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IV. Attachment and
adaptation in adolescence

Introduction and research questions

Various studies in the domain of develop-
mental psychopathology have shown that
good parent-child relationships, self-effi-
cacy and effective coping-strategies func-
tion as protective factors. These factors
however are often presented in a separate
and isolated manner. Protective factors
have quite often not been integrated into a
developmental perspective. Attachment
theory provides an integrative framework
for an understanding how these protective
factors are developmentally interrelated.
It proposes the development of mentally
healthy and resilient persons on the basis
of attachment-related experiences and
attachment organization (Bowlby, 1988;
Sroufe, 1989).

In this study attachment and adapta-
tion in adolescence is investigated. In
three, connected, psychological domains
the following research questions will be
answered:

Attachment and coping in adolescence:

1. Is the quality of attachment representa-
tion related to coping styles? 2. Does
quality of attachment in infancy to mother
or father predict the adolescents’ coping
styles?
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3. Does mothers’ or fathers’ attachment
representation predict the adolescents’
coping styles?

Attachment and personality functioning in
adolescence:

4. Does adolescents’ attachment represen-
tation correlate with self- and other rating
of ego-resiliency, helplessness and self-
concept?

5. Does mothers’ or fathers’ attachment
representation predict the adolescents’
ego-resiliency, helplessness and self-con-
cept?

Attachment and social competence:

6. Does adolescents’ attachment represen-
tation correlate with social competence?

Method

Subjects

In 1992/93 44 adolescents (22 girls, 22
boys) of the original 49 infants (90%) of
the Bielefeld Longitudinal Study were
visited at home. The visits took place
around the 16th birthday.

Measures
Infancy.

Infants were seen in the Strange Situa-
tion (Ainsworth, Blehar, Water & Wall,
1978) with mother at the age of 12
months and with father at the age of 18
months (Grossmann, Grossmann, Huber
& Wartner, 1981; Grossmann,
Grossmann, Spangler, Suess & Unzner,
1985).

Parents, when children were 6 years old.

Adult Attachment Interviews (George,
Kaplan & Main, 1985) were administered
to both parents and rated by means of the
Regensburg method for analyzing the
AAI (Fremmer-Bombik, 1987;



Grossman, Fremmer-Bombik, Rudolph &
Grossman, 1988).

16 years.

Adult Attachment Interview. Adoles-
cents were interviewed with the Adult
Attachment Interview (AAI) (George,
Kaplan & Main, 1985). The interviews
were rated by means of the Attachment
Q-Sort (Kobak, 1993). The method re-
sults in a continuous score for secure,
dismissing, preoccupied and deactivation
versus hyperactivation.

California Adult Q-Sort (CAQ). The
adolescents rated themselves by means of
the CAQ (Block, 1978; Block, 1989).
Additional ratings by one best friend,
their parents and two interviewers (after
the home visit) were composited to
‘others’-rating’ score.

Scores for Ego-Resiliency were de-
rived from the correlation of individual
Q-Sorts with a prototypic Q-Sort (Block
& Block, 1987). Mega-items were com-
posed for Helplessness (see Elder &
Clipp, 1989) by averaging the following
items: feels victimized, lacks personal
meaning, reluctant to act, withdraws
when frustrated, and assertive (reflected)
(Self-rating: o =.63; Other-rating:

a =.80). Mega-items for Self-concept
were composed by averaging: feels satis-
fied with self, concerned with own ade-
quacy (reflected), intelligent, productive,
regards self as physical attractive, others
perceive me as physical attractive, feels
liked and accepted by others, others see
me as interesting person, able to be
charming, have social poise and presence
(o =.82).

Coping-Questionnaire. The Coping-
Questionnaire by Seiffge-Krenke (1989)
has been developed in Germany and used
also in cross-cultural studies (Shulman,
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Seiffge-Krenke & Samet, 1987; Seiffge-
Krenke, 1990). Subjects are asked to
mark the employment of any of 20 coping
strategies in 8 different age-salient do-
mains. The questionnaire provides three
main scales:
(1) Active Coping using Social Resources
like “I discuss the problem with friends or
parents”; (2) Avoiding/Withdrawal like “I
retreat because I think I cannot change
the situation” or “I won’t show my feel-
ings and act as if everything would be
0.k.”; (3) Internal Coping which has been
split for analysis into: a) Mental Coping
like “I analyze the problem and think of
various possible solutions” and b) Emo-
tional Appeasement like “I think by my-
self, that there always will be problems”.
Friendship-Interview. In a second
separate interview, adolescents were
asked about their friendships and peer-
relations. Interviews were transcribed and
rated on the following scales (Merkl,
1995):
(1) Peer-Integration, (2) Integration in
School; (3) Friendship-Quality, (4)
Friendship-Concept, (5) Cross-Sexual
relationships, (6) Quality of Romantic
Relationships, (7) Hostility, (8) Conflict-
Resolution and (9) Social Anxiety. An
overall mean score for all 9 scales pro-
vided a score for Social Competence.

