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Abstract 

This meta-analytic study examined the associations between child-father attachment in 

early childhood and children’s externalizing and internalizing behavior problems. Based on 15 

samples (N = 1,304 dyads), the association between child-father attachment insecurity and 

externalizing behaviors was significant and moderate in magnitude (r = .18, 95% CI: .10, .27 or 

d = 0.37, 95% CI: 0.20, 0.55). No moderators of this association were identified. Based on 12 

samples (N = 1,073), the association between child-father attachment insecurity and internalizing 

behaviors was also significant, albeit smaller in magnitude (r = .09, 95% CI: .02, .15; or d = 

0.17, 95% CI: 0.03, 0.31). Between-study heterogeneity was insufficient to consider moderators. 

When compared to the effect sizes of prior meta-analyses on child-mother attachment and 

behavior problems, the quality of the attachment relationship with fathers yields similar 

magnitude of associations to children’s externalizing and internalizing behaviors. Results support 

the need to consider the role of the attachment network, which notably includes attachment 

relationships to both fathers and mothers, to understand how attachment relationships contribute 

to child development. 

Keywords: child-father attachment, externalizing behaviors, internalizing behaviors, 

meta-analysis 
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Child-Father Attachment in Early Childhood and Behavior Problems: A Meta-Analysis 

Attachment theory proposes a framework to understand how relationships with caregivers 

in early childhood shape lifelong development (Bowlby, 1969/1982). A mature body of research 

shows that children’s secure attachment relationships with the parent (hereafter referred to as 

child-parent attachment) promotes adaptation across diverse developmental outcomes, and that 

insecure attachment relationships are risk factors in the development of maladaptation (e.g., 

Cassidy & Shaver, 2016; Groh et al., 2017; O’Connor et al., 2011; Sroufe et al., 2010; van 

IJzendoorn et al., 1999). Much of this work has centered on child-mother attachment, as 

exemplified by a series of quantitative reviews. The meta-analyses have shown that child-mother 

attachment insecurity assessed in the early life course is associated with children’s externalizing 

(Fearon et al., 2010) and internalizing (Groh et al., 2012; Madigan et al., 2013) behavior 

problems. Less is known, however, on how other attachment relationships within children’s 

attachment network may contribute to the development of behavior problems. For example, due 

to the scarcity of child-father studies, the meta-analyses published to date did not 

comprehensively examine the role of child-father attachment on children’s behavior problems. 

Fortunately, research on child-father attachment insecurity and children’s behavioral problems 

has rapidly expanded over the last decade (e.g., Brown & Aytuglu, 2020; Schoppe-Sullivan & 

Fagan, 2020), thereby allowing for a meta-analytic synthesis of this body of research, which is 

the goal of the current study. Specifically, we (a) examine whether child-father attachment is 

associated with children’s externalizing and internalizing behaviors at a meta-analytical level, 

and (b) compare the magnitude of the derived meta-analytic associations with previous meta-

analyses of child-mother attachment and behavior problems (Fearon et al., 2010; Groh et al, 

2012; Madigan et al., 2013).  
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Theoretical Considerations on the Link between Caregiver-Child Attachment and 

Behavior Problems 

Attachment theory posits that experiences with caregivers in early childhood can shape 

the nature of children’s attachment relationships (Ainsworth et al., 1978). For example, children 

who experience sensitive caregiving—defined as prompt, contingent, and appropriate responses 

to the child’s needs and signals—are expected to form a secure attachment relationship to their 

caregiver. In contrast, children who experience insensitive caregiving, which may include 

delayed, inconsistent, inadequate, or absent responses to the child’s needs, are at a higher risk of 

developing an insecure attachment relationship to their caregiver than children who experience 

sensitive caregiving (De Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997). These early attachment relationships 

are theorized to result in different developmental trajectories with respect to social and emotional 

development, including risk for psychopathology (e.g., DeKlyen & Greenberg, 2016; Groh et al., 

2017).  

Attachment research typically distinguishes between four patterns of child attachment, 

one being secure, and three being insecure, referred to as avoidant, resistant, and disorganized. 

Attachment behavioral patterns are distinguished during experimental paradigms such as the 

Strange Situation Procedure (Ainsworth et al., 1978), during which the child is successively 

separated and reunited with their caregiver. Children classified as having a secure attachment are 

comforted by the caregiver, signal their distress directly and openly, and readily explore their 

environments within the proximity of the caregiver. Children whose attachment with their 

caregiver is classified as insecure-avoidant show little distress related to separation from the 

caregiver, tend to ignore the caregiver in times of challenge, and explore their environment 

without reference to the caregiver. Children classified as having insecure-resistant attachment 
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with their caregiver are often distressed upon separation from the caregiver and show difficulty 

settling down upon their return and/or resuming exploration (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Lastly, 

when under stress in the Strange Situation Procedure, children with insecure-disorganized 

attachment with their caregiver exhibit a breakdown in an organized attachment strategy, 

indicated by highly conflicted, disoriented, or fearful behavior (Main & Hesse, 1990). Insecure 

attachment patterns (i.e., avoidant, resistant, and disorganized) are commonly grouped and 

compared against children with secure parent-child attachment. 

