamon (2007), population growth in ethnic minority 

groups is steadily outpacing that of whites in the United States. It is projected that people of 

color will make up one-third of the US population by the year 2015 and 50% by 2050 

(Doucet & Hamon, 2007). In addition, by 2030 young children of color age four and under 

will outnumber their non-minority counterparts (Doucet & Hamon, 2007). Social scientists, 

therefore, need to acknowledge the diversity within American families in their research. This 
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section will seek to highlight the importance of culture in family research, paying particular 

attention to African-American culture. 

There are different definitions of culture, and each definition varies depending upon 

the discipline for which the term is being used (Baldwin, Faulkner, & Hecht, 2006). Thus, for 

this study culture will be defined as a dynamic process that involves shared beliefs, values, 

practices, behaviors, symbols, and attitudes, that are characteristics of a particular group of 

people (Stewart & Goldfarb, 2007). Culture impacts interactions with others and is passed on 

from generation to generation (Stewart & Goldfarb, 2007). A growing body of psychological 

and anthropological evidence suggests that different cultures can be grouped along two 

contrasting developmental scripts: Independence and Interdependence (Greenfield, 1994). An 

independence-oriented culture is one that values the individual; the cultural ideal is personal 

achievement and autonomy. An independence-oriented culture is organized according to 

meanings and practices that promote the independence and autonomy of a self that is separate 

from others and the social context (Kitayama, Markus, Matsumoto & Norasakkunkit, 1997; 

Greenfield, 1994; Triandis, Botempo, Villareal, Asai, & Lucca, 1988). 

According to Thomas and Mueller (2000), in independent cultures, having 

autonomy is important, individual decisions are considered superior, and individual 

initiative is socially encouraged (cited in DeCarlo et al., 2007, p. 134). Within the 

independent cultural model, parenting is described as distal and focusing on face-to-face 

contact and object play rather than on body contact and body stimulation. The face-to-face 

context allows the infant to experience causality when caregivers respond contingently to 

facial and vocal signals, thus supporting an autonomous agency. Solitary object play in 
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early childhood supports separateness and future technological skills (Keller & Greenfield, 

2000 as cited in Keller, Borke, Yovsi, Lohaus, & Jensen, 2005). In the U.S., most 

European-Americans subscribe to the independence cultural orientation. 

An interdependence-oriented culture values the group or collective. That is, the 

cultural ideal is that of harmony in family and community. Persons within an interdependent 

culture are not perceived separate from the social context, but are seen as connected and less 

differentiated from others. Persons are motivated to find a way to fit in with others to fulfill 

an obligation and in general to become part of various interpersonal relationships. 

Interpersonal relationships in turn, are maintained by serving others through benevolence, 

sharing and caring (Matsumoto, 1999; Greenfield, 1994). Unlike the independence cultural 

model, parenting in interdependence culture focuses on body contact and body stimulation 

rather than on face-to-face contact and object play (Keller, 2003; Keller et al., 2004). This 

parenting strategy is aimed at supporting the interpersonal fusion between caregiver and 

baby with bodily closeness and interactional warmth (Keller, 2003; Rothbaum, Pott, 

Azuma, Miyake, & Weisz, 2000). Although racism, discrimination, and prejudice have 

influenced African-American parenting practices most African-Americans subscribe more 

to the interdependence cultural model (Hecht, Jackson, & Ribeau, 2003; McAdoo, 1993). 

Within both the independent and interdependent cultural orientations sensitive 

parenting is considered important for attachment development. However, in the independent 

culture it is universally believed that a sensitive mother is one that does not exert control over 

her infant’s behavior. Control is considered to be intrusive and resulting in negative outcomes 

for the infant (Carlson & Harwood, 2003). For cultures that subscribe to the interdependent 



Texas Tech University, Debbie Neckles, August 2013 

25 

 

orientation, however sensitive maternal care includes the expectation that mothers will 

structure and guide/control the infant’s environment and behavior. In this context therefore, 

persistent physical control and strong limitations of infants’ behavior will be viewed not as 

interfering with an infant’s autonomy but as positive efforts to raise a well behaved child 

(Harwood, 1992). Although no one group is totally independent or interdependent, their 

socialization methods will be guided by the given endpoint or ideals of the society (Carlson 

& Harwood, 2003). 

African Americans. As members of a group that favors the interdependent cultural 

orientation African-American parenting styles, behaviors, and strengths are guided by 

cultural heritage and Afro-centric beliefs (Thomas, 2000). As such child rearing is seen as a 

communal activity (Forehand & Kotchick, 1996; Garcia-Coll, Meyer, & Brillion, 1995) and 

includes the extended family (Littlejohn-Blake & Darling, 1993; Mosley-Howard & Evans, 

2000). The European-American culture sees the extended family as a kin system that consists 

of a network of sub-families that resides within the same household (Sotomayor, 1991). 

However, within the African-American culture extended family members may include 

persons from inside or outside of household who may or may not be related to the family by 

blood, marriage, and/or adoption but share domestic and familial caregiving obligations 

(Boyd-Franklin, 1995; Jarrett & Burton, 1991). Extended family arrangements provide 

multiple benefits for African Americans. First, it provides important economic support. If 

family members work for low wages, the practice of “doubling up or pooling” resources 

provides the family with the supplemental income needed to achieve the desired standard of 

living. The extended family unit helps alleviate the burdens of the primary caregiver because 
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other adults within the household can assist with childcare and eldercare (Taylor, Chatters, 

Tucker, & Lewis, 1990; Jarrett & Burton, 1999). The extended family is also a source of 

emotional support, housing, and counseling, particularly in times of trouble or stress (Boyd-

Franklin, 1995). Thus, as Sotomayor (1991) pointed out the extended family ties represent a 

significant and essential source of practical and social support for the African-American 

family (as cited in Stewart & Goldfarb, 2007, p.6). 

In addition to the extended family, a culturally distinctive feature of African-

American families is kinship bonds. Strong kinship bonds within the American African 

culture can be traced back to their African ancestry. Kinship bonds involve the development 

of family-like relationships outside of the biological family that provide important support 

networks for the family. Adults beyond the immediate family provide vital services, 

including financial and social support, and practical assistance, including help with 

childrearing and elderly care (Taylor, Seaton, & Dominguez, 2008; Moore Hines P. & Boyd-

Franklin, 2005). Through the system of extended family African-American children are 

exposed to multiple caregivers. 

Although Bowlby (1969; 1982) and Ainsworth (1967) both proposed that children can 

develop multiple attachment relationships research on attachment has focused mainly on the 

mother-child attachment relationship and more recently, the father-infant relationship. As a 

result there has been very limited research on the child’s attachment to caregivers other than 

the child’s parents, in particular, African-Americans who utilize multiple caregivers as part of 

their child rearing system (Jackson, 1993). African-American children’s child-care is 

generally conducted within a large social network of friends and acquaintances of the family. 
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Thus, the system of multiple caregivers within the African-American family may be an 

important influence on attachment development. 

Socio-contextual factors may also influence parenting behaviors and relationships 

within the family. Environmental factors such as economic hardship and poor educational 

attainment can significantly influence parenting behavior and its effects on later child 

adjustment (Taylor, 2000; Weis, 2002). Research has shown for example that economic 

hardship influences parental psychological functioning (Elder, Conger, Foster, & Ardelt, 

1992; McLoyd, 1990; McLoyd & Wilson, 1991; McLoyd, Jayaratne, Ceballo, & Borquez, 

1994). Economic hardship together with low educational attainment has been found to predict 

higher levels of depressive symptoms in a sample of African-American mothers. Economic 

hardship was also associated with child’s developmental outcomes (Jackson, Brooks-Gunn, 

Huang & Glassman, 2000). Therefore, it is likely that parents who are faced with these 

environmental factors may be less effective at parenting in that they are not likely to promote 

social bonding and are less inclined to monitor and control the behavior of their children 

(Taylor, 2000). 

