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Abstract
Acknowledging that the parent–child attachment is a dyadic relationship, we
investigated differences between pairs of parents and preschool children based
on gender configurations in the association between attachment and problem
behavior. We looked at mother–daughter, mother–son, father–daughter, and
father–son dyads, but also compared mothers and fathers, daughters and sons,
and same versus different gender pairs. We employed multigroup structural
equation modeling to explore moderation effects of gender in a sample of 446
independent pairs of parents and preschool children (2–5 years old) from the
Netherlands. A stronger association between both secure and avoidant attach-
ment and internalizing problems was found for father–son dyads compared to
father–daughter dyads. A stronger association between both secure and avoidant
attachment and externalizing problems was found for mother–son dyads com-
pared to mother–daughter and father–daughter dyads. Sons showed a stronger
negative association between secure attachment and externalizing problems,
a stronger positive association between avoidant attachment and externalizing
problems, and a stronger negative association between secure attachment and
internalizing problems compared to daughters. These results provide evidence
for gender moderation and demonstrate that a dyadic approach can reveal pat-
terns of associations that would not be recognized if parent and child gender
effects were assessed separately.
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1 Introduction

Research on the association between attachment and chil-
dren’s mental health has historically been focused on
mothers (Bretherton, 2010; Schuengel et al., 2021), most
likely because they are often the primary caregivers, spend-
ing more time with children than other family members
(Craig & Mullan, 2011; Pakaluk & Price, 2020). Moreover,
studies have mainly focused on either the parent or the
child in the parent–child relationship, overlooking the fun-
damental nature of attachment as a dyadic relationship
formed between one parent and one child (Ainsworth
et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1969; Cassidy & Shaver, 2002; Sroufe,
2005; Zeanah & Boris, 2000). Yet, attachment depends on
both the parent and the child (George & Solomon, 2008;
Powell et al., 2013; Rothbaum et al., 2002).
In recent decades, the increased involvement of

fathers in childcare (Cabrera et al., 2000) has reoriented
researchers’ attention to the role of paternal attachment
(e.g., Cabrera, 2020; Grossmann & Grossmann, 2020) and
has raised the question of whether boys and girls respond
differentially to the attachment with their caregivers
(e.g., Kamza, 2019). While the importance of gender
in attachment relationships is sometimes acknowledged
(Deneault et al., 2021; Fearon et al., 2010; Hoeve et al., 2012;
Madigan et al. 2013), the parent–child gender interaction
is rarely considered and deserves more scrutiny. Thus, this
paper aimed to reduce the knowledge gap regarding how
attachment to mothers and fathers specifically relates
to their daughters’ or sons’ mental health during early
childhood by offering a detailed analysis at the dyadic
level.

1.1 Attachment and psychopathology

In early childhood, parents are typically the strongest
attachment figures for children, and they have the biggest
impact on their psychological well-being (DePasquale &
Gunnar, 2020; Bosmans & Kerns, 2015; Bretherton, 1992;
Lamb& Lewis, 2013; Malekpour, 2007; Ranson &Urichuk,
2008). Because of this powerful influence, the potential
impact of a low attachment quality on psychopathology
has been an area of active research interest (Bretherton,
1985; Fearon&Roisman, 2017; Kochanska, 2001; Schuengel
et al., 2021; Sroufe, 2005; Slater, 2007).
A secure attachment is a strong connection formed

when a relationship proves to be a constant source of emo-
tional and physical security, and it is reflected in a healthy
balance between seeking proximity to the caregiver and
distancing from them to explore the environment inde-
pendently (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980). There are several
explanations as to why attachment would impact themen-

Key findings

∙ In father-son dyads, there was a stronger neg-
ative association between secure attachment
and internalizing problems and a stronger pos-
itive association between avoidant attachment
and internalizing problems compared to father–
daughter dyads.

∙ In mother–son dyads, there was a stronger neg-
ative association between secure attachment
and externalizing problems and a stronger pos-
itive association between avoidant attachment
and externalizing problems compared to both
mother–daughter and father–daughter dyads.

∙ Dyads with sons exhibited a stronger neg-
ative association between secure attachment
and externalizing problems, a stronger positive
association between avoidant attachment and
externalizing problems, and a stronger nega-
tive association between secure attachment and
internalizing problems compared to dyads with
daughters.

Statement of Relevance

The results of this study indicate that the strength
of the bidirectional influence between some
attachment patterns (secure and avoidant) and
problem behavior (internalizing and externaliz-
ing problems) differs between parent–child dyads
based on the gender of the parent and the gender of
the child. They motivate the adoption of a dyadic
approach in addition to assessing the role of par-
ent and child gender separately in future studies
looking at the association between attachment and
problem behavior.

tal health of children. An insecure attachment means that
the child worries about the caregivers’ availability or feels
that they have failed tomaintain this vital connection, pre-
disposing them to symptoms of anxiety and depression
(Bowlby, 1973; 1980). Conversely, a secure attachment rela-
tionship is a buffer against stressors through its impact
on children’s emotional regulation, potentially protecting
them from developing mental health problems (Cassidy
et al., 2013; Cooke et al., 2019; Schore, 2001). Moreover,
a secure attachment makes children more receptive to
norms and values transmitted by their parents – leading
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426 MATETOVICI et al.

to fewer conduct problems as argued by Kochanska et al.
(2004).
The proposition that attachment is associated with chil-

dren’s psychosocial development has now been tested
in numerous studies (Ranson & Urichuk, 2008). These
studies usually conceptualize children’s mental health
through Achenbach’s (1966) division into internalizing
and externalizing problems. For example, shyness, wor-
ries, nightmares, or excessive tiredness are internalizing
problems, while cruelty, destructive behavior, lying, or
fighting are externalizing problems (Achenbach, 1966). In
terms of attachment, studies compare secure to insecure
attachment, the latter being broken down into two dis-
crete categories widely used in research: insecure-avoidant
and insecure-resistant/ambivalent (Ainsworth et al., 2015;
Benoit, 2004; Powell et al., 2013; Solomon & George,
1999). In addition, a distinction is made between organized
attachment (comprising of secure and insecure attach-
ment) and disorganized attachment (Hesse & Main, 2000;
Main & Solomon, 1986) based on the existence or absence
of a consistent, predictable attachment strategy. In short,
an avoidant attachment is characterized by a tendency to
keep distance from the caregiver and to show indifference
toward them (Ainsworth, 1985; Benoit, 2004). Ambivalent
attachment manifests through an alternation between the
child being overly dependent on their parent and resisting
contact with them (Ainsworth et al., 1985; Benoit, 2004).
Disorganized attachment is characterized by a lack of reg-
ularity in the parent–child relationship due to the fact
that children both seek comfort from and are afraid of
their caregivers, and it is often associated with harmful or
inappropriate parenting behavior (Benoit, 2004; Main &
Solomon, 1986).