Secure and insecure attachment relationships are expected to have lasting significance for 

children’s developmental adjustment, including in regard to psychopathology (Bowlby, 

1969/1982). Within the context of a secure attachment relationship, children can purportedly 

learn a wealth of social and emotional skills that foster positive adaptation. For example, it is 

hypothesized that children with secure attachments are more likely to learn to freely express and 

discuss their emotions with the support and acceptance of their caregiver, which forms the basis 

of their adaptive emotion regulation skills (Fearon & Belsky, 2004; Thompson, 2016). Children 

with secure attachments are thus better equipped to cope with stressful situations in their 

environment and are less likely to develop maladaptive or dysregulating behaviors.  

In contrast to secure attachment, children with an insecure attachment may not have been 

able to learn adaptive emotion regulation skills in the context of their attachment relationship, 

which increases their risk of developing maladaptive behaviors. For example, if their caregiver is 

rejecting or unresponsive, a child may develop expectations of others as unresponsive and 

rejecting and thereby treat others in an antagonistic matter (Cassidy & Kobak, 1988; Sroufe, 

1983). Children with an insecure attachment may also be preoccupied with the caregiver at the 

expense of exploration, which may create a sense of dependency, social isolation, and regressed 
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or immature behaviors (Moss et al., 1996). Without appropriate scaffolding from the parents, 

children with insecure attachments may not learn key emotion regulation skills that support their 

social relationships beyond the dyad. 

Empirical Research on Child-Caregiver Attachment and Behavior Problems 

Children’s behavior problems are often classified along two broadband dimensions: 

externalizing or internalizing behaviors (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000). Externalizing behaviors 

are problematic behaviors that are directed outwardly, such as aggression, delinquency, and 

hyperactivity. Internalizing behaviors include problematic behaviors that are directed inward, 

such as depression, anxiety, somatic complaints, social isolation, and withdrawal (Liu, 2004). 

Considerable research effort in developmental and clinical science has been dedicated to 

uncovering the most potent factors that increase the risk of, and/or protect against, externalizing 

and internalizing behavior problems in children. Children’s attachment relationships to their 

caregiver are believed to be one such factor.  

A series of meta-analyses have confirmed an association between child-mother 

attachment insecurity and children’s behavior problems (Fearon et al., 2010; Groh et al., 2012; 

Madigan et al., 2013). The first meta-analysis addressed the association between child-mother 

attachment and externalizing behaviors across 69 studies representing a cumulative sample of 

5,947 children (Fearon et al., 2010). The meta-analysis revealed that insecure attachment was 

associated with higher levels of externalizing behaviors (r = .15 or d = 0.31). The latter two 

meta-analyses found small but statistically significant associations between insecure attachment 

and internalizing behaviors (Groh et al., 2012; Madigan et al., 2013). The effect sizes were 

noticeably smaller than those identified for externalizing behaviors and varied from r = .08 (d = 

0.15; k = 42, N = 4,614; Groh et al., 2012) to r = .18 (d = 0.37; k = 60, N = 5,236; the effect size 
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adjusted for publication bias was r = .10; d = 0.19; Madigan et al., 2013).1 Taken together, 

previous meta-analyses on child-mother attachment provide evidence in support of attachment 

theory’s central claim regarding the long-term repercussions of relationships in early childhood, 

as the magnitude of the associations did not decrease with age (Fearon et al., 2010; Groh et al., 

2012).  

Child-Father Attachment Relationships in the Attachment Network 

 An important limitation of the meta-analyses reviewed above, as noted explicitly by the 

authors, was the focus on child-mother attachment relationships due to the limited research on 

child-father dyads at the time. For decades, scholars have called for more studies considering the 

attachment network (e.g., Cowan, 1997; Cowan & Cowan, 2019; Dagan & Sagi-Schwartz, 

2018). The composition of such network may be quite diverse (with respect to the attachment 

figures involved and the number of such relationships), but one of the ways that research has 

progressed is by considering the role of child-father attachment. That is, the field of 

developmental psychology can gain significant insights into child development by examining the 

child’s relationship to both their mother and father (as well as other significant caregivers). 

Although research on child-parent attachment continues to primarily focus on children’s 

attachments to mothers, there is increasing research incorporating consideration the 

developmental significance of children’s attachments to fathers. The move to the study of the 

attachment network is driven by the notion that the child may develop unique attachment 

relationships with the mother and the father, and accordingly, each relationship may have its own 

 
1 Some methodological choices across the two studies (e.g., Groh et al. had a narrower definition of internalizing 

behaviors than Madigan et al.; if multiple articles used the same sample, Groh selected the first published, whereas 

Madigan selected the largest N) could explain the difference in magnitude of effect sizes across the meta-analyses. 

