Submission: 2017/11/10, Peer review: 2017/11/20, Accepted: 2017/11/25, Published: 2017/12/30

2017 2(4) 27-33

International journal of crisis & safety

Publication state: Japan
ISSN: 2189-7603
Publisher: J-INSTITUTE
Website: http://www.j-institute.jp

Attachment SECURITY and Behavioral
Problems of Middle Childhood Boys in
Republic of KOREA

Corresponding author
E-mail: applej77@hanmail.net

Kang Su-jeong1

Peer reviewer
E-mail: editor@j-institute.jp

Choi Eun-jung2*

http://dx.doi.org/10.22471/crisis.201
7.2.4.27

Yi Soon-hyung3

Seoul National University, Seoul, Republic of Korea
Seoul National University, Seoul, Republic of Korea
Seoul National University, Seoul, Republic of Korea

ⓒ 2017 J-INSTITUTE

Abstract
This study examined the relationship between attachment security and clinical behavioral problems in a sample of 155 middle childhood boys in Republic of Korea. We tested the following hypotheses: 1) attachment security is associated with internalizing problems in middle childhood boys and 2) attachment security is associated
with externalizing problems in middle childhood boys. Semi-structured interview (Separation Anxiety Test) was
applied to identify the attachment security, and K-CBCL was used to measure behavioral problems. Frequency
analysis and chi-square test were conducted to identify clinically risky groups in behavioral problems and to investigate the association with attachment security.
The results of this study indicated that boys with insecure attachment type were more identified as a semiclinical/clinical group in internalizing problems, but not in externalizing problems. These results were consistent
with some previous studies which reported the relationship between attachment security and internalizing problems, but in contrast to other studies which suggested the association between attachment security and externalizing problems. Future studies are needed to further clarify the relationship between attachment security and
externalizing problems of middle childhood boys in Republic of Korea. This study has following implications. First,
we evaluated attachment security in middle childhood boys applying semi-structured attachment interview rather than self-report questionnaires to access the complexity and verbal and non-verbal expressions of attachment representations. Also, this study showed the relationship between attachment security and internalizing/externalizing problems in middle childhood boys who have been less investigated in previous studies. Finally,
this study suggested that insecure attachment in middle childhood boys has clinical implication in internalizing
problems.
[Keywords] Attachment Security, Behavioral Problems, Middle Childhood, Boys, Republic of Korea

1. Introduction
Attachment refers to an emotional bond
between a child and his/her caregiver[1].
The quality of attachment depends on the
caregiver’s availability and responsiveness to
the child’s needs. If parents are responsive
and provide the child with support and comfort during distressing situation, the child can
construct a secure base, which enables the
child to trust adults and develop confidence
in exploring the environment with positive
representations of self and others. On the

other hand, parents who are dismissive or inconsistent of children’s emotional reactions
foster insecure attachment styles, resulting in
the child’s negative representations of self
and others[2]. To this date, studies have consistently reported that secure attachment
provides a healthy foundation for development, whereas insecure attachment is likely
to be associated with difficulties in personality development and clinical symptoms such
as internalizing and externalizing problems.
The evidence suggests that children who have
formed secure attachment to their caregivers
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are less likely to experience clinical symptoms.
Some studies found that secure attachment is
linked to lower level of internalizing problems[3][4][5] and externalizing problems[6][7]. However, there is still a discrepancy between findings of the relationship between attachment security and behavioral
problems[8]. This is partly attributable to different methods to assess attachment security
and behavioral problems across studies. Especially, middle childhood has been largely
ignored by attachment research even though
middle childhood is an important period of
development in that attachment is influenced
by broader developmental context and provides the foundation of behavioral problems
emerging in adolescence.
Previous studies have usually measured attachment security in middle childhood using
self-report questionnaires. For example, one
study measured attachment security with
questionnaires reflecting children’s perception of intimate relationships with their parents[9]. Other studies assessed attachment
security through questionnaires composed of
three subcategories; trust, communication,
and alienation[10][11][12]. The attachment
development in middle childhood, however,
is identified as significant changes of attachment behavior and attachment representations. During this period, the goal of attachment system changes from proximity to the
availability of attachment figure[13]. Children
develop cognitive models of their relationship with attachment figure, thus the assessment of representations needs to focus on an
individual’s generalized and internalized
model of attachment relationships. However,
in spite of these changes, attachment figure continues to function both as safe havens
in time of distress as well as secure bases that
support a child’s exploration[14][15].
The purpose of this study was to clarify the
relationship between attachment security
and behavioral problems in Korean middle
childhood boys. We applied a semi-structured interview method to measure the complexity of children’s attachment representations reflected in verbal and non-verbal expressions of attachment representations. We