Results
Attachment and coping in adolescence

All adolescents report more active coping
using social resources than avoiding/
withdrawal or the internal coping strate-
gies, mental coping or emotional appease-
ment. Adolescents with a secure attach-
ment representation however show more



active coping using their social resources
(p<.05, one-tailed) and less Avoiding/
Withdrawal strategies (p<.05) compared
to their insecure counterparts. There were
no significant differences in the use of
mental coping or emotional appeasement.
Figure 1 summarizes the results. There
were no significant differences in re-
ported coping strategies between adoles-
cents with a secure or an insecure

Emotional Appecasment

Mental Coping

attachment quality to mother in infancy.
However, adolescents with an insecure
attachment quality to father at 18 months
report more Avoidant/Withdrawal coping
strategies (p<.05) and less active coping
via social resources (p<.05) than adoles-
cents with a secure attachment quality to
father. There were no significant differ-
ences regarding the other scales (see Fig-
ure 2).
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Fig.1. Adolescents’ attachment representation and reported coping strategies.
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Fig.2. Attachment quality to father in infancy and adolescents’ coping strategies.
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There were no significant differences in
reported coping strategies in relation to
quality of mothers’ attachment
representation.

Adolescents whose fathers showed a
secure attachment representation assessed
10 years before, when children were 6
years old report less Avoidant/With-
drawl Coping strategies (p<.05) (i.e., “I
retreat because I think I cannot change
the situation”; “I won’t show my feelings
and act as if everything would be 0.k.”)
and more Mental Coping (p<.01) (i.e.,
thinking of possible solutions; finding
compromises). There were no significant
differences regarding the other scales.

Attachment and personality functioning in
adolescence

Scores for the attachment representation

dimensions correlate significantly with
personality functioning measures derived
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Fig.3. Fathers’ attachment representation and adolescents’ coping strategies.
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from Block’s California Adult Q-Sort
(Table 1).

Adolescents with a secure attachment
representation show more ego-resiliency,
a lower level of helplessness and a more
positive self-concept. A dismissing at-
tachment representation is associated with
a lower level of ego-resiliency, a less pos-
itive self-concept and a higher level of
helplessness. A preoccupied attachment
representation correlates negatively with
ego-resiliency and self-concept. For ego-
resiliency associations to others’ rating
are even stronger than for self-rating,
whereas for level of helplessness only
self-rating yields statistical significance.
When the children were six years old at-
tachment representation of both parents
was assessed by means of the AAI. There
were no significant differences in any of
the measures regarding fathers’ attach-
ment representation.



Table 1. Correlations between adolescents’ attachment dimensions and scores for ego-resiliency, helplessness

and self-concept.

Attachment- Ego-resiliency (Block-Q-Sort) Helplessness (Block-Q-Sort) Self-Concept
Q-Sort (Block-Q-Sort)
dimensions Self-rating Other-Rating | Self-Rating Other-rating Self-Rating
Secure 27* 36** -31* -.18 30*
Dismissing =22+ -35%» 34* .14 =27
Preoccupied =:25% = 35H* -.02 .06 -.20+
Deactivation vs.
Hyperactivation -12 -23+ A1** A3 =21+

p one-tailed; + p<.10; * p<.05; ** p<.01

Differences in mean for the measures of
level of personality functioning are
shown in Figure 4 for secure and insecure
attachment groups. Adolescents whose
mothers

showed a secure attachment representa-
tion when they were six years old rated
themselves as more ego-resilient (p<.05),
less helpless (p<.05; one-tailed) and as
more positive in self-concept (p<.01).

0,7

0,6

mean

Ego-Resiliency

[:l Insecure (Y1)
* p<.05; ** p<.01; p one-tailed

Helplessness Self-Concept

. Secure (Y2)

Fig.4. Mothers’ attachment representations and means of adolescents’ self-rating scores of ego-resiliency,

helplessness and self-concept.
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Attachment and social competence in ad-
olescence

A secure attachment representation in
adolescence is positively associated with
social competence as assessed in an inter-
view (Table 2). Correlations for dismiss-
ing attachment representations were
higher than for preoccupied attachment
representations. Adolescents with a se-
cure attachment representation were rated
higher on integration in peer groups (i.e.,
more friends and more acceptance in
peer-group), showed more self-disclosure
and emotional support in close friend-
ships, a higher level of friendship-con-
cept, and a more partner-oriented
conflict-resolution.