1.2 Attachment and internalizing
problems

Brumariu and Kerns (2010) offered the first review of
studies looking at parent–child attachment and inter-
nalizing problems during childhood. Almost all of the
reviewed studies concerned maternal attachment to chil-
dren between 2 and 10 years old, apart from one about
paternal attachment. The authors identified studies that
found no effect as well as studies that found a negative
effect of attachment security on internalizing problems.
They noticed that the effects were more consistent when
anxiety and depression were measured rather than global
internalizing problems. Indeed, this remark has been sup-
ported by subsequent studies. Two meta-analyses that
looked specifically at anxiety symptoms (Colonnesi et al.,
2011) and depressive symptoms (Spruit et al., 2020) from
early childhood to adolescence found medium-size effects

concerning attachment: d = .62 and d = .65, respectively.
Weaker and more varying effect sizes were found by meta-
analyses looking at global internalizing problems: d = .15
(Groh et al., 2012), d= .15 (Groh et al., 2017), d= .19 (Madi-
gan et al., 2013), and d= .58 (Madigan et al., 2016). The only
meta-analysis on paternal attachment and internalizing
problems also found a small effect size similar to studies
that largely assess maternal attachment: d = .17 (Deneault
et al., 2021). These varying results could be attributed to
different age ranges studied – a possibility highlighted by
the systematic review of Badovinac et al. (2021) where a
secure early attachment was consistently associated with
fewer preschool internalizing problems, but notwith fewer
pre-adolescent internalizing problems. This is, however,
not consistent with a recent study in infants that found
no association between attachment to parents and inter-
nalizing problems (Umemura et al., 2022). Interestingly,
in a recent individual participant data meta-analysis no
difference in internalizing problems was found between
children insecurely attached to one parent and children
insecurely attached to both parents, but children securely
attached to both parents had fewer internalizing prob-
lems compared to the first two groups (Dagan et al., 2021).
Moreover, when the report of internalizing problems was
averaged between mothers and fathers, no difference was
found between insecurely attached and securely attached
children (Dagan et al., 2021). This suggests that when it
comes to internalizing problems, secure attachment to par-
ents might be additive while insecure attachment might
not be – another explanation for the mixed results found
in other studies.

1.3 Attachment and externalizing
problems

Besides internalizing problems, insecurely attached chil-
dren also seem to have more externalizing problems. This
effect is slightly more robust than in the case of internal-
izing problems: d = .37 (Deneault et al., 2021), d = .31
(Groh et al., 2017), d = .31 (Fearon et al., 2010), d = .37
(Hoeve et al., 2012), and d = .49 (Madigan et al., 2016).
Again, the evidence comes from studies that generally
assess the attachment with the mother, with the excep-
tion of Deneault et al.’s (2021) meta-analysis on paternal
attachment. As in the case of internalizing problems, more
consistent results are found when looking at preschool
children (Badovinac et al., 2021). This is in line with two
meta-analyses on studies with participants between 3 and
18 (Madigan et al., 2016) and between 6 and 38 years old
(Hoeve et al., 2012) which found that the strength of the
association decreases with age, thus stronger effects are
seen in younger participants. Notably, Dagan et al. (2021)
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MATETOVICI et al. 427

also found a relation between parent–child attachment
and externalizing problems when only mothers reported
problems but found no difference between groups of chil-
drenwho had secure versus insecure attachment when the
report of externalizing problemswas averaged between the
two parents.

1.4 Problem behavior and subtypes of
insecure attachment

Overall, review and meta-analytic evidence indicate that,
when researchers compare a secure versus an insecure
attachment, there is a small to medium association with
internalizing and externalizing problems (Badovinac et al.,
2021; Brumariu & Kerns, 2010; Colonnesi et al., 2011;
Deneault et al., 2021; Groh et al., 2017; Fearon et al., 2010;
Hoeve et al., 2012; Madigan et al., 2013; Madigan et al.,
2016; Spruit et al., 2020), although aminority of studies also
fail to find this association (Dagan et al., 2021; Umemura
et al., 2022). When studies look at the sub-types of insecure
attachment, however, the results are less conclusive.
In the review done by Brumariu and Kerns (2010), for

children under the age of 10 insecure-ambivalent attach-
ment was associated with greater anxiety compared to the
other insecure types, while insecure-disorganized attach-
ment was most consistently linked to global internalizing
problems. Interestingly, Madigan et al. (2013) found that
only insecure-avoidant attachment was associated with
more internalizing behavior while insecure-ambivalent
and insecure-disorganized attachment were not in chil-
dren between 1.5 and 10 years of age, similar to what Groh
et al. (2012) found in studies with samples of children
under 18. In contrast, Madigan et al. (2016) found that
all subtypes of insecure attachment related positively to
internalizing problems, while only insecure-disorganized
attachment related positively to externalizing problems
when looking at studies with children between 3 and
18 years old. Insecure-disorganized attachment has been
previously shown to be associated with more externaliz-
ing problems in infants (van IJzendoorn et al., 1999) and
more internalizing problems in children (Groh et al., 2012).
Fearon et al. (2010) found that, while insecure attachment
is generally associated with more externalizing problems,
the effect size is bigger for insecure-disorganized compared
to insecure-ambivalent and insecure-avoidant attachment
in children below 12 years of age. These results show that
the relation between insecure-disorganized and external-
izing problems is the most robust, while there are still
inconsistencies in terms of the other two subtypes’ (i.e.,
avoidant and ambivalent) associations with internalizing
and externalizing problems.

1.5 Gender roles

While the relation between attachment and mental health
is very prominent in attachment research, no study, to our
knowledge, had the main goal of examining whether the
association between attachment and behavioral problems
is different for dyads resulting from combining the gen-
der of the parent and the child, such as mother–daughter
dyads, mother–son dyads, father–daughter dyads, and
father–son dyads, as well as in same versus different
gender dyads. Gender is worth investigating for several
reasons. First, there is a biased focus in the literature
on mother-child attachment, neglecting the importance
of father–child attachment, especially as the father’s role
in child-rearing becomes more prominent after infancy
(Bianchi, 2000; Lamb, 2004; Pleck et al., 2004). Second,
gender is relevant when considering the mutual interac-
tions between parents and children (Hinde&Hinde, 1988).
As children become aware of their gender in early child-
hood (Leaper&Friedman, 2007;Martin et al., 2002;Martin
& Ruble, 2010) and start preferring same gender play part-
ners (Hoffmann & Powlishta, 2001), gender might be a
salient grouping factor inside families (e.g., Nikiforidis
et al., 2018). Gender has been considered important in fam-
ily dynamics (Dumont & Paquette, 2013; Maccoby, 1990;
Moon & Hoffman, 2008; Siegal, 1987).
Several authors considered the possibility that mothers

and fathers play different roles in children’s upbringing, as
a basis to argue that gender plays a role in the impact par-
ents have on children.Mothers have been pictured as those
who provide emotional support, comfort, and reassur-
ance (Starrels, 1994; Verschueren, 2020),while fathers have
been pictured as the ones that teach discipline, provide
practical support (Starrels, 1994), and encourage children
to explore and gain autonomy (Bögels & Phares, 2008;
Verschueren, 2020).
Still, as men and women adopt less traditional roles and

share more of the child-rearing responsibilities (Marshall,
2006), it is possible that more recent studies see fewer dif-
ferences in how mothers and fathers interact with their
children.Grossmann et al. (2008) also point out this shift in
the roles of fathers and mothers – in the past, they used to
be more distinct than they are today, so both parents may
have a similar impact on developmental outcomes, with
mothers and fathers equally providing emotional support
as well as encouragement to discover the environment.
Another possibility is that gender can enhance the effect

of a good parent–child relationship through the fact that
gender is a shared trait. The shared trait of gender between
a parent and a child could facilitate mutual understand-
ing, enhance interaction, and promote mutual influence.
This assertion is in line with gender-based homophily,
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428 MATETOVICI et al.