African-American families generally engage in authoritarian parenting practices. This 

parenting style is a contradiction for a group that is described as interdependent culture that 

values interactional warmth and closeness. Parenting attitudes may be a reflection of ethnicity 

and historical background. As such, though African-Americans are interdependent they 

subscribe to traditional child rearing beliefs (Greder & Allen, 2007). Thus, the strictness of an 

authoritarian style of parenting is believed necessary for African-American children to 

develop effective coping skills in the face of racism and discrimination (Julian, McKenry, & 
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McKelvey, 1994). Historically, from an African-American perspective racism meant that a 

seemingly innocent behavior if perceived by others as disruptive, for example it could place 

an African-American child in jeopardy. Thus, it was imperative that their children were 

taught to obey and respect authority in order to protect them within a racially divided society 

(Deater-Deckard and Dodge 1997). As children get older, however, African-American 

parents become less authoritarian because older children are given more independence and 

responsibility as they integrate into the community at large (Forehand & Jones, 2002). 

Research shows that unlike their European-American counterparts authoritarian parenting 

results in less involvement in deviant behaviors and higher academic performance for 

African-American children (Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, and Pettit 1996; Lamborn, 

Dornbusch, & Steinberg, 1996). However, according to attachment theory a child who is 

exposed to authoritarian parenting may develop an insecure attachment. Additionally the 

child may display anxious, angry, and aggressive behaviors and have low-self-esteem. As a 

result the child may be isolated and disliked by his or her peers (cited from Neal & Frick-

Horbury, 2001). 

In keeping with the authoritarian style of parenting, physical discipline is a parenting 

tool utilized by African-American parents. Physical discipline involves spanking which is 

defined as striking the child on the buttocks or extremities with an open hand without 

inflicting physical injury (McLoyd, Kaplan, Hardaway, & Wood, 2007). African-American 

parents employ spanking more frequently than European-Americans and are also more likely 

than European-Americans to endorse the use of spanking as an appropriate display of positive 

parenting (Deater-Deckard, Lansford, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 2003; Korbin, Coulton, 
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Lindstrom-Ufuti, & Spilsbury, 2000). 

The outcome of physical discipline also differs by culture. There is evidence to 

suggest that physical discipline is associated with higher levels of externalizing behavior 

problems among European-American children. However, research shows that African-

American children who are physically disciplined display less aggressive behaviors than 

European-American children who equally are exposed to physical discipline. It is believed 

the reason for this is that within the African-American family physical discipline does not 

indicate out of control parenting as it does for European-Americans (Deater-Deckard et al., 

1996; Gunnoe & Mariner, 1997; Lansford, Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 2004; 

Rogoff, 2003; Tamis-LeMonda, Briggs, McClowry, & Snow, 2009). Whaley (2000) states 

that the accepted use of physical discipline in the African-American community might be 

related to African-American parents’ concerns about anticipated neighborhood dangers, such 

as racially motivated attacks or police violence (as cited in Rogoff, 2003). Physical 

punishment within the African-American family is associated with nurturing family relations 

and used in a controlled rather than impulsive manner, with minimal expressions of anger. It 

is suggested that physical discipline by African-American parents, compared with European 

American parents, is more likely to co-occur with warmth and less likely to be administered 

in an excessively harsh manner (Deater-Deckard & Dodge, 1997). This is in contrast to what 

attachment theory posits because physical discipline is considered harsh. Thus, it goes against 

the notion that a secure attachment develops as a result of sensitive parenting practices. 

However, for African-American parents physical discipline has been shown to be a functional 

and appropriate way of parenting, and does not result in negative outcomes for African-
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American children (Peters, 1997). 

From the perspective of attachment theory an authoritarian parent will not be sensitive 

and responsive to the child. As such, that child does not develop secure attachment 

relationships and later socio-emotional competence. There is however a small body of 

growing research that shows that within the interdependent cultural model maternal control 

combined with warm and responsive parent child interactions is associated with positive 

developmental outcomes (Brody & Flor, 1998; Deater-Deckard & Dodge, 1997). Most 

recently McLoyd and Smith (2002) in a sample of 4- 5 year old African-American, 

European-American and Hispanic children found that emotional maternal support moderated 

the relationship between spanking and behavior problems. Externalizing behavior was shown 

to be significantly lower for children whose mothers exhibited higher levels of parental 

warmth. Emotional support appears to moderate the effects of physical discipline because of 

the interpretation that the child may apply to physical discipline. In other words, the child 

may not interpret physical discipline as the parent being rejecting because the relationship 

between child and parent is generally warm and supportive (McLoyd & Smith, 2002). 

Socio-cultural Adaptation. A cultural group’s adaptation to its host culture, according 

Ogbu and Simons (1998) will depend on the time and manner in which members of the group 

became part of the host country. In terms of time, families vary according to the generation 

level of family members. In other words, are they new immigrants or descendants of 

immigrants from a previous generation? In terms of manner, ethnic minority groups vary 

depending on whether the group as a whole or the individual came to this country voluntarily 

or involuntarily? Ogbu and Simons (1998) defines voluntary minorities as those persons who 
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have willingly movedfrom their homeland to the United States in search of better 

opportunities for themselves and their families. 

Two important characteristics of voluntary immigrants are that they chose to move to 

the United States, typically seeking a better life and because of this they do not interpret their 

presence in the United States as forced upon them by the U.S. government or by European 

Americans. This interpretation in turn influences how they perceive the experiences they 

have in the host country; they perceive them as positive. If to be successful means having to 

give up their language or customs and blend in to the host culture, the group tends to accept 

their fate and adapt. Involuntary minorities on the other hand are those persons within the 

United States whose ancestors were conquered, colonized, or brought to this country as 

slaves, thus they were made part of American society against their will. 

Two characteristics of involuntary minorities are that they did not choose to be part of 

the United States, and they interpret their presence in the United States as forced upon them 

by white people. Consequently, they perceive the experiences in their host country more 

negatively than voluntary minorities. If the group is asked to give up their language or 

culture, or to blend into the host culture, they will respond with resistance. Involuntary 

minorities tend to define their culture and themselves in opposition to the cultural values of 

the majority group. It is feared that that they will not be able to adopt any of the majority 

group’s values without losing their own (Greenfield, 1994). As an involuntary minority 

African-Americans were subjected to many hardships during the slavery. 

The institution of slavery is said to have had a major impact on the African-American 

family. Some scholars believe that slavery destroyed the ancestral family traditions and 
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values of African-Americans and led to the African-American family disorganization 

(Moynihan 1965). However, others believe that as a result of compromise and negotiations 

between slaves and slave owners African-American culture was able to flourish during 

slavery (Genovese, 1974). Despite these opposing views the general consensus is that slavery 

drastically altered the family system that Africans were used to before being brought to the 

United States. Even though African-Americans during slavery tried to maintain their family 

organization during slavery, the nature of the system determined the type of family life they 

were allowed to have (Staples & Johnson, 1993). African-Americans view the hardships that 

they were subjected to during slavery and are being subjected to today as permanent and 

institutionalized. Maintaining their cultural identity and preserving their self-worth became 

very important to African-Americans. Thus, it may be perceived that adopting the ways of 

dominant group will challenge their cultural identity (Rogoff, 2003). 

There also is within any given country, dominant and subordinate groups. The 

dominant group is the group that holds the power and determines how that power and 

authority will be acceptably used (Tatum 1999). The dominant group sets the structure 

within which the subordinate group operates, defines what is considered normal within the 

society and determines whose relationships will be validated. It is the dominant group that is 

seen as the norm for humanity. Within the society the subordinate group will be assigned 

roles that reflect their devalued status, while the most highly valued roles are assigned to the 

dominant group. It is the belief of the dominant group that the subordinate are innately 

incapable of performing the preferred roles. Therefore, the model for normal human 

relationships is the one presented by the dominant group (Miller, 2009; Tatum, 1999). In 
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America, European-Americans make up the dominant group while African-Americans are 

members of a subordinate group. 

