2021 2nd International Conference on Economics, Education and Social Research (ICEESR 2021)

Intergenerational Transmission of Attachment and Its Effect on children’s
Anxiety
Yanrong Zhu*, Jie Chen
Institute of Psychology, Chinese Academy of Sciences, Beijing, China
yoyoyukkuri@outlook.com
*Corresponding Author

Keywords: Intergenerational transmission of attachment, Parent-child relationship, Children's
anxiety
Abstract: Objective: To investigate whether parents attachment style can affect children’s anxiety
and whether this influence is mediated by the parent-child attachment relationship. Methods: 478
children aged 2-6 years and their mothers were included in this study. The children's social emotion
questionnaire, parent-child relationship questionnaire and adult attachment questionnaire were used
to measure. Results :(1) grandmother-secure attachment and grandfather-secure attachment were
significantly negatively correlated with the conflict-type parent-child relationship and children's
anxiety and shyness, and significantly positively correlated with an intimate parent-child
relationship. (2) Anxiety and shyness are positively correlated with conflict type parent-child
relationship, while negatively correlated with intimacy type parent-child relationship. (3)
Parent-child relationship played a mediating role in mothers' attachment style to grandmothers and
children's anxiety. (4) Parent-child relationship played a mediating role in maternal attachment style
to grandfather and children's anxiety. Conclusion: Attachment pattern has intergenerational
transmission. Parent attachment (secure attachment pattern) has significant positive and negative
predictive effects on the parent-child relationship and children's anxiety, and the parent-child
relationship has significant positive and negative predictive effects on children's anxiety. To some
extent, a good parent-child relationship can mitigate the negative effects of insecure attachment
patterns on children's anxiety.
1. Introduction
Anxiety is one of the common emotional problems in children, and it tends to younger age [1].
Preschoolers often face many inner conflicts and unfamiliar physical or interpersonal environments
in the process of growing up with ever-changing physical and psychological conditions. Under such
circumstances, children are prone to anxiety. Anxiety has a variety of different emotional
externalization due to the severity of the reaction, such as shyness and nervousness, uneasy and
worry, worry and fear and so on. Children who are often in a state of high anxiety are prone to
many psychological and physical problems, which affect their interpersonal communication and
personal growth [2]. Chinese scholars have pointed out in the follow-up study of preschool
children's anxiety that the anxiety status of preschool children is quite stable [3]. Most children's
anxiety in early childhood is significantly correlated with their anxiety disorders and related
psychological problems in later childhood, adolescence and even adulthood [4]. This indicates that
the negative effects of anxiety on children are not only shown in early childhood but also extended
into adolescence and adulthood.
Research shows that the parent-child relationship is the most influential factor causing children's
development problems and psychopathological problems [5], and the relationship between parents
and children will be affected by the caregivers’ttachment pattern [6]. Therefore, this study aims to
investigate whether parents attachment style affects children’s anxiety, and whether this effect is
mediated by the parent-child attachment relationship.
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1.1 The Influence of Parent-Child Relationship on Children's Anxiety
The parent-child relationship is the earliest interpersonal relationship established by children,
and the safe attachment between parents and children is where the individual relies on all emotions
in early childhood [7]. Studies have found that parent-child relationship, especially the mother-child
relationship, plays an important role in the development of implicit problems in early childhood [8].
Studies have shown that children with secure mother-child attachment in early childhood will show
fewer problem behaviors and psychopathological symptoms throughout childhood and adolescence
[9]. According to attachment theory, the sensitivity of caregivers to their children's responses is the
mechanism of attachment transmission, and anxiety stems from the uncertainty of infants'
availability to their caregivers [10]. The troubles and pains that children encounter in the
parent-child relationship may become the precursor of children's anxiety [11].
The parent-child relationship includes parent-child conflict and parent-child intimacy. Studies
have shown that parent-child conflict can affect children's emotional and behavioral problems such
as shyness, anxiety, and early establishment of parent-child intimacy can reduce children's anxiety
level [12]. Scholars studying attachment theory believe that the development of anxiety is related to
early insecure attachment [13]. Insecure attachment is associated with higher levels of anxiety and
internalization problems [14]. Children with insecure attachments are chronically anxious about
whether their needs will be met, and often show more social withdrawal and anxiety problems.
Chinese scholars have also found in their studies that parent-child attachment has an impact on
children's anxiety [15]. Moreover, both mother-child attachment and parent-child attachment have
significant effects on children's anxiety. The more secure the parent-child attachment is, the lower