a phenomenon largely studied in peer relationships and
other social interactions (McPherson et al., 2001), but, so
far, not in parent-child interactions. Yet, there are studies
that investigated a related, perhaps overlapping effect: the
similarity effect. This effect entails that having the same
gender will translate into a stronger relationship and a
stronger effect of this relationship on the outcomes of
children (Russell & Saebel, 1997; Xu et al., 2018). It can
be explained by the fact that children are more likely to
observe and imitate the behavior of those who seem sim-
ilar to them (social learning theory, Bandura & Walters,
1977) or by the fact that when people perceive themselves
as similar, they communicate better and form stronger
relationships (similarity-attraction theory, Newcomb,
1956). This is in line with Nikiforidis’ (2018) finding that
mothers spend relatively more time with daughters and
fathers with sons and that this choice is mediated by
parents’ identification with their children, and partially in
line with Raley and Bianchi’s (2006) finding that fathers
spend more time with sons, but mothers spend equal
amounts of time with their children.
To our knowledge, only the review study by Russell and

Saebel (1997) explored the claim that parent–child gen-
der interactions could have widespread effects. The review
contains studies on children ranging from infancy to ado-
lescence and includes research pertaining to the role of
gender specifically, but also studies that included gen-
der in supplementary analyses (it is, however, limited to
the studies published in four journals between 1990 and
1993). It considers a variety of indicators of the parent–
child relationship such as closeness, emotional support,
or parenting style, as well child outcomes associated with
the parent–child relationship such as self-esteem or atti-
tude toward parents. Various patterns of differences in the
four dyads were considered, for example, that they are all
distinct, that one of them is distinct, or that only the par-
ent’s or child’s gender determines differences (see table 1
in Russell & Saebel, 1997). Of relevance to this paper, the
authors could identify only one study which explored the
role of gender with regard to the outcomes associated with
parent–child attachment – a study that showed attachment
to mothers and not to fathers was associated with iden-
tity achievement in late adolescents (Benson et al., 1992).
Drawing upon themixed andweak effects discovered, Rus-
sell and Saebel (1997) reached the conclusion gender may
contribute to differences, but these effects are not seen
across all possible child outcomes. However, they noticed
that when differences were found, it was in studies that
looked at emotional aspects of the relationship such as
closeness, cohesion, and affection. This motivates investi-
gating gender effects interactions in the case of attachment,
a construct that involves these emotional aspects (Bell
et al., 1998).

1.6 Gender, the parent–child
relationship and mental health

Specifically in studies about the impact of the parent–child
relationship on the mental health of children, gender has
often been considered a moderator (Bradley & Corwyn,
2013; Brumariu & Kerns, 2010; Groh et al., 2017; Hoeve
et al., 2012; Kochanska et al., 2004; Madigan et al., 2013;
Spruit et al., 2020), but mixed findings have been accumu-
lating. In this stream of research, studies can be grouped
into those who look at parents’ gender and those who look
at children’s gender.
In a clinical sample of children between 9 and 16 years

old, Mathijssen et al. (1998) found that the gender of
the parent moderated the impact of four dimensions of
dyadic family relationship quality (restrictiveness, justice,
recognition, and trust) on problem behavior. When the
mother–child relationshipwasmore restrictive, with lower
fairness, trust, and recognition, children exhibited more
externalizing problems. When the father–mother relation-
ship was lower on fairness, trust, and recognition, children
exhibited more internalizing problems. The father–child
relationship quality as reflected by these dimensions was
not associated with either internalizing or externalizing
problems in the sample of children studied. Attachment
to parents as reported by 6- to 12-year-old children was
found to have different associations with children’s mental
health reported by parents and teachers, depending on par-
ents’ gender (El-Sheikh & Buckhalt, 2003). Father-child
attachment, not mother–child attachment was associated
with childhood internalizing problems, while attachment
to both parents related to externalizing problems (El-
Sheikh & Buckhalt, 2003). Recently, however, a meta-
analysis across nine attachment studies on toddlers with
a mean age of 2.5 years old found no differences between
the attachment to fathers or mothers in terms of inse-
cure/secure attachment and its impact on internalizing
and externalizing problems (Dagan et al., 2021).
Similar mixed findings are also reported in studies that

focus on children’s gender. Madigan et al. (2013) revealed
in their meta-analysis that in boys there was a significant
positive relation between insecure attachment and inter-
nalizing behavior but not in girls, in samples of infants
and toddlers. However, Spruit et al. (2020) found that the
relation between attachment and depression is stronger for
girls than for boys, where the age range studied was 0–23.
In contrast, a meta-analysis by Groh et al. (2017) on a sim-
ilar age range found no gender differences in the impact
of insecure attachment on internalizing problems, but on
externalizing problems the association between attach-
ment insecurity and externalizing problems was stronger
for boys than for girls. A stronger association of external-
izing problems with attachment insecurity for boys was
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also found by Fearon et al. (2010) in a sample of chil-
dren under 12 years old. Of interest, Browne et al. (2010)
found that gendermoderates the relations between parent-
ing and psychopathology. They showed that the relation
between parental inconsistency and anxiety was stronger
for boys than girls and that parental hostility did not lead
to more aggressive behaviors for one child gender over
the other. While the relations between attachment and
problem behaviors seems to be stronger for boys, Brock
and Kochanska (2016) found that marital conflict predicts
internalizing problems by decreasing the attachment secu-
rity between parents and girls but not by decreasing the
attachment security between parents and boys.
Only one study so far has investigated the differences

between the four family dyads in terms of the associ-
ation between the quality of their relations and young
children’s mental health (Xu et al., 2018). This study
looked at closeness and conflict with parents. The results
showed only limited evidence for the similarity effect in
terms of the moderating role of gender on the impact of
closeness and conflict on problem behavior. The mother–
daughter closeness predicted less externalizing but not
internalizing problems, while mother–daughter conflict
and both father–daughter closeness and conflict did not
predict either. The father–son conflict predicted more
internalizing and externalizing problems, but father–son
closeness did not predict either, and neither did mother–
son closeness and conflict. These results are only partially
consistent with Hoeve et al.’s (2012) meta-analysis, which
revealed stronger effects of attachment on delinquency in
same-gender dyads compared to opposite-gender dyads.
However, their sample included both children and adults,
with a maximum age of 38 years old. Reconciling these
results is difficult because the studies have both differ-
ent age ranges and have studied different aspects of the
parent–child relationship. Yet, if a similarity effect exists,
it is puzzling why it would exist for only one same-gender
pair or only for specific child outcomes, as the study by Xu
et al. (2018) seems to indicate.

1.7 Current study

Gender has been receiving attention in the literature look-
ing at parent–child relationships and mental health, but
looking at both genders in the parent–child dyad has been
done rarely. There is evidence supporting an association
between attachment to parents and both internalizing and
externalizing problems in early childhood, but no study
has directly explored potential differences between differ-
ent parent–child gender configurations in terms of this
relation. Until now, studies have been assessing themoder-
ating role of gender for parents and children separately in

attachment studies, with mixed results. Therefore, in the
current study, we propose a detailed analysis of potential
moderating effects of gender by looking at the dyads and by
considering different attachment quality patterns (secure,
ambivalent, avoidant, and disorganized).
The goal of this study was to investigate the moderat-

ing role of gender on the contemporaneous association
between attachment and internalizing and externalizing
problems in the age group 2–5 years old, an age range
that has received less attention in the attachment lit-
erature compared to infancy and adolescence. Because
of the scarce literature, mixed findings, and lack of a
strong theoretical foundation to explain parent–child gen-
der effects, the analyses presented in this paper remain
exploratory. Thus, the research question we explored was
“Are there gender differences in terms of the association
between attachment and both internalizing and externaliz-
ing problems?”. Specifically, we explored whether the four
parent–child gender configurations, parent gender, child
gender and parent–child gender similarity moderate the
relation between attachment and problem behavior.