As involuntary immigrants and members of a subordinate group the African-

American mother-infant attachment relationship may be influenced by the meaning ascribed 

to a particular behavior. Parental conviction about what is best for their children varies across 

cultural context (Neff, 2003). Therefore, the normative European-American model cannot be 

generalized to every ethnic group. Cultural ideals may influence the path of individual 

development (Greenfield, 1994). As such, the cultural ideal will affect the lens through 

which a given group of people is studied. Thus, emphasis will be placed on the behavior that 

is culturally relevant. For example, in a study that examined indigenous concepts of desirable 

and undesirable attachment behaviors among middle and lower class European-American 

and Puerto-Rican mothers Harwood (1992), found that Anglo and Puerto Rican mothers 

attended to different culturally relevant aspects of their infants’ behavior. European-

American mothers as compared to Puerto Rican mothers placed significantly greater value 

on the development of personal abilities and less value on proper respect and demeanor. 
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Statement of Hypotheses 

The central question the factors associated with the development of attachment security 

among African-American infants. This study is being conducted for the following reason: To 

examine whether attachment patterns within the families play a role in later behavioral outcomes 

for children. 

Hypothesis one will be stated from the point of view of the existing literature on 

European-American families. 

Hypothesis 1 

High levels of maternal sensitivity and acceptance (not spanking) at 6 months, and 

maternal progressive parenting attitudes (at one-month) will predict attachment security at 15-

months. 

Hypothesis 2 

A. Securely attached infants at 15 months will score higher in positive peer play 

and lower in negative peer interactions than insecurely attached infants. 

B. Securely attached infants at 15 months will score higher in positive sociability 

and lower in negative/aggressive behavior peer play than insecurely attached 

infants. 

C. Securely attached infants at 15 months will score higher in dyadic peer skills and lower 

in dyadic peer aggression than insecurely attached infants. 

Hypothesis 3 

A. High levels of maternal sensitivity, high maternal acceptance, and maternal progressive 

child-rearing attitudes will predict infant’s observed positive interactions with peers at 
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36 months. 

B. High levels of maternal sensitivity, high maternal acceptance, and 

maternal progressive child-rearing attitudes will predict maternal ratings 

of infant’s positive peer play at 36 months. 

C. High levels of maternal sensitivity, high maternal acceptance, and 

maternal progressive child-rearing attitudes will predict infant’s dyadic 

peer skills at 36 months. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

Participants in this study include 178 African American mother-infant pairs (86 girls 

and 90 boys) from the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development Study of 

Early Child Care (NICHD SECC). For a detailed description of participant recruitment and 

selection processes please see NICHD ECCRN (2001). For this current study male infants 

made up 50.6 percent of the sample and 48.3 percent were female infants. Many of the 

infants lived in homes where there were three or more adults (60.8%) and the fathers were 

absent (44.9 percent). Mothers’ age ranged from 18 – 39 (M=23.99; S.D. = 5.19). Mothers' 

education ranged from 9 to 18 years of education with 48% of mothers having more than 14 

years of education. Approximately 45% of the mothers were employed at the time of 

assessment. 

Procedures 

The data included in the present study were collected during phase one of the study 

which encompassed the infant’s first three years of life. When the infants were 1, 6, 15, 24, 

and 36 months families were visited at home where mothers completed a semi-structured 

interview designed to obtain demographic characteristics including parental age, education, 

employment, income, household compositions and a series of questionnaires designed to 

asses maternal and child characteristics. In this study data collected at the 1, 6, 15, and 36 

month home visits are included. In addition, at each visit mothers and infants were 

videotaped in a 15 min semi-structured play interaction adapted from a procedure developed 
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by Vandell (1979). For this study, only data from the 6-month visit are included. Children 

and their mothers also visited university laboratories when the children were 15, 24, and 36 

months. Only data obtained at the 15 month laboratory procedure where attachment security 

was assessed are included in the study.Finally, the children in the study also were observed in 

child care at 6, 15, 24 and 36 months and their care providers completed questionnaires about 

the children. The current study includes data collected at 36 months only. 

Measures 

Independent Variables 

Temperament. Temperament was measured using the Early Infant Temperament 

Questionnaire (Carey & McDevitt, 1978). This measure consists of 55 six-point items 

completed by mothers at the 6-month home visit. A composite measure, difficult 

temperament, was formed from items on the subscales approach, activity, intensity, mood, 

and adaptability (e.g., ‘My baby is fussy or cries during the physical examination by the 

doctor’). The Cronbach’s α in this sample was .81. 

Income. The income to needs ratio is an index of the economic resources of the 

family. Higher scores indicate greater financial resources per person in the household. During 

each home visit items collected from maternal interviews were used to compute the income 

to needs ratio. Family income (exclusive of welfare payments) was divided by the poverty 

threshold, which was based on family sized. This variable was averaged across three 

assessments at 1, 6, and 15 months to create the overall average income to needs ratio. 

Families of secure infants had higher average income to needs ratio than did families of 

insecure infants, t(1,149) = 2.24, p<.05. 
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Attachment Security. To measure attachment security the Strange Situation (SS) was 

conducted in the laboratory when infants were 15 months. The Strange Situation is a twenty-

five minute procedure containing brief episodes designed to gradually activate the attachment 

system. In summary, the eight episodes of the situation are as follows: Episode 1 (M, B, O). 

Mother (M), accompanied by an observer (0), carried the baby (B) into the room, and then O 

left. Episode 2 (M, B). M put B down in the specified place, and then sat quietly in her chair, 

participating only if B sought her attention (duration 3 minutes). Episode 3 (S, M, B). A 

stranger (S) entered, sat quietly for 1 minute, conversed with M for 1 minute, and then 

gradually approached B, showing him a toy. At the end of the third minute M left the room 

unobtrusively. Episode 4 (S, B). If B was happily engaged in play, S was nonparticipant. If he 

was inactive, she tried to interest him in the toys. If he was distressed, she tried to distract him 

or to comfort him. If he could not be comforted, the episode was curtailed otherwise it lasted 

3 minutes. Episode 5 (M, B). M entered, paused in the doorway to give B an opportunity to 

mobilize a spontaneous response to her. S then left non-obtrusively. What M did next was not 

specified-except that she was told that after B was again settled in play with the toys she was 

to leave again, after pausing to say "bye-bye" (duration of episode undetermined). Episode 6 

(B alone). The baby was left alone for 3 minutes, unless he was so distressed that the episode 

had to be curtailed. Episode 7 (S, B). S entered and behaved as in episode 4 for 3 minutes, 

unless distress prompted curtailment. Episode 8 (M, B). M returned, S left, and after the 

reunion had been observed, the situation was terminated. 

The child’s behavior upon reunion are then coded for attachment behaviors which are 

then use to classify children as either secure (B), insecure (A), or insecure resistant (C). When 
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stressed, secure (B) infants protest upon separation from their mothers and seek comfort from 

them upon reunion. Avoidant (A) infants tend to show little overt distress upon separation 

and turn away from or ignore the mother on reunion. Resistant (C) infants are distressed and 

angry upon separation, but ambivalent about contact, which does not effectively comfort and 

allow the children to return to play. A fourth category, Disorganized (D) will not be used in 

the present study due to the small sample size. In addition, insecure classifications A and C 

will be collapsed into an insecure group so that analyses will utilize a secure/insecure 

dichotomousvariable. For detailed information on how the videotapes were coded for the 

larger study see NICHD Early Child Care Research Network (1997). 