the level of children's anxiety is. Children with double secure attachment have the lowest level of
anxiety [16].
1.2 The Influence of Parental Attachment Style on the Parent-Child Relationship
The intergenerational transmission of attachment refers to that “the security of the attachment
relationship between infants and special caregivers can be predicted according to the psychological
state of special caregivers (usually parents) regarding attachment, that is, the attachment pattern of
the father and the attachment pattern of the offspring can be transmitted” [17]. Adults' attachment
style can influence their behavioral expression in intimate relationships, affect their sensitivity to
children's behavioral responses, and influence infant attachment. Studies have proved that,
compared with mothers with less sensitive reactions, mothers with more sensitive reactions are
more likely to establish a secure attachment relationship with their children [18]. In the study of
Fonagy and Steel et al. (1991), it was found that the children of parents who were rated as securely
attached often showed secure attachment patterns to their parents. The children of parents who were
rated as insecure tended to exhibit insecure attachment patterns to their parents. Cohn et al. (1992)
showed in their study that if both parents are insecure attached, their children are more likely to
have insecure attachment styles [19]. Van Ijzendoorn et al. (1995) confirmed in a meta-analysis of
attachment that there was a 75% correspondence between the attachment security of parents and
children [17]. In conclusion, attachment patterns are intergenerational transmission within families,
that is, there is a strong correlation between parents' attachment patterns and children's attachment
patterns. In other words, parents' early attachment experience will influence the shaping of their
attachment relationship with their children. Early parents with secure attachment pattern are more
likely to form a secure attachment with their children and establish an intimate parent-child
relationship. Otherwise, it is easy to form insecure attachment and establish a conflict-type
parent-child relationship.
1.3 The Influence of Intergenerational Transmission of Attachment on Children's Anxiety
Based on the literature review, the following hypotheses are proposed in this study :(1) mothers'
insecure attachment is significantly positively correlated with children's anxiety; (2) maternal
attachment is positively correlated with parent-child attachment; (2) Parent-child relationship plays
a mediating role between maternal attachment and children's anxiety.
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2. Objects and Methods
2.1 Object of
This study samples 478 families in China as the subjects. The children ranged in age from 2 to 6,
with 258 boys (54%) and 220 girls (46%). The children's mothers completed the children's
social-emotional questionnaire, parent-child relationship questionnaire, adult attachment
questionnaire tests.
2.2 Measurement Tools
2.2.1 Children's Social Emotion Questionnaire
The children's shyness anxiety was evaluated using the Children's Social Competence and
Behavioral Evaluation Scale-30 (SCBE-30) (Lafreniere, P. J., & Dumas, J. E.,1996) on the shyness
anxiety dimension (11 items), using a score of 1 (never) to 6 (always), filled out by the child's
mother according to the child's past two months. The scale is mainly used to measure the social
competence, emotional management, emotional expression and difficulty adaptability of
preschoolers. It has very good reliability and validity in western groups and has been widely used.
The Chinese version of the scale was used in this study (Liu Yu et al., 2012), and the internal
consistency coefficient of the subscale was 0.85.
2.2.2 Parent-Child Relationship Questionnaire
Parent-child Relationship quality was measured using the Chinese version of Pianta's (1998)
Child-parent Relationship Scale (CPRS). The scale was scored from 1(complete disagreement) to 5
(complete agreement). This study uses two dimensions of the scale: Conflict and Closeness. The
conflict and intimacy dimensions of both English and Chinese versions of the scale have good
reliability and validity (Pianta, 1998; Zhang Xiao et al., 2008). In this study, the internal consistency
coefficient of the parent-child conflict subscale was 0.81, and the internal consistency coefficient of
the parent-child intimacy subscale was 0.786.
2.2.3 Questionnaire on the Relationship between Parental Attachment Patterns
Parental attachment patterns were measured using the Chinese version of the Intimacy
Relationship Structure Questionnaire (Fraley et al.,2011), which scores from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree). In this study, the scale was used to measure the attachment of mothers to
grandmothers and grandfathers, respectively, to assess two basic attachment dimensions: avoidance
and anxiety. Higher scores for avoidance and anxiety were associated with higher levels of insecure
attachment. In this study, in the mother-grandmother relationship scale, the internal consistency
coefficient of the subscale of the avoidance dimension was 0.899, and that of the anxiety dimension
was 0.828. In the mother-grandfather relationship scale, the internal consistency coefficient of the
subscale of the avoidance dimension was 0.912, and the internal consistency coefficient of the
anxiety dimension was 0.881.
3. Results
3.1 Description of Statistics and Correlation Analysis
Table 1 Correlation of Main Variables
variable
1 Conflict parent-child relationship
2. Intimate parent-child relationship
3. Anxiety and Shyness
4.Grandmother secure attachment
5. Grandfather-secure attachment