2 METHODS

2.1 Data source and demographics

The dataset used in this study contained information from
509 parents and was collected between 2017 and 2019 in
the Netherlands by Spruit et al. (2021). A total of 378
participants were recruited from the general population
through social media, child-care facilities, and schools.
Sixty-eight participants were recruited from the clinical
population through collaboration with several organiza-
tions for youth care and child psychiatry. All participants
signed an informed consent form for participating in the
study. In the total sample, 63 pairs of parents reported
about the same child. To maintain the independence
of observations, Spruit et al. (2021) randomly excluded
observations from one caregiver in each parent pair. All
caregivers in the sample were the children’s parents, with
93.5% being biological parents and 6.5% being adoptive,
foster- or step-parents.Most of the parents (88%)weremar-
ried or living together with their partner, 6% were single
parents, 5% were divorced, and 1% were living in another
arrangement.
About half of the parents reported about girls (N = 221)

and half reported about boys (N = 225). Children had a
mean age of 3.74 (SD = 1.11) years. Parents had a mean age
of 35.82 (SD = 6.00) years. There were 234 mothers and
212 fathers. There were 118 mother–daughter, 116 father–
daughter, 103 mother–son, and 109 father–son dyads.
The sample was diverse in terms of parents’ education
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430 MATETOVICI et al.

(7% high-school, 24% secondary vocational education,
38% higher professional education, and 31% university)
and the number of children in the family (one child 30%,
two children 50%, three children 13%, and four or more
children 7%).

2.2 Instruments

2.2.1 Demographic information

Parents reported their age, the age of their children and
the number of children in their family through an open
question. They reported the gender of their children and
their own gender through multiple choice questions with
options female, male, and other. They reported their
education through ten categories based on the Dutch edu-
cational system ranging from no education to university
education. For this analysis the categories were collapsed
to four levels: high school, secondary vocational education,
higher professional education, and university.

2.2.2 ARI-CP 2–5

TheAttachment Relationship Inventory-Caregiver Percep-
tion 2–5 years (ARI-CP 2–5, Spruit et al., 2021) was used
to measure parents’ perception of their children’s attach-
ment. The ARI-CP 2–5 is a questionnaire containing 48
statements about the parent–child attachment relation-
ships which can be evaluated on a 5-point Likert scale
in terms of how much they apply to the respondent (1
= does not apply, 5 = fully applies). An example of such
a statement is “My child and I like to cuddle each other”.
There are four subscales, as revealed by confirmatory fac-
tor analysis, and these belong to the classic attachment
categories present in the literature: Secure (13 statements),
Avoidant (11 statements), Ambivalent (11 statements), and
Disorganized (13 statements). The scores for each state-
ment can be summed to obtain a total score for each
subscale. For this paper’s dataset, the questionnaire was
administered in Dutch. Internal consistency, concurrent,
convergent, and predictive validity, relative to established
observational measures such as the Attachment Q-Sort
(Waters & Deane, 1985) and the Emotional Availability
Scales (EAS, Biringen, 2014), were shown to be satisfac-
tory by Spruit et al. (2021). In this dataset, the ordinal
Cronbach’s alpha was 89 for the secure scale, .77 for the
avoidant scale, .85 for the ambivalent scale, and .89 for the
disorganized scale. Factor and item reliability of the ARI-
CP 2–5 based on our sample are presented in Appendix
B for each group of parent–child dyads. High factor reli-
ability was observed for all dyads with respect to secure,

ambivalent and disorganized attachment. For avoidant
attachment, high reliability was observed in dyads with
mothers, but poorer reliability was observed in dyads with
fathers. Across the four groups, item reliability was overall
satisfactory.

2.2.3 Strengths and difficulties
questionnaire

The strengths and difficulties questionnaire (SDQ) (Good-
man, 2001) for children between 2 and 4 years of age was
used to measure children’s internalizing and externalizing
problems, as reported by their parents. This questionnaire
consists of a list of 25 psychological attributes that children
might possess, for instance: “kind to younger children” or
“many fears, easily scared”. The parents report the pres-
ence of these attributes on a 3-point Likert scale with the
options: not true (0), somewhat true (1), and certainly true
(2). Total scores on five subscales (emotional symptoms,
conduct problems, hyperactivity/inattention, peer prob-
lems, and prosocial behavior) can be obtained by adding
the corresponding items. For the scope of this paper,
we estimated the latent variables: externalizing prob-
lems (conduct problems and hyperactivity/inattentiveness
scales) and internalizing problems (emotional symptoms
and peer problems scales) (Goodman et al., 2010). SDQ’s
satisfactory reliability and validity has been established in
several studies (Bergström & Baviskar, 2021; Croft et al.,
2015; Goodman, 2001; Muris et al., 2003; Stone et al.,
2010). In this dataset, the ordinal Cronbach’s alpha for the
internalizing scale was .83 and for the externalizing scale
was .87. Factor and item reliability of the SDQ based on
our sample are presented in Appendix B for each parent-
child dyad. High factor reliability was observed for all
dyads. Across the four groups, item reliability was overall
satisfactory.

2.3 Analysis plan

This study was a secondary analysis of data collected with
the initial goal of validating the Attachment Relationship
Inventory—Caregiver Perception 2–5 years (ARI-CP 2–5)
(Spruit et al., 2021), an attachment questionnaire suitable
for children between 2 and 5 years old, which empha-
sizes the dyadic nature of attachment. Ethical approval
has been granted for this re-analysis by the University of
Amsterdam Ethical Committee (2020-CDE-11822). Spruit
et al. (2021) have already presented a negative association
between attachment security and internalizing and exter-
nalizing problems based on these data, at the level of the
entire sample. They have also confirmed themeasurement
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MATETOVICI et al. 431

invariance of the ARI-CP 2–5 betweenmothers and fathers
and between boys and girls.
We employed multigroup structural equation model-

ing to investigate the relation between the four attach-
ment quality types (secure, insecure-avoidant, insecure-
ambivalent, and insecure-disorganized) and internalizing
and externalizing problems. We chose this technique
because it accounts for measurement error better than
approaches that use sum scores of the items, giving us
more power to detect effects (Kline, 2023). The analysiswas
performed in Rwith the Lavaan, semTools, andMice pack-
ages (Jorgensen et al., 2018; Rosseel, 2012; Van Buuren and
Groothuis-Oudshoorn, 2011).
We started by checking the measurement invariance