Maternal Sensitivity. Maternal sensitivity was assessed from the 6-month videotaped 

interaction. A maternal sensitivity in play composite was constructed as the sum of three 4-

point ratings: sensitivity to nondistress (including vocal, facial, and postural expressions and 

communication), positive regard, and intrusiveness (reversed). High scores indicate high 

maternal sensitivity. Tapes from all sites were sent to a central location where they were rated 

by coders blind to children’s child-care status. Intercoder reliability on the composite 

(Pearson correlations) was .87; Internal consistency Cronbach’s α was .75. 

Acceptance. The early childhood version of the Home Observation for Measurement 

of the Environment (HOME; Caldwell & Bradley, 1984) acceptance scale was used to assess 

disciplinary style at 36 months. The HOME is a semi structured interview/observational 

procedure in which a home visitor answers a set of binary questions based on maternal 

response to specific queries and makes observations of materials in the home and the 

mother’s behavior toward the child. The acceptance scale is the sum of four items: Mother 
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does not scold or derogate or yell at child more than once during the visit, mother neither 

slaps nor spanks child during visit, no more than one instance of physical punishment 

occurred during the past week (McCartney, Owen, Booth, Clarke-Stewart, & Vandell, 2004). 

Reliability among the items for the acceptance scale was moderate (α = .58). Inter-rater 

reliability was high with 93% agreement. A high score on this measure indicates an 

acceptance of the child. 

Maternal Separation Anxiety Scale (MSAS). The twenty-one items on this 

questionnaire are the items that constitute the Maternal Separation Anxiety factor from the 

Hock, Gnezda, & McBride (1983), Maternal Separation Anxiety Scale was completed by the 

mother at the 6 month visit. Each item is a 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree 

(1) to strongly agree (5). This questionnaire assesses the mother's "level of worry, sadness, 

and guilt when separated from her infant; her beliefs about the importance of exclusive 

maternal care; her beliefs that her child prefers her care and is better off in her care; and her 

beliefs about her child's abilities to adapt to nonmaternal care" (DeMeis, Hock, & McBride, 

1986). The internal consistency for this scale (Cronbach's alpha) for this factor was .71, and 

the coefficient of congruence comparing the factor structure at two times, approximately 3 

months apart, was 1.0. 7-week test-retest reliability was r = .71 (Hock, DeMeis, & McBride, 

1987). A composite score separation anxiety was derived with high scores indicating higher 

levels of separation anxiety. 

Child-rearing Beliefs (Progressive Parenting Attitudes). Maternal beliefs about child-

rearing were measured using The Parental Modernity Scale of Child-rearing and Educational 

Beliefs (Schaefer & Edgerton, 1985) completed at the one month visit. The 30 items of the 
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questionnaire are scored on a five-point scale (1 -Strongly agree to 5 -Strongly disagree) 

yielding two subscale scores. The two sub-scale scores reflect 1. beliefs favoring self-directed 

child behavior (child-centered) or progressive beliefs and 2. beliefs that child behavior should 

follow adult directives (adult-centered) or traditional beliefs. The total score was used for the 

current analyses. Higher total scores indicated more child-centered or progressive beliefs 

(adult should support self-directed child behavior as opposed to child behavior should follow 

adult directives) about raising children. Schaefer and Edgerton (1985) reported internal 

consistency values that ranged from .88 to .94." 

Dependent Variables 

The quality of children’s peer interactions were assessed at 36-months via live two 

different observations of the children while in child care (only for children who were enrolled 

in non-maternal child care) and via maternal reports utilizing the Adaptive Social Behavior 

Inventory (ASBI; Hogan, Scott, & Bauer, 1992),Observational Record of the Caregiving 

Environment (ORCE). The ORCE comprised four 44-minute cycles spread over 2 days. Each 

44-minute cycle consisted of four 10-minute observations periods plus a period for note 

taking. Intensively trained observers time sampled the occurrence of specific child behaviors 

with caregivers and with peers and then rated the period for specific behaviors using a 4-point 

Liker-type rating scale. For the current study, only children’s behaviors with peers were used. 

Positive peer play. This represents the complexity and positive sociability of 

children’s interactions with their peers as observed in the child-care setting. It was defined as 

the sum of standardized scores on positive/neutral interaction with other children, proportion 

high-level play, and positive sociability, Cronbach’s α = .70. Positive/neutral interaction with 
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other children reflected how frequently the child engaged other children in any type of 

nonnegative interaction (observation segments in which a peer was available and the child 

was engaged in positive/neutral interaction). Proportion high-level play reflected how much 

of the child’s play with peers was both complex and reciprocal (number of observation 

segments in which a child was engaged in mutual pretend play divided by the number of 

segments of peer interaction). 

Positive sociability was the observer’s rating on a 1 to 4 scale of the child’s interest in and 

positive engagement with other children. Thus, children with high scores on the composite 

were often engaged positively with children and their peer play frequently included joint 

pretend play. Interobserver reliabilities with gold standard videotapes (conducted before data 

collection began) and with live reliability partners (conducted on at least four regularly 

spaced intervals during data collection) on the individual scores constituting the composites 

ranged from .89 to .96. 

Negative peer interaction. This represented the proportion of peer interaction that 

was negative and aggressive at 36 months. It was calculated as the number of observed 

segments in which the child was involved in negative interaction with a peer divided by the 

total number of segments of peer interaction. Negative interaction was defined as the child’s 

giving or receiving an unfriendly overture, and included verbal and physical aggression. 

Because peer aggression at these ages is relatively infrequent and undifferentiated, the coding 

system did not distinguish among types of aggression (e.g., instrumental versus hostile, object 

struggles versus bullying), or the child’s own role in negative exchanges. Thus, children high 

on negative peer interaction were proportionately more often engaged in unfriendly or 
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negative interactions with other children. Inter-observer reliabilities ranged from .92 to .96. 

Maternal reports. At 36 months, all mothers completed the Adaptive Social 

Behavior Inventory (ASBI; Hogan, Scott, & Bauer, 1992), Mothers rate 30 descriptions of 

child behavior on a 3-point scale representing frequency of occurrence for that child. For this 

report, two subscales representing positive and negative peer social behavior were obtained 

by summing the scores of items specifically related to peer interaction. Positive sociability 

consisted of 10 items 

(e.g., is helpful to other children, follows rules in games, joins others’ play, shares toys). 

Negative/aggressive behavior consisted of four items (e.g., teases others, bullies others). 

Cronbach’s α for mothers’ reports on the positive sociability subscale at 36 months were .74. For 

the negative/aggressive behavior subscale Cronbach’s α at 36 months was .57 for mothers’ 

reports. Cronbach’s α were low for the negative/aggressive behavior subscale because a child who 

engages in one type of aggression (e.g., bullying) may not engage in others (e.g., teasing). 

Because early aggression has been shown to be stable, however, it was assessed even if occurred 

infrequently. 

Observation in Dyadic play. Dyadic play was observed at 36 months when children 

participated in a semi-structured play session with a same-sex playmate close in age to the study 

child who had been identified by the child’s parent or child-care provider as someone the child 

played with regularly. Mean age of the familiar playmate was 39.3 months (SD = 5.0 months). 

These interactions were videotaped for later coding and were independent of the ORCE 

observations. Three measures of peer competence were derived from videotape rating: peer skill, 

peer aggression, and self-assertion and control. 
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The dyadic play observations were carried out in a portable playroom set up in the child’s 

regular childcare arrangement or in one of the children’s homes if the study child or friend was 

not in child care. The playroom, constructed of heavy cardboard, was 90 cm high and 150 cm in 

diameter, and open at the top. This arrangement shielded the children from distraction in the 

surrounding environment and permitted us to standardize the children’s play context. After being 

introduced to the playroom, the children were asked to sit down and three different toys were 

presented to them sequentially, in fixed order: a Magnadoodle, a Fisher-Priced toy kitchen set, and 

a pair of flashlights, one of which was inoperable. The toys were selected to permit a range of play 

types and quantity, from cooperative and prosocial to solitary or negative. The experimenter set 

each toy one at a time on the floor between the two children, demonstrated how it worked, and 

then left the playroom. Children played with the Magnadoodle for 4 minutes. The kitchen set for 5 

minutes, and the flashlights for 3 minutes. Children’s interactions were videotaped through a 

curtained opening into the playroom. Children enjoyed playing in the playroom and rarely stood 

up or asked to leave. 

