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Attachment theory:
The Beginnings of Parental Bonds

Attac hment is though of as a  b iolog ic a lly d riven system by 
whic h the infant strives to mainta in proximity to  its c aregiver 

Attac hment theorists a lso propose that infants a lso have an 
inna te drive  to explore and learn about their environment  

Secure a ttac hment bonds form when parents and other 
c aregivers sensitively a id  a  child  in ba lanc ing these 
c onflic ting d rives 

Infants c rea te interna l working models from these ea rly 
interac tions, and may c ome to view the world  as a sa fe 
p lac e and themselves as worth of c are and attention.
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Attachment theory: 
Cultural Implications

Muc h of a ttac hment theory is based on the  western idea l o f 
Ind ividua lism, and  foc uses on the  infant's ind epend ent exp lo ra tion. 

Jap anese a nd Puerto Ric an mothers have been shown to empha size  
d iffe rent id ea ls, suc h a s soc ia l engagement, good manners a nd 
c oop era tion. (Rothbaum et a l 2000, Harwood Miller & Irizarry, 1995)

Roughly equa l p roportions of infants a re c lassified  a s sec ure ac ross 
c ultures.

Types of insec ure a ttac hments vary by c ulture , with Ind ependent c ultures 
having  more Amb iva lent a ttac hments, a nd Interdep end ent c ultures 
having  more Avo id ant a ttac hments. (Carlson & Ha rwood, 2003)

Diffe rent parent behaviors a re  a lso assoc ia ted  with sec ure a ttac hments 
ac ross c ultures. (Rothbaum et a l 2000, Carlson & Harwood, 2003)

In summa ry, Attac hment may be  be tter understood as a  c areg iving  
beha vio ra l system a imed a t teac hing  c hild ren a  c ultura lly op tima l 
ba lanc e o f autonomy and  rela ted ness.(Harwood  Miller & Irizarry, 1995)
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Parental Bonds Beyond Infancy:  
The PBI

Parent-c hild  re la tionships c ontinue to develop  throughout 
childhood , and  c an be measured  more conveniently, through 
paper and  penc il measures. 

One suc h instrument is Parker, Tup ling  and  Brown's (1979) Parenta l 
Bond ing  Instrument 

Crea ted  through fac tor ana lysis of existing sca les, c hild ren and  
adults ra te eac h of their pa rents ac ross two sc a les: 

Care: Consists of items rela ting to pa rents emotiona l warmth, 
a ttention, d isp lay of a ffec tion, understand ing, and  assistanc e 
when needed  

Overprotec tion: Consists of items rela ting to pa renta l control, 
intrusiveness, and enc ouragement of dependenc y, as well as 
permissiveness and  encouragement of autonomy.

�



The PBI and Attachment: 
Perceptions of Caretaking

Severa l resea rc hers ha ve used the PBI as an ind ex o f a tta c hment.  
Va lida tion fo r this app roac h is weak 

Other researc hers have found  strong c orre la tions be tween the PBI and  
paper-a nd-penc il measures of ad ult a tta c hment a nd rela ted  c onstruc ts 

One study (Mana ssis et a l 1999) c omp ared  the PBI w ith the  a dult 
a ttac hment interview .  They found : 

High Care and low  Overp rotec tion are assoc ia ted  w ith Sec ure  a ttac hments 

There is no  d irec t mapp ing  between PBI quad rants and a ttac hment 
c lassific a tion 

PBI sc ores do  no t ac c ount fo r id ea liza tion or anger, and are  thus no t as 
ac c ura te as the AAI. 

Conc lusion: Pa renta l b onds a re rela ted  to a ttac hment, but a re not the 
same c onstruc t.  Pa rtic ula rly, they a re vulnerab le  to b iases in the rec a ll of 
resp ond ents
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The PBI and Mental Health

Depression: 34 stud ies to  d a te show a  c onnec tion be tween low  Ca re, 
hig h Overprotec tion, and  d ep ression.  This has been shown in bo th 
c ommunity a nd c linic a l sa mples in the US and  Austra lia , as we ll as in 
Jap an.   

Anxie ty: 11 stud ies show a  link between low  Care , high Overp rotec tion 
and anxie ty symptoms and  d isord ers. 