between the four dyads on the six latent variables: four
attachment types and two problem behavior domains. We
checked for configural, threshold, and metric invariance.
For comparing the strength of a relation between two
latent variables in different groups, only weak invariance
is necessary (Gregorich, 2006). We defined a multigroup
structural equation model to evaluate the differences in
correlations between groups for the relation between
each attachment quality pattern and both internalizing
and externalizing problems independently. Overall model
fit was evaluated with the approximate fit indices CFI,
Gamma-hat, and SRMR, as these have shown to be more
reliable measures of misfit than other indices (Garnier-
Villarreal & Jorgensen, 2020; Fan & Sivo, 2007). We
interpret fit indices as descriptivemeasures of approximate
fit, and to interpret questionable values as indicating not
that the model should be rejected outright but that fur-
ther investigation of local sources of misspecification (e.g.,
correlation of residuals or modification indices) would be
warranted. Fit indiceswere not proposed to function as test
statistics but rather to “provide important adjunct infor-
mation in evaluating models” (Bentler & Bonett, 1980, p.
604). Thus, similar to measures of effect size in other con-
texts (e.g., Cohen, 1992, provided guidelines to interpret
correlations, standardized mean differences, and propor-
tions of variance explained as small, medium, or large),
guidelines were sought for interpreting the magnitude of
fit indices (Garnier-Villarreal & Jorgensen, 2020). We eval-
uate the fit indices as they should approximate the ideal
values, and the interpretation andmagnitude of the param-
eters of the measurement model (like factor loadings),
but we will not use arbitrary cut-off values for the fit
indices.
As an effect size of the moderation of gender, we used

correlations between phantom latent factors to obtain a
standardized estimate of the correlation between the latent
factorswhich accounts for differences in latent factors vari-
ances between groups, such that their relation is expressed
on a common scale (Little, 2024, Chapter 4, pp. 132–137).

We analyzed differences at the level of the four dyads, but
also compared mothers and fathers, daughters and sons
and similar versus different genders in the parent–child
dyad. For each problem behavior we performed a total
of nine comparisons, therefore we adjusted the p-values
using false discovery rate adjustment before evaluating
significance. The code used for pre-processing and analy-
sis can be found at: https://github.com/MagdaMatetovici/
AttachmentProblemBehavior.

2.4 Data inspection

Upon inspection of the data, several items on the ARI-CP
2–5 and the SDQ had a frequency of zero for some of the
response options in one or more of the dyads. For exam-
ple, on the item “I immediately understand what my child
needs” none of the mother-son pairs chose the option “not
at all applicable”. In order to use theWeighted Least Square
Mean andVarianceAdjusted (WLSMV) estimator, suitable
for categorical data but only if frequencies for each cat-
egory are non-zero, we collapsed categories by merging
adjacent categories when one or more of them had zero
frequencies as discussed by DiStefano et al. (2021). The
response options for which, in some groups, the response
frequency was zero were the ones at the extremes of
the scale. This is because behaviors associated with the
extremes of the scale are rare in the population. Check-
ing whether zero frequencies were present was done at the
level of the dyads. For the ARI-CP 2–5 questionnaire, col-
lapsing was necessary for 42 of the 48 items, resulting in
12 items with three response levels and 30 items with four
response levels. For the SDQ questionnaire, collapsing was
necessary for four items where the response levels were
reduced from 2 to 3.
Our dataset had a trivial amount of missing data points

(N = 5) compared to the sample size (N = 446): four in the
ARI-CP 2–5 questionnaire and one in the SDQ question-
naire. Therefore, a simple stochastic regression imputation
was applied.

3 RESULTS

3.1 Demographic differences between
the dyads

We checked whether the four dyads differ in terms of
parent education, number of children in the family, child
age, and parent age. A Chi-square test of independence
was performed between the categorical variable education
(with the Dutch education levels high-school, secondary
vocational education, higher professional education, and

 10970355, 2025, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/im

hj.70002 by U
va U

niversiteitsbibliotheek, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [17/03/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://github.com/MagdaMatetovici/AttachmentProblemBehavior
https://github.com/MagdaMatetovici/AttachmentProblemBehavior


432 MATETOVICI et al.

TABLE 1 Correlations among latent variables.

1. 2. 3. 4. 5.
Problem Behavior
1. Internalizing
2. Externalizing .59

Attachment
3. Secure −.58 −.56
4. Avoidant .42 .51 −.78
5. Ambivalent .70 .71 −.69 .61
6. Disorganized .62 .83 -.65 .70 .92

Note: All correlations are statistically significant at α < .001.

university) and the categorical variable dyad (with levels
mother–son, mother–daughter, father–daughter, and
father–son). The relation between these variables was not
significant: 𝜒2 (9, 446) = 12.72, p = .180, meaning there is
not enough evidence to conclude the dyads are different
in terms of education. A second Chi-square test of inde-
pendence was performed between the categorical variable
number of children in the family (with the levels 1, 2, 3, and
4 and more children) and the categorical variable dyad.
The relation between these variables was not significant:
𝜒2 (9, 446) = 11.77, p = .230, meaning there is not enough
evidence to conclude the dyads are different in terms of
the number of children in the family. A one-way between
subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed there is
not enough evidence to conclude the dyads are different
in terms of child age: F(3, 442)= 2.12, p= .097. However, a
one-way between subjects ANOVA indicated a difference
between dyads in terms of parent age: F(3, 441) = 5.045,
p = .002. Post hoc Tukey HSD comparisons revealed
evidence that the mothers in mother–son dyads (M= 34.2,
SD = 5.33) were younger than fathers in father–son (M =

37.10, SD = 5.98) and father–daughter dyads (M = 36.5, SD
= 5.67), with a difference of −2.88 years, p = .002 and of
−2.34 years, p = .02, respectively. Consequently, we added
parent age as a covariate in the multigroup SEMmodel, in
order to evaluate differences in terms of attachment and
problem behavior while controlling for it.

3.2 Correlations among latent variables

Table 1 displays the correlations between the latent vari-
ables of interest at the level of the entire sample. All
correlations are statistically significant and have the the-
oretically expected direction: secure attachment is nega-
tively associated with problem behavior, while insecure
attachment is positively associated with problem behav-
ior. Because of the high correlations among the constructs

of interest, we evaluate the moderation as the differences
between each pairwise (latent) correlation across gender
groups. This provides differences in the strength of the
relation (moderation) between factors in a standard (easy
to understand) metric.

3.3 Measurement invariance

First, measurement invariance between the dyads was
checked for the ARI-CP 2–5 questionnaire and for the
internalizing and externalizing problems scales from the
SDQ. Fitting the configural models revealed satisfactory
fit in terms of the CFI scaled, Gamma-Hat scaled and
SRMR indices (Bentler & Bonett, 1980; Browne & Cudeck,
1992; Hu & Bentler, 1999) for secure, ambivalent, disor-
ganized attachment, and externalizing problems. For the
avoidant attachment model and for the internalizing prob-
lems model, modifications were made in order to improve
the configural fit (Appendix A). Table A3 in the Appendix
presents the values for the approximate fit indices.
Next, we tested the invariance of thresholds, loadings

and intercepts for each construct (Svetina et al., 2020).
Table A2 displays the results for the attachment multi-
group CFA models. Table A3 displays the results for the
problem behavior multigroup CFA models. Because the
SDQ has items with three and two response options,
threshold invariance cannot be tested alone as it is already
satisfied (Wu & Estabrook, 2016). For the SDQ ques-
tionnaire we directly compared the configural to the
loadings and thresholds model in order to assess weak
measurement invariance.
Full weak measurement invariance was reached for

disorganized and externalizing attachment (Tables A1
and A2). Partial weak measurement invariance was
reached for secure, avoidant, ambivalent attachment and
for internalizing problems following model modifications
(Tables A1 and A2). Tables A3 and A4 show the relative fit
indices for all models ran to assess measurement invari-
ance. Appendix A describes the modification made for
achieving partial measurement invariance.