Mean ± standard deviation
14.12±4.74
31.09±3.86
21.68±5.70
-24.59±10.94
-27.59±11.63

1
-0.446**
0.342**
-0.256**
-0.257**

2

3

6

7

-0.258**
0.207**
0.204**

-0.132**
-0.193**

0.562**

-

Note: ** at level 0.01 (double-tailed), the correlation is significant.
Correlation analysis found (see Table 1) that grandmother-secure attachment and
grandfather-secure attachment were significantly negatively correlated with the conflict-type
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parent-child relationship. While Children's anxiety and shyness, which significantly positively
correlated with an intimate parent-child relationship. Anxiety and shyness are positively correlated
with conflict-type parent-child relationships, while negatively correlated with intimacy-type
parent-child relationships.
3.2 The Influence of Paternal Attachment on Children's Anxiety: the Mediating Role of
Parent-Child Relationship
3.2.1 The Mediating Role of Parent-Child Relationship between Grandmother Secure
Attachment and Anxiety and Shyness
Using grandmother secure attachment as a predictor and child anxiety as the dependent variable,
the mediating effect of the parent-child relationship between them was tested. From Table 2,
grandmother secure attachment has a significant negative predictive effect on conflict parent-child
relationship (β=-0.11, P <0.001), and it has a significant positive predictive effect on intimate
parent-child relationship (β=0.07, P <0.001). The conflict parent-child relationship and intimacy
parent-child relationship had significant positive and negative predictive effects on children's
anxiety, respectively (β=0.40, P <0.001; β=-0.36, P <0.001), indicating that parent-child relationship
mediated the relationship between parental attachment and child anxiety. When parent-child
relationship is the mediating variable between paternal attachment and children's anxiety, the
predictive effect of paternal attachment on children's anxiety becomes insignificant, while the
predictive effect of the parent-child relationship is still significant, indicating that the mediating
effect is complete. The direct effect value of conflict-type parent-child relationship on
grandmothers' secure attachment and children's shyness anxiety was C '=-0.024. Indirect effect
value a*b=-0.044***. The direct effect of the intimate parent-child relationship on grandmothers'
secure attachment and children's shyness anxiety was C '=-0.043. The indirect effect value is A * B
=-0.025***.
Table 2 Test of The Mediating Effect of Parent-Child Relationship between Grandmother Secure
Attachment and Anxiety and Shyness
steps
一
二

三

The
dependent
variable
Anxiety is shy
Conflict
type
parent-child
relationship
Intimate parent-child
relationship
Anxiety is shy

Anxiety is shy

Predictor variable

B

β

R

ΔR2

F

Grandmother
attachment
Grandmother
attachment

secure

-0.068**

-0.132**

0.132

0.015

8.389**

secure

-0.111***

-0.256***

0.256

0.064

33.448***

Grandmother secure
attachment
Grandmother secure
attachment
Conflict
type
parent-child
relationship
Grandmother secure
attachment
Intimate parent-child
relationship

0.073***

0.207***

0.207

0.041

21.209***

-0.024

-0.047

0.345

0.115

32.105***

0.396***

0.330***

-0.043

-0.082

0.270

0.069

18.686***

-0.356***

-0.241***
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Fig.1 Conflicting Purent Chil Relationships
3.2.2 The Mediating Role of Parent-Child Relationship between Grandfather Secure
Attachment and Anxiety and Shyness
Using grandfather-secure attachment as the predictor and children's anxiety as the dependent
variable, the mediating effect of parent-child relationship between them was tested. As can be seen
from Table 3, paternal secure attachment has a significant negative predictive effect on conflict
parent-child relationship (β=-0.11, P <0.001), and a significant positive predictive effect on intimate
parent-child relationship (β=0.07, P <0.001). The conflict parent-child relationship and intimacy
parent-child relationship had significant positive and negative predictive effects on children's
anxiety, respectively (β=0.38, P <0.001; β=-0.34, P <0.001), indicating that parent-child relationship
mediated the relationship between parental attachment and child anxiety. When the parent-child
relationship is the mediating variable between father attachment and child anxiety, the predictive
effect of father attachment on child anxiety is still significant, indicating that this variable has a
mediating effect. The direct effect value of the conflict-type parent-child relationship between
grandfather-secure attachment and children's anxiety and shyness was C '=-0.055*; The indirect
effect value was a*b=-0.040**. The direct effect value of the intimate parent-child relationship
between grandfather-secure attachment and children's anxiety and shyness was C '=-0.072*; The
indirect effect value is A * B =-0.023***.
Table 3 Test of The Mediating Effect of Parent-Child Relationship on Grandfather-Secure
Attachment and Anxiety and Shyness
steps
一
二