Other d isord ers: A handful o f stud ies a lso  show links b etween low  Ca re, 
hig h Overprotec tion and: 

Sc hizophrenia  (Parker et a l 1992)

Eating  d isord ers (Roma ns et a l 2001, Rhodes & Kroger, 1992, Fowler & Bulik, 1997)

Disrup tive beha vio r d isorders (Rey & Plapp , 1990)

Persona lity d isorders (Norden e t a l, 1995)

No sing le d isorder has shown a  c onsistently stronger rela tionship  with the 
PBI, when c omp ared to  o ther d isord ers.
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Parental Bonds in Immigrant samples

As w ith a ttac hment, researc hers have found  d ifferences in pa renta l 
bonds ac ross c ultures.  Most stud ies examine immigrants to western 
na tions.

Vietnamese immig rants in both Australia  and  the USA report lower 
Care and  g rea ter Overp rotec tion than their na tive Cauc asian 
peers. 

Parenta l bonds c harac terized  by low Care and  high Overp rotec tion 
were assoc ia ted  w ith low wellbeing, self-esteem and  soc ia l support

Ind ian and  Pakistani women in the UK report grea ter Overp rotec tion 
than Cauc asian women.  Some samp les a lso report lower Care

High Overp rotec tion was assoc ia ted  with high conflic t with pa rents
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Parental Bonds in 
Cross-cultural samples

Two resea rc hers have examined parenta l bonds with 
pa rtic ipants living  in non-western nations

Pakistani women reported grea ter Overp rotec tion than 
Cauc asian British women, but less than Immigrant Pakistanis 
living in the UK (Mujtaba & Furnham, 2001)

Israeli youths reported greater Ca re and  less Overprotec tion 
than orig ina l Austra lian norms

In genera l, pa renta l bonds appea r “ hea lthier”  by western 
standards in non-immigrant groups.  Muc h of the effec ts seen 
in immigrant samples may be due to  p ressures of immigration, 
not c ultura l d ifferenc es.
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Parenting and Culture:  
Definition and Measurement

Knowing tha t pa rent-child  re la tionships d iffer ac ross c ultures does 
not exp la in the meaning  of these d ifferences.  We need  to 
understand  the purpose these d ifferenc es serve within the culture. 

Culture is a  multi-fac eted  c onstruc t, consisting of knowledge, 
a ttitudes, va lues, goa ls, beliefs and  p rac tices.   

An ind ividua l c an belong to many c ultura l subgroups, and  c an 
d isp lay d ifferent aspec ts of these cultures in d ifferent settings 

Any va lid  measurement of c ulture must ac c ount for a t least some of 
this va ria tion in c ulture ac ross ind ividua ls. 

Culture exists to organize behavior and  knowledge in a  way tha t 
a llows for meaningful soc ia l interac tion.   

Pa renting is not only a  soc ia l re la tionship , but a lso the p rimary 
vehic le for the transmission of c ulture to the next genera tion
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Remaining Research Questions

It is unc lear wha t causes the link between the PBI and so 
many varieties of psychopathology.  A common fac tor, 
suc h as a  tend ency towards psyc holog ic a l d istress in 
genera l, might better acc ount for this rela tionship . 

Although we know that parenta l bonds, like a ttac hment, 
d iffer ac ross cultures, we do not know what these 
d ifferences mea n, or the c ultura l va lues assoc ia ted  with 
them.  We a lso do not know the role c ulture p lays in the 
connec tion b etween parenta l bonds and 
psychopathology
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The Current Study: 
Research Questions 

Is there a direc t relationship  between parental bonds and 
depression, or is this re lationship better ac counted for by general 
psychological d istress?  Based  on researc h showing  c onnec tions 
between the PBI and  d iverse d isorders, it is expec ted  tha t the 
rela tionship  between PBI scores and  depression w ill no longer be 
significant when genera l d istress is c ontrolled  for. 

Are c ultural values as measured  by the CBBAP assoc iated with 
parental bonds?  Past researc h does not exp lore this top ic  so no 
d irec tiona l hypotheses c an be genera ted . 

Is there an interac tion between parenta l bonds and cultural 
values in predic ting depression and psychological d istress?  Past 
researc h does not exp lore this top ic  so no d irec tional hypotheses 
can be genera ted .
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Methods

Partic ipants:  246 self-identified  Chinese-Americ an ad ults, a ges 18-87 (mea n 
35.9).  Most live  in the Bay Area o f Ca lifornia .  

Proc edures: Partic ip ants were  a sked  to c omplete a  la rge ba tte ry of 
questionna ires and return them to the  researc her who c ontac ted  them. 