The tapes were sent to a central site different from the one at which mother-child 

interaction was coded, where they were scored by coders unaware of the study children’s family 

and child-care history. Play sessions were rated for several aspects of the study child’s peer social 

behavior –amount of positive interactions, clarity of verbal interaction, positive mood, 

cooperation, concern for peer, quality of fantasy play, and complexity of social play –using 3 or 5 

point scales, with higher scores representing higher skill. Each scale was rated separately for each 

toy, and the codes were then averaged across the three toy episodes. In addition, two nominally 

scaled items were later recoded into the following originally scaled items: response to 
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provocation: shares (originally coded yes/no for each toy episode) was recoded as 0 to 3 based on 

the number of toy episodes out of three in which the child tried to resolve conflict by sharing a toy 

when the peer had tried to take the toy away; and social problem solving: property rights was 

recoded as 0 to 3 based on the episodes out of three in which the child tried to gain possession of 

the peer’s toy by using an approach other than physical force or verbal demands (e.g., recognition 

of the other’s ownership, negotiation). These eight scores were standardized and summed to form 

the peer skills composite variable, Cronbach’s α = .80. Children with high scores on this variable 

played in more positive, cooperative, complex ways, and more often resolved conflict by prosocial 

means. 

A composite variable of peer aggression for the dyadic play session was derived by 

standardizing and summing the ratings for instrumental aggression, hostile aggression, and 

negative mood, averaged over the three toy episodes, Cronbach’s α = .74. Self-assertion 

and control was retained as a separated measure, to distinguish between aggression and 

assertion in the children’s play (see Clarke-Stewart, Gruber, & Fitzgerald, 1994). 

Mothers and caregiver reports of peer social behavior were obtained at 24 and 36 

months, when all mothers and all primary caregivers in observed child-care arrangement 

completed the Adaptive Social Behavior Inventory (ASBI; Hogan, Scott, & Bauer, 1992), 

and Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach, Edelbrock, & Howell, 1987). 

Plan of Analysis 

For this study, the data analysis was conducted using SPSS a computer statistical 

package. The statistical procedures that were used in the analyzing of the data were 

logistic regression analysis, multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), and canonical 
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correlations. Preliminary analyses include descriptive statistics and correlations of the 

study variables. 

A logistic regression was conducted to test hypothesis 1, which stated that high 

levels of maternal sensitivity and high maternal acceptance (not spanking) at 6 months and 

maternal progressive parenting attitudes (one-month) would predict attachment security at 

15-months, with income at 15 months and infant’s temperament at 6 months in the first 

step as a control, and attachment security as a continuous dependent variable. In the 

second step maternal behaviors (acceptance, sensitivity, and progressive parenting 

attitudes) were added. Hypotheses 2A through 2C were tested with a MANOVA using 

attachment security/insecurity at 15 months as the independent variable and positive peer 

play and negative peer interaction (observed peer interaction), positive sociability and 

negative/aggressive behavior (maternal reports of peer interaction), and dyadic peer skills 

and dyadic peer aggression as dependent variables. Canonical correlation was used to test 

hypotheses 3A through 3C. The outcome variables were positive sociability and 

negative/aggressive behavior (maternal reports of peer interaction), positive peer play and 

negative interaction (observed peer interaction), and peer skill and peer aggression (dyadic 

play). The predictor variables were, acceptance (not spanking), maternal sensitivity, and 

progressive parenting attitudes (maternal characteristics). 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Preliminary Analysis 

Table 1 shows means and standard deviations of demographic and study variables. Of 

the total sample 18% (32) were classified as insecure (A), 50% (88) as secure (B), 10% (19) 

as insecure resistant (C), and 22% (39) as disorganized (D). The disorganized classification 

will not be used in this study because of the small sample size. In addition, the insecure 

classifications A and C will be collapsed into an insecure group so that analyses will utilize a 

secure/insecure dichotomous variable. A series of correlations were conducted on the study 

variables to examine co-linearity and guide the analyses. See table 2. Temperament was 

significantly negatively associated with income (r = -.230, p < .01), the higher the income the 

lower the level of difficulty in temperament. Income was marginally significantly negatively 

associated with negative/aggressive behavior with peers (r = -.230, p < .05) meaning that the 

lower the income the more negative/aggressive behavior with peers. Income was also 

marginally significantly positively associated with peer skills (r = .296, p < .05). The higher 

the income the better peer skills child displayed with peers. Based on these findings 

temperament and income were used as covariates in the analysis. 

Main Findings 

Hypothesis 1 

Hypothesis one stated that high levels of maternal sensitivity and high maternal 

acceptance (not spanking) at six-months and maternal progressive parenting attitudes (one-

month) would predict attachment security at 15-months. This hypothesis was tested using a 
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logistic regression with attachment security as the dependent variable. Temperament and 

income were entered in the first step and acceptance, maternal sensitivity, and progressive 

parenting attitudes in the second step. Temperament and income did not significantly 

contribute to attachment security (χ
2
 = .413, p >.05, df = 2). The Nagelkerke’s R2 of .813

indicated a poor fit of the model. In the second step acceptance, sensitivity, and progressive 

parenting attitudes were also not statistically significant (χ
2
 = 1.212, p >.05, df = 5). The

Nagelkerke’s R2 of .944 indicated a poor fit of the model. Thus the hypothesis was not 

supported. 

Hypothesis 2 

Hypotheses 2A stated that securely attached infants at 15 months will score higher in 

maternal reports of positive peer play and lower in maternal reports of negative peer 

interaction at 36 months than infants who are insecurely attached at 15 months. This 

hypothesis was tested with a MANOVA with attachment security as the independent variable 

and positive peer play and negative peer interaction as the dependent variables. The 

MANOVA was not significant. There was not a statistically significant difference between 

attachment style at 15 months and positive peer play and negative peer interaction at 36 

months, F (1, 63) = .700, P > .05; Wilk's λ= 0.978, partial ε
2
 = .022. The hypothesis was not

supported. 

Hypothesis 2B stated that securely attached infants at 15 months will score higher in 

positive sociability and lower in negative/aggressive behavior as observed in childcare at 36 

months than insecurely attached infants. This hypothesis was also tested with a MANOVA 

with security as the independent variable and positive sociability and negative/aggressive 
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behavior as the dependent variables. The test revealed no statistically significant differences 

between positive sociability and negative/aggressive behavior at 36 months by attachment 

security at 15 months, F(1, 102) = .1.058, P > .05; Wilk's λ = 0.980, partial ε
2
 = .020.

Therefore, hypothesis 2B was not supported. 

Hypothesis 2C stated that securely attached infants at 15 months will score higher in 

observed dyadic peer skills and lower in dyadic peer aggression at 36 months than insecurely 

attached infants. This hypothesis was also tested with a MANOVA with security as the 

independent variable and dyadic peer skills and dyadic peer aggression as the dependent 

variables. This MANOVA was not significant. There was no statistically significant 

difference between infants’ attachment at 15months and dyadic peer skill and dyadic peer 

aggression at 36 months, F (1, 39) = .593, P > .05; Wilk's λ = 0.970, partial ε
2
 = .030. This

hypothesis was not supported. 