3.4 Main analysis

We ran two multigroup SEM models to assess differ-
ences in the relation between problem behavior and
attachment in terms of gender: one model depicting the
relation between the four attachment quality types and
internalizing problems and the other one depicting the
relation between the four attachment quality types and
externalizing problems.
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MATETOVICI et al. 433

3.4.1 Internalizing problems and
attachment subscales

When looking at internalizing problems, results regard-
ing dyads showed a sizable difference in correlations
between father–daughters and father–sons regarding the
association between both secure and avoidant attachment.
Specifically, in father–son dyads the negative correlation
between secure attachment and internalizing problems
was .414 units higher than in father–daughter dyads, SE
= .12, CI= [.18, .65], p= .011 (Figure 1A), while the positive
correlation between avoidant attachment and internaliz-
ing problems was .49 units higher than in father-daughter
dyads, SE = .15, CI = [−.78, −.18], p = .023 (Figure 1B).
For the association between internalizing problems and
both ambivalent and disorganized attachment, the results
did not provide evidence for differences between dyads
(Figure 1B,C).
Furthermore, results did not provide evidence for dif-

ferences between mothers and fathers or between same
and different gender pairs regarding each type of attach-
ment and internalizing problems. With respect to child
gender, a significant difference in correlations with secure
attachment was found between sons and daughters, with
sons’ correlation being .30 units higher than daugh-
ters’ correlation, SE = .08, CI = [.13, .46], p = .011
(Figure 1A). Regarding avoidant, ambivalent and disorga-
nized attachment and internalizing problems, there was
no evidence of differences between daughters and sons
(Figure 1B–D).

3.4.2 Externalizing problems and
attachment subscales

When looking at externalizing problems, results regarding
dyads revealed sizable differences in correlations between
the mother–son and both father–daughter and father–
son dyads regarding the association between externalizing
problems and both secure and avoidant attachment. The
negative correlation between secure attachment and exter-
nalizing problems was .306 units higher in mother–son
compared to mother–daughter dyads, SE = .08, CI =
[−.47, −.15], p = .011 (Figure 2A). The negative cor-
relation between secure attachment and externalizing
problems was .50 units higher in mother-son compared
to father–daughter dyads, SE = .13, CI = [−.75, −.26],
p = .001 (Figure 2A). The positive correlation between
avoidant attachment and externalizing problems was .46
units higher inmother–son compared tomother–daughter
dyads, SE = .09, CI = [.27, .64], p < .001 (Figure 2B).
The positive correlation between avoidant attachment and
externalizing problemswas .34 units higher inmother–son

compared to father–daughter dyads,SE= .12,CI= [.11, .57],
p = .024 (Figure 2B).
In addition, results did not provide evidence for differ-

ences between mothers and fathers or between same and
different gender pairs regarding each type of attachment
and externalizing problems. With respect to child gender,
significant differences in correlations with secure as well
as with avoidant attachment were found. For external-
izing problems and secure attachment, sons’ correlation
was .328 units higher than daughters’ correlation, SE= .08,
CI= [.17, .49], p= .001 (Figure 2A). For externalizing prob-
lems and avoidant attachment, sons’ correlation was .30
units higher than daughters’ correlation, SE = .09, CI =
[−.47, −.13], p = .004 (Figure 2B). Regarding avoidant,
ambivalent and disorganized attachment and external-
izing problems, there was no evidence for differences
between daughters and sons (Figure 2C,D).

4 DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to investigate the moder-
ating effects of parents’ and children’s gender on the
association between levels of attachment quality (secure,
avoidant, ambivalent, and disorganized) and problem
behavior (internalizing and externalizing problems) in
children between 2 and 5 years of age. The results suggest
that the protective potential of attachment security and the
risks of attachment insecurity could be different depending
on the parent–child gender configurations. Differences are
most prominent for secure and avoidant attachment, while
for ambivalent and disorganized attachments, differences
in the correlations are relatively smaller, not reaching sta-
tistical significance. The strongest relations are often seen
in dyads with sons, but they differ depending on the parent
gender and the nature of the problem behavior.

4.1 Results per grouping variable

Zooming in into gender differences at the dyadic level, dis-
tinct patterns of correlations emerge for internalizing and
externalizing problems. For internalizing problems and all
attachment quality types, the father–son dyad presented
the highest correlation while the father–daughter dyad
showed the lowest correlation in our sample. The differ-
ence between father-son dyads and father–daughter dyads
was the largest with respect to secure and avoidant attach-
ment, reaching statistical significance. In contrast, differ-
ences regarding internalizing problems between mother–
son and mother–daughter were smaller and did not reach
statistical significance. This pattern partially matches Xu
et al.’s (2018) findings that father-son conflict predicts
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434 MATETOVICI et al.

F IGURE 1 Gender moderation for internalizing problems and four attachment qualities. The bars represent the correlations between
phantom latent factors per group. The horizontal green bars show significant differences in correlations, controlling for false discovery rate at
α < .01.

more internalizing problems, while father–daughter close-
ness and conflict do not predict problem behavior in
preschool children.
For externalizing problems and both secure and

avoidant attachment the mother–son dyad presented the
largest correlation of the four dyads. The largest and
significant differences were between the mother–son dyad
compared to both father–daughter and father-son dyads
regarding secure and avoidant attachment. This contrasts

Xu et al.’s (2018) finding that the mother–son closeness
and conflict do not predict problem behavior. Differ-
ences between dyads in terms of problem behavior and
ambivalent and disorganized attachment were smaller,
not reaching statistical significance.
In sum, the results per dyad reveal a particularly strong

association for both secure and avoidant attachment with
internalizing problems for the father–son dyad, and with
externalizing problems for the mother–son dyad. We
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MATETOVICI et al. 435

F IGURE 2 Gender moderation for externalizing problems and four attachment qualities. The bars represent the correlations between
phantom latent factors per group. The horizontal green bars show significant differences in correlations, controlling for false discovery rate at
α < .01.

speculate that the bi-directional influence between inter-
nalizing problems and attachment quality for fathers and
sons might be particularly strong because of a perpetu-
ating cycle of fathers responding with avoidance to son’s
internalizing problems which in turn might accentuate
children’s internalizing problems as well as their avoidant
behavior toward the fathers. This reaction pattern is in line
with George et al.’s (2014) finding that kindergarten chil-
dren show more avoidant attachment when their fathers

are less responsive, butmore ambivalent attachment when
their mothers are less responsive. At the same time, a
gender similarity effect might be stronger in dyads with
fathers than with mothers. While mothers might facilitate
similar amounts of self-disclosure and might be able to
identify internalizing problems and support their resolu-
tion equally well in sons and daughters, for fathers it might
be easier to relate to sons compared to daughters. This
might originate from the fact that fathers tend to spend
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more time with sons than with daughters, while mothers
tend to spend equal amounts of time with their children
(Raley & Bianchi, 2006). This might make a secure attach-
ment with fathers a particularly strong protective factor
for boys. Indeed, Starrels (1994) found in a sample of 6- to
11-year-old children that when it comes to closeness and
nurturance mothers are equally involved with sons and
daughters, but fathers are more involved with sons than
with daughters.
Moreover, we speculate that the bi-directional influ-

ence between externalizing problems and attachment for
mothers might stem from mother’s greater concern for
the socially unacceptable behavior of boys (e.g., Hallers-
Haalboom et al., 2016), which might make son’s external-
izing problems more stressful, disrupting the mother–son
relationship to a greater extent, which in turn might trig-
ger more externalizing behaviors in sons. This is in line
with Barnett and Scaramela’s (2013) finding that moth-
ers use less positive parenting with preschool sons than
with daughters which in turn is associated with more
externalizing behavior in sons compared to daughters. Fur-
thermore, they are also in line with Gryczkowski et al.’s
(2010) finding that lower levels of maternal positive par-
enting are more strongly associated with boys’ compared
to girls’ externalizing problems in late childhood.
When we aggregated dyads by parents’ gender, we did