used projective pictures, which activated children’s attachment system, to approach conscious and unconscious emotions and
thoughts reflecting attachment security during the interview.
We also aimed to identify semi-clinical/clinical groups in internalizing and externalizing problems and to investigate if insecure attachment type in middle childhood is
more likely to have risks for psychopathology.
We tested the following hypotheses: 1) attachment security is associated with internalizing problems and 2) attachment security is
associated with externalizing problems.

2. Methods
2.1. Participants
Participants were recruited from Seoul and
Gyeonggi Province of Korea. We sent letters
to elementary schools inviting boys to participate in this study. Two hundreds and eight
boys in the third and fourth grade and their
parents were participated. One hundred and
fifty-five cases were finally selected for the
analysis, except for 22 cases that did not respond to the CBCL and 31 cases that were not
properly classified through Attachment Security Test. All of participants were confirmed
to have no experience of separation from
their mother due to divorce or bereavement.
Boys’ ages were ranged from 100 to 130
months, with an average age of 114.81
months(SD = 7.79).
Based on the attachment interviews, the
subjects were divided into secure attachment
type and insecure attachment type. We explored the demographic differences in each
attachment type, and confirmed that there
were no group difference in parents’ education levels and social economic status reported by mothers.
The data used in this study belongs to the
research project ‘Neural plasticity of empathetic networks in insecurely attached children: The effects of brain-based intervention
programs for children and parents’ supported
by National Research Foundation of Korea in
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2014. This research project was initially designed to investigate the neural correlates of
attachment security in middle childhood boys.
For this reason, the research subjects were
limited to all boys.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Attachment security
The modified version[16] of Separation
Anxiety Test(SAT)[17][18] was used to evaluate attachment security in middle childhood
boys. The SAT, a semi-structured interviewing
system, was designed to activate children’s
attachment system through six pictures depicting separation situations from parents
and to access their emotions and thoughts related to attachment figure and their relationships.
Boys were visited at home by a trained interviewer and interviewed in a quiet space.
Interview process was recorded with the consent of the child and the mother in advance.
Recordings in terms of verbal and non-verbal
expressions such as intonations or pauses
were transferred and coded, and used for
analysis. The facial expressions and behaviors
of the child during interview were also coded
based on the interviewer’s notes to reflect
non-verbal expressions.
The content of interview and the notes recorded by researchers were analyzed according to the coding guideline[19]. Coding system concludes following nine scales; 1)emotional openness and vulnerability, 2)solution,
3)coherence of transcript, 4)anxiety, 5)dismissing/devaluing of attachment, 6)resistance/withholding, 7)displacement of feelings, 8)self-blame, and 9)preoccupied anger.
Participants were divided into secure attachment type or insecure attachment type based
on the score in each scale.

2.2.2. Behavioral problems
The Korean version of the Child Behavioral
Check List(K-CBCL)[20] was used to measure
behavioral problems. In this study, items for
internalizing problems and externalizing
problems were selectively used. Internalizing
problems consist of anxiety/depression, withdrawn/depression, and somatic complaints.

Externalizing problems consist of delinquent
behavior and aggressive behavior.
For the purpose of this study, participants
were divided into non-clinical group and
semi-clinical/clinical group in internalizing
and externalizing problems. We considered Tscores of 60 and above as ‘semi-clinical/clinical group’, and the rest as ‘non-clinical group’
based on the guideline[20].

2.3. Statistical analysis
Statistical analyses were performed using
IBM SPSS Statistics 20. Frequency analysis
and chi-square test were used to analyze the
difference in behavior problems according to
attachment security.