Hypothesis 3 

Hypothesis 3A stated that high levels of maternal sensitivity, high maternal 

acceptance, and progressive parenting attitudes will predict infant’s observed positive 

interactions with peers at 36 months. To test this hypothesis a canonical correlation analysis 

was conducted. The analysis included two outcome variables, positive sociability and 

negative/aggressive behavior (maternal reports of peer interaction) and three predictor 

variables, acceptance (not spanking), maternal sensitivity, and progressive parenting attitudes 

(maternal characteristics). The analysis yielded two functions with squared canonical 

correlations (R
2

c) of .039 and 029 for each successive function. The overall model was not

statistically significant (Wilk’s Lamba = .93256, F (8,164.00) =.737, p = .666). Also, the 
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individual test of significance shows that none of the canonical roots were significant. 

Hypothesis 3B stated that high levels of maternal sensitivity, high maternal 

acceptance, and progressive parenting attitudes will predict maternal ratings of infant’s 

positive peer play at 36 months. To test this hypothesis a canonical correlation analysis was 

conducted. The analysis included two outcome variables, positive peer play and negative 

interaction (observed peer interaction) and three predictor variables, acceptance (not 

spanking), maternal sensitivity, and progressive parenting attitudes (maternal 

characteristics). The analysis yielded two functions with squared canonical correlations 

(R
2

c) of .262 and .042 for each successive function. Collectively, the overall model was

marginally statistically significant (Wilk’s Lamba 

= .70674, F, (8, 80.00) = 1.90, p= .072). The full model explains 29% of the variance 

shared between the two sets of variables. Although, the full model (function 1-2) was 

marginally statistically significant, function 2 was not statistically significant and thus did 

not explain the amount of shared variance between the set of variables, F(3, 41.00) = .597, 

p=.621. 

Hypothesis 3C stated that high levels of maternal sensitivity, high maternal 

acceptance, and progressive parenting attitudes will predict infant’s dyadic peer skills at 36 

months. A canonical correlation analysis was conducted to test this hypothesis. The 

analysis included two outcome variables, peer skill and peer aggression (dyadic play) and 

three predictor variables, acceptance (not spanking), maternal sensitivity, and progressive 

parenting attitudes (maternal characteristics). The analysis yielded two functions with 

squared canonical correlations of .207 and .068 for each successive function. The overall 
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model was not significant (Wilk’s Lamba = .73867, F (8, 58.00) =1.19, p=.324). 

Additionally, the individual test of significance shows that none of the canonical roots were 

significant.
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Table1. Means and standard deviation for independent and dependent variables. 

Mean 
Standard 

Range 
Deviation 

Difficult Temperament (6 mos.) 3.36 .35 1.78-4.23 

Income-to-needs (15 mos.) 1.23 1.37 .00 - 9.08 

Maternal Sensitivity 2.71 .61 1.33-4.00 

Acceptance 5.22 1.57 .00-8.00 

Maternal Separation Anxiety 3.45 .67 1.95-5.00 

Progressive Parenting Attitudes 2.48 .54 1.23-4.37 

ORCE 

Positive Peer Play 12.03 8.41 .0-29.30 

Maternal Ratings (ASBI) 

Positive Sociability with Peers 2.27 .30 1.40-3.00 

Negative/Aggressive Behavior 1.64 .38 1.00-3.00 

Observation in Dyadic Play 

Peer Skills 1.78 .32 1.30-2.56 

Peer Aggression 1.73 .38 1.00-2.42 
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Table 2. Correlations Matrix of study variables 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Independent Variables 

1. Temperament 1 -.230
**

-.042 -.126 -.071 .126 -.059 -.101 -.012 .074 -.148 .084 

2. Income-to-needs 1 -.012 -.067 .167* .147 -.002 .148 .029 .230
*
 .296

*
 .039 

Maternal Characteristics 

3. Attachment 1 .031 .068 .129 .021 -.040 .105 -.095 -.086 .001 

4. Maternal sensitivity 1 .136 -.156 -.010 .330
**

 .095 .099 .293 -.248 

5. Acceptance 1 -.117 -.019 .168 -.082 -.075 .062 .090 

6. Maternal Separation Anxiety 1 -.046 -.377
**

 -.070 -.134 -.208 -.127 

7. Progressive Parenting Attitudes 1 -.176 -.164 -.017 -.276 -.016 

ORCE 

8. Positive Peer Play 1 .002 -.052 .155 .130 

Maternal Ratings (ASBI) 

9. Positive Sociability 1 -.235
**

 .093 .104 

10. Negative/Aggressive Behavior 1 .027 .149 

Observation in Dyadic Play 

11. Peer skills 1 .011 

12. Peer Aggression 1 

*p < .05  **p <.01
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was twofold: First, to examine maternal characteristics in the 

first year of life as predictors of mother-infant attachment security at 15-months, and second, to 

investigate the relationship between attachment security at 15-months and children’s 

relationship with peers at 36-months in an African-American sample. 

This study sought to build on previous research on mother-infant attachment security 

by focusing on a sample not previously studied as a standalone group. The maternal 

characteristics that lead to attachment security for African-American children may differ because 

the measure used. That is, sensitivity, responsiveness, and acceptance may be biased towards 

Euro-Americans. As such these measures may yield different results for other cultural or ethnic 

groups such as African-Americans (Rothbaum, Weisz, Pott, Myake, & Morelli, 2000). 

Additionally, there may be differences because of diverging developmental processes in different 

cultural groups. In other words development occurs within a cultural context and observed 

differences may be adaptive responses to the demands of the culture (Barkermans-Kranenburg et 

al., 2004; Ogbu, 1981). 

Maternal Predictors of Attachment 

The first hypothesis stated that maternal characteristics in early infancy would predict 

attachment security at 15-months. Specifically, it was hypothesized that high levels of maternal 

sensitivity, acceptance, and progressive parenting attitudes would significantly predict 

attachment security. This hypothesis was not supported; these variables were not significant 

predictors of attachment security. This finding is not in keeping with the large body of research 

(including that of the NICHD from which this study sample is taken) on attachment that has 
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shown high levels of maternal sensitivity (Ainsworth et al., 1978; DeWolff & van 

Ijzendoorn, 1997), high levels of maternal acceptance (Ainsworth et al., 1978), and 

progressive parenting attitudes (Harwood, Schoelmerich, Schulze, & Ganzalez, 1999) to 

be predictive of attachment style. In particular, infants whose mothers displayed high 

levels of maternal sensitivity and acceptance in previous studies developed a secure 

attachment. 

Although there is modest support for the association between sensitivity and 

attachment cross-culturally (Van IJzendoorn & Sagi, 2008) it may be that the maternal 

characteristics that promote attachment security in European-American families are not 

what engender security in African-Americans. It is also possible that maternal 

characteristics associated with attachment in African Americans are those measured 

concurrently or over a shorter span of time with attachment and not those in early 

infancy. The attachment literature tells us that the organization of the attachment 

relationship begins in early infancy based on the sensitive responses of the mother but the 

sensitive period occurs between 10- and 18- months (Bowlby, 1977). It is therefore 

possible that at 6-months the infant has not entered the sensitive period. It also could be 

that there has not been a long enough history between the mother and her infant for 

sensitivity to be predictive nine months later although studies with European American 

families have found such a relation (De Wolff, & van IJzendoorn, 1997; Bakermans-

Kranenberg, vanIJzendoorn, & Juffer, 2003). It is possible too that for African American 

infants who grow up in homes with multiple adults, at 6-months the infant may not have 

had enough time alone with mother to single her out as a primary attachment figure. This 

is supported by the finding that 6.08% of the infants in the study were living in a home 
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with three or more adults. Perhaps if this study had examined the relations between 

maternal sensitivity, acceptance, and progressive, attitudes at 15-months and attachment 

at 15-months the findings would have been significant. This is a question for future 

research. 