not find any differences between mothers and fathers
in the relation between attachment and their children’s
problem behavior. Dagan et al. (2021) also did not detect
differences between fathers and mothers studying attach-
ment and problem behavior in toddlers. At first glance,
this matches the view that mothers and fathers have sim-
ilar roles in children’s upbringing (Grossman et al., 2008;
Marshall, 2006) which perhaps is translated into similar
contributions of their attachment relation to the develop-
ment or the management of children’s problem behavior.
Yet, the results at the dyadic level do show that par-
ents’ gender is involved, considering that the associations
with secure and avoidant attachment were the highest
in the father–son dyads for internalizing problems, while
being the highest in mother–son dyads for externalizing
problems. This matches Mathijssen et al.’s (1998) find-
ing that mother–child relationship is and the father–child
relationship is not associated with externalizing problems
and El-Sheikh and Buckhalt’s (2003) finding that father–
child attachment is and mother–child attachment is not
associated with internalizing problems, but only for boys.
Concerning the gender effects of the child only, our

results are in line with two meta-analyses (Fearon et al.,
2010; Groh et al., 2017) where the association between inse-
cure attachment and externalizing problems was stronger
for boys than for girls. There are at least two possible
explanations for why this might be the case. First of all,

the developmental mechanisms that lead to externalizing
problems might include attachment to a larger extent in
the case of boys than in the case of girls. The idea of dif-
ferent developmental paths to externalizing problems is
supported by studies such as Hill et al.’s (2006) showing
different factors associated with externalizing problems in
boys and girls and Gardner et al.’s (2010) showing par-
enting interventions aimed at reducing conduct problems
have a stronger impact on boys. Alternatively, despite shar-
ing an underlying commonmechanism toward externaliz-
ing problems, boys’ externalizing manifestations could be
better captured by screening instruments, hiding the true
extent of externalizing problems in girls (e.g., Chen, 2010).
Additionally, we found a stronger association between
secure attachment and internalizing problems for boys,
as previously shown in the same age group by Madigan
et al. (2013). These results match the hypothesis that boys
are more sensitive to their environment than girls, espe-
cially in early childhood (Owens, 2016; Stinson, 1985). For
example, Cooper et al. (2011) found that family instability
is more strongly associated with internalizing and exter-
nalizing behavior in boys than in girls. Notably, our results
cannot be generalized to age groups beyond early child-
hood. The moderating role of the gender of the child
could change through development, becoming more pro-
nounced for one gender or the other later on. This could
explain why past literature has also revealed a stronger
association for girls compared to boys between attachment
insecurity and depression when the sample age range was
broad (0–23 years old; Spruit et al., 2020).
Regarding gender similarity between parent and child,

we did not find evidence for a similarity effect observed
previously by Xu et al. (2018) and Hoeve et al. (2012). The
similarity effect discussed by Russel and Saebel (1997) and
Xu et al. (2018) predicts stronger effects of the quality of the
parent–child relation on children’s outcomes when par-
ents and children have the same gender. While there was
a pattern of stronger correlations for same gender dyads as
compared to different gender dyads with regards to inter-
nalizing problems, the differences were not strong enough
to reach statistical significance. It is therefore relevant to
investigate these differences further with a larger sample.

4.2 Implications

Comparing the pattern of results we observe at dyadic level
with the patterns observed when groups are aggregated by
the parent’s gender, the child’s gender, or the similarity in
gender, it becomes clear that a dyadic approach is more
informative in order to paint a clear picture of the asso-
ciation between attachment and problem behavior. This
calls for more studies which have a balanced number of
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mothers, fathers, sons, and daughters. Furthermore, our
results show that the magnitude of gender moderating
effects varies between the subtypes of attachment, moti-
vating analyses that consider them separately. Given the
presence of dyadic effects, parent–child gender interac-
tions might be one of the factors behind the inconsistent
results regarding attachment and problem behavior,
because samples with a larger or smaller proportion of
a certain type of dyad might result in the observation of
larger or smaller effect sizes. Therefore, controlling for the
parent-child gender dyad rather than parent or child gen-
der separately in between-groups analyses is important.
The current study also provides implications for clinical

practice. In understanding problem behavior of preschool
children, assessing the attachment relationships with both
parents is valuable. More specifically, we plead for involv-
ing all primary caregivers in this assessment and also
taking into account the gender of the parent and the child
in the attachment relationship. Especially for boys with
problem behavior, the attachment relationships with their
parents seem to be important factors. If further research
establishes a causal relation between attachment and prob-
lem behavior, especially families with boys might benefit
from an attachment-based intervention to improve the
attachment relationships and decrease problem behavior
(Cooke et al., 2019; Mountain et al., 2017; Zeegers et al.,
2020). Our study indicates that this might be the case, but
our results are limited to demonstrating a bidirectional
relation due to the cross-sectional nature of this study.

5 LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS
OF FURTHER RESEARCH

Our limited sample size (little more than 100 participants
per parent–child gender configuration) aswell as our strin-
gent correction for multiple comparisons to control for
false positives, means that we had a lower power to detect
small gender moderating effects that might be present
in the population. While our results indicate the pres-
ence of parent-child gender moderation, future studies
should evaluate the true extent of this moderation with
considerably larger samples.
Furthermore, it might be that a good attachment rela-

tionship with one parent can compensate for the weak
attachment relationship with the other parent (Louis et al.,
2021). Recently, Dagan et al. (2021) showed that not one but
two secure attachments protect children against internal-
izing problems, while one organized attachment is enough
to protect children against externalizing problems. Includ-
ing parent–child gender interactions in such studies will
give us a more ecologically valid assessment of the mod-
erating role of gender. In addition, having independent

dyads was useful for disentangling the role of gender in
the association between attachment and problem behav-
ior, but in many families, there is more than one parent
and often more than one child. While dyads in our sam-
ple did not significantly differ in the number of children
present in the family, we did not have information about
the gender of the siblings, nor did we have information
about other caregivers who might be influential in chil-
dren’s life, such as grandparents. It is reasonable to believe
that the family context and dynamics influence the asso-
ciation between attachment and problem behavior. It is
therefore useful to speak of a network of caregivers and see
how different attachment relationships interact to deter-
mine the children’s outcomes (Dagan & Sagi-Schwartz,
2021).
Parents in this study reported both about the quality of

attachment with their children and their problem behav-
ior. In early childhood, children spend most of their time
with their parents, thus parents are important informants
when it comes to their behavioral problems. However, the
single-informant approach might have introduced biases
in the responses, such as inflating the association between
attachment and problem behavior by adding common
method variance (Reio, 2010). Most cautiously, the results
should be seen as a reflection of parent’s perception of
the relationship with their children and their children’s
problem behavior. However, in the absence of previous evi-
dence that some parent–child gender configurations are
more affected by response biases than others, it is unlikely
that response biases can account for the differences in
correlations that we observe. Nevertheless, to fully miti-
gate the effect of bias arising from a same-reporter design,
observational measures, reports by other caregivers, or
the children themselves should be employed in follow-
up studies. Furthermore, future studies could evaluate
test-retest reliability by dyad, to determine if there are dif-
ferences in how reliable parents’ reports are based on the
gender configuration of the dyad.
A potential confounding factor in our analysis is the

time spent with the child, which was not measured in
our sample. Because of indications from previous litera-
ture that parents might spend a different amount of time
with their children based on their gender (Nikiforidis
et al., 2018; Raley & Bianchi, 2006), future studies on
the moderation of gender should strive to control for this
variable.
Lastly, we are aware of having used a restricted view on

gender, knowing that there is a considerable community
of people who find that a non-binary definition is more
appropriate for their experience of gender (Richards et al.,
2016). Adopting a more expansive definition of gender for
both parents and children opens new avenues for future
research.