Table 2. Adolescents’ attachment dimensions and
social competence.

Attachment-Q-Sort Social Competence
Dimensions Interview-Rating
(Composite score)
Secure .60%**
Dismissing -6 ***
Preoccupied -.34*
Deactivation vs.
Hyperactivation =53 %>

* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

Discussion

The results confirm the role of attachment
experiences in the development of a resil-
ient personality and show different influ-
ences of both parents on their adolescent
children.

The current mental attachment organi-
zation assessed by means of the Adult At-
tachment Interview is associated with a
variety of attributes, which reflect flex-
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ibility and an optimistic attitude towards
encountering challenging situations or
problems. This can be seen in the associa-
tion between an insecure attachment rep-
resentation and lower scores for ego-re-
siliency. Ego-resiliency is the ability to
modulate one’s impulses and feelings in a
way that is appropriate to problem-solv-
ing or social situations. Adolescents with
an insecure attachment representation are
less able to regulate their emotions in an
appropriate way. This has been shown
already in other studies (Kobak & Sceery,
1988; Zimmermann, Gliwitzky & Backer,
1992), showing that Q-sort-ratings done
by others correlate even higher with ado-
lescents’ attachment representation than
self-ratings.

This emotional organization is paral-
leled by a cognitive organization. Persons
with a dismissing attachment representa-
tion perceive themselves as more helpless
(i.e., easily victimized, lack of personal
meaning) and with a less positive self-
concept. Persons with a preoccupied at-
tachment representation, rate themselves
lower in positive self-concept.

There were also differences on the
reported behavior strategies. Adolescents
with an insecure attachment representa-
tion reported more avoidant coping strate-
gies in problem solving, and less active
coping strategies in terms of using the
help of one’s social network. This con-
firms results of a previous study (Zim-
mermann et al., 1992). Adolescents with
a secure attachment representation were
indeed able to find support in their social
network, as they showed more supportive
friendships and peer relationships.

A secure working model of attachment
appears to allow a person to integrate
positive as well as negative emotions,
which serve as realistic appraisals of a



number of relevant situations. Ego-resil-
iency, a low level of helplessness, an ef-
fective pattern of coping strategies, and a
positive self-concept are reflections of the
basic emotional, cognitive and behavioral
organization of persons with secure work-
ing models. Thus the organizational qual-
ity of attachment theory can explain why
and how individual attachment organiza-
tion can act as a protective factor in de-
velopment.

The relationship to both parents
showed differential influences on adoles-
cents. Adolescents with a secure attach-
ment quality to father at 18 months re-
ported more active coping using social
resources and less avoiding coping strate-
gies. The influence of a secure attachment
representation of father was shown also
in the use of less avoiding and more men-
tal coping strategies (i.e., thinking of sev-
eral possible solutions or trying to find
compromises). A secure attachment rep-
resentation of mother in contrast was as-
sociated with higher ego-resiliency, less
helplessness and a more positive self-con-
cept. Fathers seem to influence the use of
concrete coping strategies, both on the
behavioral level as well as on the mental
level, whereas mothers, seem to influence
more general patterns of emotional regu-
lation, optimism, and overall acceptance
of one’s self as a person. The results con-
firm Bowlby’s concept of the important
influence of the experiences with both
parents on the development of personal-
ity.“A young child’s experience of an
encouraging, supportive and co-operative
mother, and a little later father, gives him
a sense of worth, a belief in the helpful-
ness of others, and a favorable model on
which to build future relationships. Fur-
thermore, by enabling him to explore his
environment with confidence and to deal
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with it effectively, such experiences also
promote his sense of competence”
(Bowlby, 1982, p.378).

Flexible and resilient responses to
challenging situations and confidence in
oneself and in others, which develops
through supportive experiences with the
attachment figures enable a person to
effectively cope with demands. The data
provide evidence for an integration of
attachment-related experiences and repre-
sentations into personality development.
Describing developmental pathways of
adaption or maladaptation can be done by
comparing risk factors and protective fac-
tors at different ages separately (Werner,
1989), or by looking at mediating factors
and chain reactions (Rutter, 1990). A de-
velopmental approach (see Sroufe, 1989)
however has the opportunity of describ-
ing how current resilient personality fea-
tures in adolescence can be influenced by
current or former family experiences.
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