Attachment and Peer Sociability 

The second hypothesis stated that security of attachment at 15-months would 

predict positive peer relations at 36-months. Three measures of peer relations were 

utilized. The first measure was as reported by mothers and yielded a positive and a 

negative composite. The second measure consisted of live observations of the children 

with peers in a child care setting and the third was also an observation but of the target 

child and a friend in a structured play situation. Three separate analyses were conducted 

to test this hypothesis, each with a differently measured peer relation score. None of the 

analyses were significant. This hypothesis was not supported. 

Attachment security at 15-months did not predict peer relations as reported by 

mother, as observed in a child care setting or observed with a friend in a structured play 

situation. This finding is inconsistent with other studies that have found that insecurely 

attached children tend to have negative interactions with peers and securely attached 

children tend to engage in positive peer play and other positive behavioral outcomes (Pastor, 

1981; Fagot, 1997; Lotfi, Vaziri & Lotfi, 2007). The inconsistency of this study’s findings 

indicates that there might be other factors at work with regards to African-Americans. It is 

possible because of behaviors unique to the African-American culture that attachment style 

may not influence behavioral outcomes for African-American children as it does for 

European-American children. For example, 57 percent of the infants in this study lived in 
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homes with two or more siblings. As Parke and Buriel (2006) noted the sibling relationship 

is critical because it provides a context for which interaction patterns and social 

understanding skills may be generalized to peer relationships. Thus, it may be that for 

infants in households with multiple siblings these relationships are more important in 

learning to relate with peers than the mother-infant relationship. Additionally, 60.8 percent 

of the infants in the current sample lived in homes with multiple adults. It may be assumed 

that the infants in this study were exposed to multiple caregivers. Research shows that 

children’s secure attachment to their non-parental caregiver is influential in determining 

peer relationships than their secure attachment to their mother (e.g., Howes, Rodning, 

Galluzzo, & Myers 1988). It is possible that African-American infants’ relationships with 

some of these other adults have a greater impact on peer relations than mothers. Future 

research should explore these possible links to peer relationships in African American 

children. 

Maternal Characteristics and Peer Sociability 

A third hypothesis in this study stated that maternal characteristics in early infancy 

(sensitivity, acceptance, and progressive parenting attitudes) would significantly predict peer 

relations at 36-months. This hypothesis was tested utilizing the three different measures of 

peer relations and it also was not supported. Again, this was contrary to other studies that 

have found maternal characteristics, especially maternal sensitivity and acceptance, to be 

significantly related to peer sociability. For example, McElwain and Volling (2004) found 

that children who experienced high levels of maternal sensitivity as infants had more 

positive interactions with friends and greater overall friendship quality. Similar findings 

were also obtained by Gazelle and Spangler (2007) who looked at maternal sensitivity and 
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anxious children’s interactions with peers. They found that maternal sensitivity was 

instrumental in building anxious children’s competencies with peers. A possible explanation 

for the conflicting finding of this study is might be African-American mothers’ parenting 

styles (i.e., harsh discipline, corporal punishment, and intrusive or demanding behaviors). 

Though African- Americans mothers’ controlling behaviors may be beneficial to their 

children as has been demonstrated in other studies (Lansford, Deater-Deckard, Dodge, 

Bates, & Pettit, 2004), it may be necessary to consider maternal sensitivity jointly with 

control in studies of peer relationships since high control in the context of high warmth can 

have neutral or positive consequences for African American children (Brody, Flor, & 

Gibson, 1999; McLoyd & Smith, 2002; Spieker, Larson, Lewis, Keller, & Gilchrist, 1999). 

Progressive parenting attitudes were shown to be predictive of popularity with peers ((Ladd 

& LeSieur, 1995), while the opposite was predictive of peer rejection and aggression 

(Carson & Parke, 1996). However, these results were not the same for African-Americans. 

In fact, African-American-children who received physical discipline displayed lower 

aggression and externalizing behavior than their European-American counterparts. In a 

subsequent longitudinal study Lansford et al. (2004) also found similar findings. Sensitivity 

and acceptance in African-American mothers may need to be studied in conjunction with 

control. 

Future Directions 

Future studies may need to focus specifically on African-Americans, looking at the role 

of cultural practices in the development of mother-infant attachment relationship and later 

behavioral outcomes. These studies may reveal that the antecedents and outcomes of attachment 

may present differently for African-Americans. These differences may be culturally bound. 
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Thus, specific parenting practices in African-Americans may have a greater influence how 

attachment style develops and predicts later behavioral outcomes. 

Study Strengths and Limitations 

The most notable strength of this study is that it focused specifically on African-

Americans, a population that is significantly understudied. There is evidence that African-

American parenting practices and mother-child relationships are different from those of 

European-Americans. Thus, the study of this population can greatly inform theory. Further 

research may reveal that African-American cultural practices affect children’s attachment and 

their later social adjustment. A strength and limitation of the study is that the sample was drawn 

from a national data set (although not a representative sample). African-Americans made up a 

12.7 percent of the NICHD data set, because the sample was selected following the mandate of 

the National Institute of Health (NIH) Revitalization Act of 1993. As part of this act at least 10 

percent of the samples in all research funded by NIH  (www.nih.gov ) needed to ethnic 

minorities. As such, the African American families in this study were spread over ten research 

sites in ten different states. One of the sites was in a largely African American urban city 

(Philadelphia) and one was in a largely Black rural area (North Carolina). The rest came from the 

remaining eight sites which varied greatly in socio-demographic characteristics. Of these, the 

sites with the highest number of African-American participants were Philadelphia (253; 58%) 

and Arkansas (172; 32%). California, New Hampshire, and Wisconsin had had the least amount 

of participants with a combined total of 43 participants (3% or less). For this current study the 

most participants were from Arkansas (41; 23%), and the least were from California (2; 1%). 

Perhaps if the sample had been drawn from a more homogenous African-American population 

the findings would have been different. 

http://www.nih.gov/
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Another limitation of this study was that the two observed outcome variables, peer 

sociability in child care and dyadic play had a low response rate because not all of the African 

American sample infants were in daycare. Finally, limited statistical power because of the 

modest sample size for the different variable used may have played a role in limiting the 

significance of the statistical analysis conducted. A post hoc power analysis revealed that that 

statistical power fell short of the recommended .80 level (Cohen, 1988). 

Conclusion 

In summary, the findings of this study did not support any of the stated hypotheses. 

As such, it does not expand on the existing literature. The study findings were inconsistent 

to those of other attachment studies including cross-cultural studies conducted in Africa 

with the Gusii, Hausa, and Dogon tribes, whose cultures are similar to that of African-

Americans. However, this study may be indicative of other studies with similar results that 

are not generally published. 
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APPENDIX A 

ATTACHMENT THEORY 

Sigmund Freud’s theory was for many years the cornerstone on which 

understanding the primal importance of the mother-child bond was based. Freud proposed 

that the infant’s first erotic object was the mother’s breast and love in the beginning 

attached itself to the need for food (as cited in Bowlby, 1958). In other words, an infant’s 

relationship with the mother develops as a result of the mother fulfilling the infant’s need 

for food. As such, these satisfied feelings are positively associated with the mother’s 

presence and as a result, the infant becomes attached to the mother. Unlike Freud, however, 

Bowlby believed that the mother-child bond was influenced by much more than satisfying 

the infant’s need to be fed. Bowlby proposed that the infant’s bond with the mother was 

rooted in a biological desire for proximity to the mother for the sake of survival in stressful 

situations and not because physiological needs are being met (Bowlby, 1958). An infant can 

form multiple attachments but it is the attachment to the primary caregiver (usually the 

mother) that is most important. This section will include a historical perspective of 

Bowlby’s attachment theory, highlighting the basic tenets of the theory as well as those who 

have been significant contributions to its expansion. 