3. Results
3.1. Attachment security and internalizing
problems in middle childhood boys
As shown in <Table 1>, attachment security was significantly associated with clinical
status on internalizing problems(χ² = 6.00, df
= 1, p < .05). In case of secure attachment
type, there were 77 boys(85.6%) in non-clinical group and 13 boys(14.4%) in semi-clinical/clinical group. In insecure attachment
type, 45 boys(69.2%) were in non-clinical
group and 20 boys(30.8%) were in semi-clinical/clinical group. These results show that
boys of insecure attachment type are more
likely to be classified as semi-clinical/clinical
group than boys of secure attachment type.
Chi-square test was conducted for each
subcategory of internalizing problems; anxiety/depression, withdrawn/depression, and
somatic symptoms. There was no significant
group difference on clinical status according
to attachment security.

3.2. Attachment security and externalizing
problems in middle childhood boys
As shown in <Table 2>, attachment security tended to be associated with clinical status on externalizing problems that 16 boys
out of 90(17.8%) were assigned to semi-clinical/clinical group in secure attachment type
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while 14 boys out of 65(21.5%) in insecure attachment type, but the group difference was
not significant.

Chi-square test was conducted for each
subcategory of externalizing problems; delinquent behavior and aggressive behavior.
There was no significant group difference on
clinical status according to attachment security type.

Table 1. Attachment security and internalizing problems in middle chlidhood boys.

Non-clinical
Secure
attachment

Insecure
attachment

Total

Internalizing problems
Semi-clinical/ clinical

Total

Observed frequency

77

13

90

Expected frequency

68.5

21.5

90.0

%

85.6

14.4

100.0

Observed frequency

45

20

65

Expected frequency

49.5

15.5

65.0

%

69.2

30.8

100.0

Observed frequency

122

33

155

Expected frequency

122.0

33.0

155.0

%

58.1

41.9

100.0

χ²

6.00*

Note: N = 155
*P < .05.

Table 2. Attachment security and externalizng problems in middle chlidhood boys.

Non-clinical
Secure
attachment

Insecure
attachment

Total

Externalizing problems
Semi-clinical/ clinical
16

Total

Observed frequency

74

Expected frequency

72.6

17.4

90.0

%

82.2

17.8

100.0

Observed frequency

51

14

65

Expected frequency

52.4

12.6

65.0

χ²

90

%

78.5

21.5

100.0

Observed frequency

125

30

155

Expected frequency

125.0

30.0

155.0

%

80.6

19.4

100.0

0.34

Note: N = 155

4. Discussion

The object of this study was to investigate
whether insecure attachment in middle childhood boys is associated with clinical status on
internalizing and externalizing problems. The
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results indicated that attachment security is
related to clinical status on internalizing
problems in middle childhood boys. This result is consistent with previous studies reporting the association between attachment
security and internalizing problems[9], depression[12], or emotional problems[11]. Establishing a secure relationship with responsive caregivers and sharing emotional experience with them support children’s emotional
regulation and communication skills. These
abilities help children to control their own
emotions and to cope with negative emotions[21][22]. Thus, boys with high attachment security are less likely to experience internalizing problems.
We found that boys of insecure attachment
type are more likely to be identified semiclinical/clinical group in externalizing problems, but the group difference was not significant in this study. Previous studies about the
relationship between attachment security
and externalizing problems have reported inconsistent findings. For example, one study[8]
showed the relationship between attachment
security and aggressive behavior was not significant. On the other hand, other studies reported that attachment security and externalizing
problems
were
related[9][10][11][23]. One reason for inconsistent findings is that there exist various mediating factors between attachment security
ad externalizing problems such as maternal
depression, psychopathology[24] or personal
traits[8]. Therefore, the future studies are
needed to clarify the effect of attachment security on externalizing problems.
This study has several limitations. First, the
result from this study is not representative
for the entire middle childhood as only boys
were included. Future studies including girls
are required, given that gender difference
have been reported in behavior problems.
Also, since the data was based on cross-sectional information, there is a limit to clearly
describing the casual effect of attachment security on the clinical status in behavioral
problems. Therefore, additional longitudinal
studies are needed.

Despite these limitations, this study has
significant implications. We measured attachment security in middle childhood boys using
semi-structured interview method rather
than self-report questionnaires to access the
complexity of attachment representations
and verbal and non-verbal expressions of attachment representations. Also, this study
showed the relationship between attachment
security and clinical status on internalizing
and externalizing problems in middle childhood boys who were less examined in previous studies. Finally, this study suggests that
insecure attachment type in middle childhood is a more influential risk factor for internalizing problems compared to externalizing
problems.
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