三

The
dependent
variable
Anxiety is shy
Conflict
type
parent-child
relationship
Intimate
parent-child
relationship
Anxiety is shy

Anxiety is shy

Predictor variable

B

β

R

ΔR2

F

Grandfather-secure
attachment
Grandfather-secure
attachment

-0.095***

-0.193***

0.193

0.035

18.488**

-0.105***

-0.257***

0.257

0.064

33.606***

Grandfather-secure
attachment

0.068***

0.204***

0.204

0.040

20.625***

Grandfather-secure
attachment
Conflict type parent-child
relationship
Grandfather-secure
attachment
Intimate
parent-child
relationship

-0.055*

-0.113*

0.359

0.125

35.155***

0.376***

0.313***

-0.072*

-0.147*

0.295

0.083

22.692***

-0.337***

-0.228***

Fig.2 Intinate Parcnt Chil Relationships
4. Discuss
This study focuses on the family factors that influence children's anxiety, and explores the
influence of paternal attachment on children's anxiety and the mediating role of the parent-child
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relationship from the perspective of the intergenerational transmission of attachment patterns. The
results showed that there were significant correlations among paternal attachment, parent-child
relationship and children's anxiety. Parent attachment (secure attachment) has significant positive
and negative predictive effects on parent-child relationship and children's anxiety, and parent-child
relationship has significant positive and negative predictive effects on children's anxiety; To some
extent, a good parent-child relationship can mitigate the negative effects of insecure attachment
patterns on children's anxiety.
4.1 The Influence of the Parent-Child Relationship on Children's Anxiety.
A parent-child relationship is an important factor affecting children's psychological and social
development. Many studies have shown that parent-child attachment has an impact on children's
anxiety [20][21]. The results of this study show that there is a significant positive correlation
between anxiety and shyness and conflict type of parent-child relationship, while a significant
negative correlation between anxiety and intimacy type parent-child relationship. The conclusion of
most previous studies in this field is verified, and the parent-child relationship has a significant
positive predictive effect on children's anxiety. Children in an intimate parent-child relationship are
less anxious than those in a conflict parent-child relationship.
4.2 The Influence of Maternal Attachment Style on the Parent-Child Relationship.
Consistent with the results of previous studies, this study demonstrates the intergenerational
transmission of attachment patterns, and that mothers' early attachment patterns influence the
shaping of their attachment relationships with their children. Parent attachment could significantly
predict the offspring of the parent-child relationship, early have a secure attachment model's mother,
for children in the process of getting along with their children's needs and performance will have a
more positive response and feedback, make children can be fully appreciated from the mother love,
understanding and support, more easily and children warm, intimate and stable parent-child
relationship; On the contrary, it is easy to establish a conflict-type parent-child relationship.
4.3 The Mediating Role of Parent-Child Relationship between Maternal Attachment and
Child Anxiety
This study found that parent-child relationship played a mediating role between maternal
attachment and child anxiety. That is, maternal attachment style can not only directly affect
children's anxiety, but also affect children's anxiety level through parent-child relationship. The
mother's secure attachment to grandmother and grandfather affects children's anxiety through direct
and indirect ways. The results show that paternal attachment (secure attachment pattern) has a
significant negative predictive effect on children's anxiety. The ability of caregivers to respond
sensitively to the needs of children is thought to be rooted in their manifestations of attachment [22].
Mothers with secure attachment style are highly sensitive to the needs of children and can well
understand and respond to children's emotions and emotional needs, which is conducive to the
development of children's social emotions and reduce the generation of children's anxiety. On the
other hand, mothers' secure attachment to grandmothers indirectly affects children's anxiety by
affecting parent-child relationship. The intense parent-child relationship helps children to have
better performance in self-emotional cognition, understanding and control, thus reducing children's
anxiety. The difference in the results caused by the different attachment objects of the father may be
because when the mother was in childhood, most of the families in our country were in the pattern
of the male leading the home and the female leading the home, and the mother undertook more of
the task of nurturing children. Therefore, in most families, the mother will be the primary
attachment of the children and will have a greater influence on the attachment style of the children
as they grow up.
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