Attachment Theory: A historical perspective 

In 1937 psychiatrist David Levy found that the lack of emotional interaction 

between the child and parent left the child affectionless. In his study of overprotective 

mothers Levy set up a control group that consisted of children that lacked maternal care in 

their early years and had failed to bond with their adoptive parents. Levy was soon 

intrigued by the behaviors of the control group and began to study them. He found that 
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these children’s inability to form emotional bonds to their adoptive parents was as a result 

of maternal deprivation (Levy, 1937). 

Levy’s study, published in the American Journal of Psychiatry, had little impact 

until psychoanalyst Rene Spitz’s 1947 provocative film Grief: A Peril in infancy. Spitz’s 

film was controversial for the times as it showed in a rather crude way what happened to 

hospitalized infants after prolonged separation from their mothers. Over the period of 

separation from the mother a previously emotionally healthy infant becomes depressed and 

withdrawn. At the time hospitals were extremely concerned with sterility. In an effort to 

keep the wards as sterile as possible mothers were not allowed to visit their children. In 

addition, staff did not hold the children in their care for this was considered dangerous to 

their health. The film emphasized the importance of maternal care. The idea of maternal 

deprivation, especially as it related to institutionalized children, ignited the curiosity of 

many researchers and led the way for many studies by psychoanalyst. One such researcher 

was John Bowlby. 

Bowlby was a student of medicine, psychiatry, and developmental psychology. He 

also undertook training in psychoanalysis at the British Psychoanalytic Institute where he 

was supervised by Melanie Klein (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991). Klein believed that the 

child’s emotional problems were due to fantasies generated from internal conflict between 

aggressive and libidinal drives rather than to events in the external world (Bowlby, 1958; 

Bretherton, 1992). Klein did not believe that the child’s environment was important. Instead 

her focus was on the child’s inner life. Klein was convinced that the psychic problems 

children experienced stemmed from their fears of what they perceived as menacing figures. 

She described this as the depressive position. It was during this state that children suffered 
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psychic pain as they tried to reconcile the simultaneous feelings of hate and love they had 

for their parents. Klein’s focus was on the child and she refused to consider the parent’s role 

in the child’s sufferings. Klein’s views were antithetical to Bowlby’s view of emotional 

development. Bowlby believed that in order to help a child one needed to also help the 

parent. It was important to help the parents understand the root of their own feelings, thus 

allowing for sympathy and tolerance of similar feelings in the child. At the time research 

focused on the mother-child relationship in an attempt to find causes of habitual 

delinquency. However, much still remained obscure, as such, in a study he conducted on 

forty-four juvenile thieves Bowlby gave great attention to the significance of the mother-

child relationship in each of the forty-four cases (Bowlby, 1944). He was able to link their 

deviant behavior to histories of maternal deprivation and separation. 

In 1948, Bowlby hired James Robertson to help him observe hospitalized and 

institutionalized children who were separated from their parents. Robertson had had 

impeccable training in naturalistic observation, when he was employed by Anna Freud 

(Sigmund Freud’s daughter who also was a psychoanalyst) in the Hampstead residential 

nursery for homeless children. Anna Freud required that all members of the staff, regardless 

of their duties keep notes about the children's behavior. These notes were then used as a 

basis for weekly group discussions (Bretherton, 1992). Two years after collecting data on 

hospitalized children for Bowlby, Robertson wanted to be more than an uninvolved research 

assistant. With a limited budget, and a hand-held camera, Robertson made the film, A Two-

Year-Old Goes to Hospital. In this film Robertson followed two year olds during their 

hospital stay. His film showed that the children although ill were well adjusted and happy on 

entering the hospital. However, at the time of their discharge the children were desolate, 
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clingy, and in some cases detached. Bowlby foresaw the impact Robertson’s film would 

have and insisted that it be carefully executed to ensure that no one would later be able to 

accuse Robertson of biased recording. In this and subsequent films Robertson was able to 

depict the adverse effect of hospitalization on children when their parents were not allowed 

to visit regularly. Robertson’s findings further convinced Bowlby of the importance of the 

mother-child relationship (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991). 

In 1950, the World Health Organization (WHO) commissioned Bowlby to do a 

report on the mental health of the children left homeless and orphaned by World War II in 

Europe. Bowlby realized that his findings were similar to the finding of David Levy and 

Rene Spitz. As such, his report was able to cite these researchers in support of his view that 

hospitalization and institutionalization for extended periods of time were harmful to 

children. The report entitled Maternal Care and Mental Health was published in 1951. He 

urged governments and agencies to acknowledge the importance of maternal care in the 

mental health of children. He warned that children who were deprived of a mother’s care 

would grow up to repeat their experiences of deprivation with their own children. The WHO 

report had an immediate impact on public policy in relation to adoption, social work, and 

hospital practices. Furthermore, Bowlby’s report helped to change the way that practitioners 

thought about the mother-child relationship. 

In addition to the findings regarding institutionalized children, Bowlby was inspired 

by the work of ethologist Konrad Lorenz and his account of what he termed imprinting in 

geese and other birds. Lorenz was interested in the reason that the young of some species 

follow their mother soon after birth. After conducting several investigations he discovered 

that imprinting increases the survival of the young geese because they learn to stay close to 
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their mother where they are protected from predators and is close to food and shelter. In 

some species of birds, attachment of the infant to the adult occurs during a critical period 

after birth. A critical period is a specific time in development in which an animal or human 

is biologically ready to acquire new behaviors. If a gosling follows its mother around during 

its critical period it will develop a preference for her over other adults and will stay close to 

her after the critical period ends. If the gosling does not follow its mother around it has a 

decreased chance at survival because it is susceptible to predators and inadequate means of 

obtaining food and shelter. This ethological perspective demonstrated the primacy of an 

infant’s instinctual need for proximity to his/her caregiver. Bowlby was intrigued by 

Lorenz’s findings because they meant that the social bond formation was not tied to feeding 

(Bretherton, 1992). Bowlby believed that the imprinting of birds on their mothers must also 

apply to human beings. Persons, like animals, must have bonding behaviors and 

intergenerational cues. He also believed that humans, like animals, were prewired for 

relational experiences that could be developmentally disastrous if environment is not 

supportive. As in the case of the forty juvenile thieves he studied. Additionally, Bowlby 

found that the ethological methods of observing animals in their natural environment were 

compatible with the methods that he and Robertson had already developed in their research 

(Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991). 

Another major influence on Bowlby was the work of the psychologist Harry Harlow 

who in 1958 had discovered the reason why his monkeys were dying of diseases. In his 

work, he separated the infant monkeys from their mothers soon after birth. He then placed 

the monkeys in a cage containing a surrogate wire mesh mother who provided the infants 

with food and nutrition. What he discovered was that even though the monkeys were being 
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well fed they seemed to develop severe depression and in some cases die. Harlow then tried 

another experiment whereby he provided the infants with surrogate mothers made of cones 

covered with terry cloth and equipped with a feeding tube. Harlow found that the monkeys 

that had the terry-cloth surrogate mother fared better than those with the mesh covered 

surrogate mother. Harlow found that regardless of which surrogate mother fed the infant 

monkeys; the infants clung to the terry cloth covered surrogate mother. In addition the 

affectional ties developed between infant and surrogate were sustained even after long 

separations. Harlow was able to demonstrate that affectional ties between mother and infant 

were not based on nursing as the psychoanalysts had proposed. Cuddly contact proved to be 

more important for the infant monkeys. They cuddled the surrogate mother and looked to it 

for protection when frighten. The infant monkeys also used the surrogate as a secure base 

for explorations. This experiment by Harlow dealt the first scientific blow to the belief that 

affectional ties were based on nursing. Further it served to disprove the Freudian belief that 

attachment was a function of feeding (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991). Harlow’s research lent 

credibility to Bowlby’s attachment theory. 