 10970355, 2025, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/im

hj.70002 by U
va U

niversiteitsbibliotheek, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [17/03/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



438 MATETOVICI et al.

6 CONCLUSION

In conclusion, our study shows that both the gender of par-
ents and children can moderate the association between
levels of attachment quality and problem behavior. The
association between attachment and problem behavior is
particularly strong for boys, but the extent of their inter-
nalizing problems most strongly matches the quality of
attachment with their fathers, whereas the extent of their
externalizing problems most strongly matches the quality
of attachment with their mothers. The findings highlight
the importance of considering gender dynamics when
investigating the link between attachment and children’s
behavioral problems, because they demonstrate the merit
of assessing the combination of parent and child gender.
They also motivate research on possible differential results
of attachment-based interventions aiming to improve child
behavior in different parent–child pairs based on gender.
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APPENDIX A
In order to achieve partial measurement invariance
among the four dyads with respect to the attachment
latent factors, several modifications were necessary. This
modifications were done by inspecting modification
indices and Lagrange score tests (Bentler & Chou, 1993;
Whittaker, 2012). The results presented in the paper are
based on the SEM model which include these modifica-
tions. The residual covariance between the item “My child
turns away when I cuddle him/her.” and “My child ignores
me when we see each other again at the end of the day.”
was set to zero for the mother-son, mother-daughter and
father-son dyads, while allowing it to be freely estimated
in the father-daughter group.
The loadings on the secure attachment factor for items:

“My child asks for my help when he/she needs it and lets
me help him/her.”, “When I’m around, my child tries new
things.” and “My child clearly shows me how he/she feels.”
were allowed to differ between the four dyads. The load-
ings on the avoidant attachment factor for items: “My child
just continues to play even after taking a hard bump.” and
“My child runs off to see new things, without checking with
me first.” were allowed to differ between the four dyads.
The loadings on the ambivalent attachment factor for
items: “I find it difficult to say anything when my child does
something that I don’t like.”, “Sometimes I feel so exhausted,
that I cannot do anything for my child.”, “I feel like I can
never do right by my child.”, “My child asks for help but is
dissatisfied with what I offer.”, “My child needs my help with
everything.” were allowed to differ between the four dyads.
The residual covariance between the item “Has at least

one good friend.” and “Generally liked by other children”
was set to zero for the mother-son, mother-daughter and
father-son dyads, while allowing it to be freely estimated
in the father-daughter group.
The loadings on the internalizing problems factors for

items: “Has at least one good friend.”, “Nervous or clingy
in new situations, easily loses confidence” and “Picked or
bullied by other children.” were allowed to differ between
the four dyads.
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TABLE A1 Thresholds, weak, and strong invariance attachment quality types.

Attachment type Constrained thresholds Constrained thresholds and loadings
𝚫𝝌𝟐 df p-value 𝚫𝝌𝟐 df p-value

Secure 23.66 18 .167 62.85 36 .004
Secure modified - - - 38.56 27 .069
Avoidant 54.60 34 .014 81.38 30 <.001
Avoidant modified - - - 34.07 24 .083
Ambivalent 37.38 33 .275 77.12 30 <.001
Ambivalent modified - - - 28.50 18 .055
Disorganized 33.39 42 .826 51.52 36 .045

Note: The level used to assess statistical significance was α < .01 In the first column, the configural model is compared to the constrained thresholds model. In
the second column, the constrained thresholds model is compared to the constrained thresholds and loadings model.

TABLE A2 Thresholds, weak, and strong invariance problem behavior model.

Problem behavior Constrained thresholds and loadings
𝚫𝝌𝟐 df p-value

Internalizing problems 48.31 28 .01
Internalizing problems modified 28.49 19 .07
Externalizing problems 29.56 27 .33

Note: The level used to assess statistical significance was α < .01. The table shows the results of comparing the configural model to the constrained thresholds and
loadings model.

TABLE A3 Approximate fit indices attachment models.

Attachment quality
type Configural invariance Constrained thresholds

Constrained thresholds and
loadings

CFI
scaled

Gamma-Hat
scaled SRMR

CFI
scaled

Gamma-Hat
scaled SRMR

CFI
scaled

Gamma-Hat
scaled SRMR

Secure .929 .933 .099 .934 .918 .099 .937 .940 .117
Secure modified - - - - - - .943 .945 .109
Avoidant .794 .886 .121 .806 .928 .121 .765 .914 .138
Avoidant modified .811 .930 .118 - - - .820 .933 .132
Ambivalent .951 .956 .086 .954 .959 .086 .931 .940 .116
Ambivalent modified - - - - - - .954 .959 .098
Disorganized .947 .940 .086 .956 .950 .086 .960 .954 .101

Abbreviations: CFI, Comparative Fit Index; SRMR, Standardized Root Mean Square Residual.

TABLE A4 Approximate fit indices problem behavior model.

Problem behavior Configural invariance Constrained thresholds and loadings
CFI scaled Gamma-Hat scaled SRMR CFI scaled Gamma-Hat scaled SRMR

Internalizing problems .861 .945 .202 .885 .954 .216
Internalizing problems modified .888 .955 .183 .895 .958 .205
Externalizing problems .914 .928 .137 .934 .926 .147

Abbreviations: CFI, Comparative Fit Index; SRMR, Standardized Root Mean Square Residual.
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TABLE B1 Factor reliability attachment and internalizing problems.

Dyad
Secure
attachment

Avoidant
attachment

Ambivalent
attachment

Disorganized
attachment

Internalizing
problems

Mother–son .85 .72 .88 .93 .81
Mother–daughter .84 .65 .81 .93 .79
Father–daughter .80 .48 .80 .89 .64
Father–son .80 .60 .80 .90 .74

Note: Values represent how much of the variance in the responses to the items is accounted for by each factor in the four different groups.

TABLE B2 Factor reliability attachment and externalizing problems.

Dyad
Secure
attachment

Avoidant
attachment

Ambivalent
attachment

Disorganized
attachment

Externalizing
problems

Mother–son .85 .74 .87 .93 .96
Mother–daughter .85 .67 .80 .93 .90
Father–daughter .80 .51 .79 .89 .75
Father–son .79 .57 .80 .90 .90

Note: Values represent how much of the variance in the responses to the items is accounted for by each factor in the four different groups.

APPENDIX B: ITEM AND FACTOR RELIABILITY
For the ARI-CP 2–5 and SDQ questionnaire we eval-
uated the item and factor reliability. The reliability
for each questionnaire item in each dyad can be
found in the online repository (https://github.com/
MagdaMatetovici/AttachmentProblemBehavior), in

the R objects “item_reliability_internalizing” and
“item_reliability_externalizing”. Tables B1 and B2 show
the factor reliability for each dyad, obtained with the
R function compRelSEM() for the internalizing and
externalizing models.
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