Measures: 

Demogra phic  Information 
Parenta l Bond ing  Instrument (PBI, Parker, Tup ling  & Brown, 1979) 
Cultura l Beliefs and  Behaviors Ada pta tion Profile  (CBBAP, Shiang & 
Bogum ill, 2001) 
Ind ependenc e/ Inte rd epend enc e 
Disc repa nc ies between beliefs and behaviors 
Depression:  Self-report histo ry of dep ression, the Bec k Depression 
Inventory(BDI, Bec k, Rush & Shaw, 1979), and the  Chinese Depression 
Inventory (CDI, Zheng & Lin, 1991)
Genera l Psyc holog ic a l Distress  from the  SCL-90-R (Derogatis, 1992)

�



Results: 
Characteristics of the sample

Demographic s:

61.4% women 

44.7% married , 36.2% w ith c hild ren 

Highly educ ated , with 85% ha ving  a t least a  c o llege educ a tion 

Roughly average inc ome fo r the Bay Area 

59.8% first genera tion immigrants born p rimarily in China , Ta iwa n, and 
Hong Kong

Cultura l Beliefs and Behaviors:

Most Indep end ent in the soc ia l d omain, least in fa mily d omain 

Most d isc repa nc ies seen in soc ia l domain, least in family and  work 
domain 

Fa mily d omain: Beliefs more Interdep endent than Beha vio rs 

Soc ia l domain: Beliefs more  Independ ent than Behaviors
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Results: 
Characteristics of the sample

Parental Bonds:

 This sample  reports more Care and  more Overprotec tion than the  
norma tive sample 

Age and  number of c hild ren c orrela ted  w ith Ca re from both parents, and 
materna l Overprotec tion.  Old er partic ipants rep orted  more Care  a nd 
less Overprotec tion.

Depression and Distress:

12-17% of the sample reported  d epression sc ores or d istress sc ores ab ove 
mild  c linic a l c uto ff (BDI, CDI, SCL-90-R)

53% reported  a  history of sub-c linic a l dep ression on a  sing le  item

Depression and d istress were assoc ia ted  primarily with soc io-ec onom ic  
variab les.   

For immig rants, more yea rs in the US was assoc ia ted  w ith lower 
depression.
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Results – Question 1:
Is there a direct relationship between parental bonds and depression, or is 
this relationship better accounted for by general psychological distress?

 Overa ll, Genera l Distress showed  the weakest c orrela tion with the PBI, 
rang ing  from .096 to  .128 

PBI variab les exp la ined be tween 2.5% a nd 5.5% o f varianc e in depression 
sc ores when genera l d istress was c ontro lled

Partia l Correla tions be tween PBI and  dep ression: 

Care Overp rotec tion 

Mother Father Mother Father 

BDI -.208** -.168* .258*** .177*** 

CDI -.163* -.125 .157* .035 

Hx Dep. -.159* -.067 .205** .150* 

* p  < .05 ** p  < .01 *** p  < .001
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Results – Question 2:
Are cultural values as measured by the CBBAP  

associated with parental bonds?

Main c omparisons:

Overa ll, low  Care fo r b oth pa rents was assoc ia ted  w ith higher independ enc e 

This wa s p artic ula rly true  in the Family domain, with c orre la tions rang ing  from 
-.412 to -.454 

High materna l overprotec tion wa s weakly a ssoc ia ted  with independ ent 
beliefs in the fa mily d oma in (.202) 

Disc repa nc ies showed few  c orrela tions w ith PBI variab les.

Patterns:

In genera l, pa rtic ip ants fell into 3 groups 

Those rep orting  High Care  from  b oth pa rents were most interdep endent 

Those rep orting  High Care  from  one p arent were in the midd le  

Those rep orting  Low Care from both p arents were the most ind ependent 

The influenc e of mother's O-P was washed  out by stronger influenc e of Ca re
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Results – Question 3:
Is there an interaction between parental bonds and cultural values in 

predicting depression and psychological distress?

Main effec ts:

Low Care and  high Overpro tec tion were  assoc ia ted  with more depressive 
symp toms. 

There were no main e ffec ts of c ulture or d isc rep anc ies in rela tion to 
dep ression.

Interac tions:

Both parents showed a  Ca re X Independ enc e interac tion.  Low Care was 
only assoc ia ted  with d ep ression for pa rtic ip ants who were Interdepend ent. 

Bo th parents showed an Overpro tec tion X Positive  d isc repanc ies 
interac tion.  High Overp rotec tion was only a ssoc ia ted  with d epression for 
partic ipants with few  d isc repanc ies b etween be liefs a nd behavio rs 

Fa thers showed a  Care  X Overprotec tion X Positive  Disc repanc ies 
interac tion.  All pa rtic ip ants reporting  Low Care  reported  more  d epressive  
symp toms, and  d id  NOT show the OP X PD intera c tions ab ove
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