That said, the effect sizes converge when Madigan et al., adjusted for publication bias. 
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impact on child development. To advance understanding of the attachment network, concerted 

attention should be paid to the role of the child-father relationship within this network. 

Initial empirical research and quantitative reviews of attachment, and developmental 

science more broadly, have largely ignored the contributions of fathers and the quality of child-

father attachment relationships to children’s developmental trajectories (Brown & Aytuglu, 

2020; Cabrera et al., 2000, 2014, 2018; Cowan, 1997; Cowan & Cowan, 2019). Indeed, Cassano 

et al. (2006) observed that in child psychopathology research, 1% of studies exclusively included 

fathers in research protocols, compared to 54% that exclusively included mothers (Cassano et al., 

2006). The early focus on mothers in research may be explained by a reliance on a 20th century, 

mother-centric research model. Throughout much of the 20th century, mothers were the 

primary—and sometimes sole—caregiver involved in child rearing. Fathers were considered 

husbands and breadwinners, rather than actively involved caregivers (Lamb, 2014). This societal 

belief informed research hypotheses; as fathers’ parenting behaviors and the quality of child-

father relationships were not expected to have a direct impact on child development—they were 

consequently ignored, until recently.  

The increase in research on fathers over the last several decades coincides with important 

societal trends. For example, women’s increased participation in the workforce has transformed 

family roles and favored father involvement in child rearing in many Western countries 

(Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2019; Cabrera et al., 2000). This trend highlights how the 

mother-centric model no longer reflects the realities of most 21st century Western families, 

wherein both mothers and fathers may play an active role in child-rearing (Bakermans-

Kranenburg et al., 2019; Cabrera, 2018). In many families, fathers act as coparents (Cabrera et 

al., 2000; Pleck & Pleck, 1997) who participate in childcare and decision-making, and most 
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importantly for the formation of child-father attachment, spend considerable time with their child 

(e.g., a 3- to 6-fold increase in father involvement has been observed in a recent generation of 

fathers; Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2019). A number of ensuing theoretical models on 

fathering and child-father relationships (e.g., Cabrera et al., 2007, 2014; Pleck, 2010; Volling & 

Cabrera, 2019), along with pleas for the inclusion of fathers in attachment research (e.g., Cowan, 

1997; Cowan & Cowan, 2019; Fagan, 2019), have likely also contributed to burgeoning research 

on child-father attachment.  

The Contribution of Child-Mother and Child-Father Attachment to Children’s Behavioral 

Problems 

There is an ongoing debate regarding the relative contributions of child-mother and child-

father relationships (as well as maternal and paternal parenting behaviors) to children’s behavior 

problems, and to child development more broadly. There are three main views in this debate: (a) 

child-mother relationships are more important for all types of behavior problems, (b) child-father 

relationships are more important for specific types of behavior problems (i.e., externalizing 

behaviors), and (c) both relationships hold similar contributions for different types of behavior 

problems. On the one hand, it has been noted that developmental research has largely assumed 

that maternal behaviors and children’s relationship with their mothers are more important 

contributors to child development than paternal behaviors and children’s relationship with their 

fathers. This view partly stems from the long-held belief that fathers are secondary caregivers 

who spend little time with their children (see Cabrera et al., 2018). Accordingly, mothers who act 

as the primary caregivers and spend more time interacting with their child, would hold a greater 

influence on their children’s development. In support of this reasoning, much of the early work 

on attachment relationships and child outcomes failed to find an association between types of 
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child-father attachment and children’s behavior problems. For example, child-father attachment 

insecurity was not associated with maternal or paternal ratings of child externalizing and 

internalizing behaviors in a sample of 62 American children (Rothbaum et al., 1995); however, 

significant associations were observed for child-mother attachment and behavior problems. 

Lafrenière et al. (1992) documented a similar pattern of findings for internalizing problems in a 

sample of 83 Canadian children.  

On the other hand, some scholars have proposed and demonstrated that father 

involvement, child-father relationships, and fathering behaviors are more potent predictors of 

certain developmental outcomes (such as externalizing problems) than child-mother relationships 

and maternal behaviors. For example, Paquette’s (2004) activation theory proposes that fathers 

are more likely than mothers to excite and destabilize children, compete with children, and 

encourage children to take developmental risks (e.g., through physical and rough-and-tumble 

play). It is argued that in the context of insensitive interactions, fathers’ activating and 

destabilizing behaviors could undermine the development of emotion regulation and social 

competence in children. Given that externalizing problems take place in social situations through 

outward-directive negative behaviors, fathers’ behaviors and child-father relationships would be 

particularly relevant in the case of externalizing behaviors. Empirical research has supported the 

unique role of paternal behaviors and child-father relationships in predicting externalizing 

problems, and provided mixed findings when it comes to internalizing problems (Hennigar et al., 

2020; Rodrigues et al., 2020). In the case of attachment research specifically, more contemporary 

research has provided evidence that insecure child-father attachment, in particular, may confer 

risk to children’s externalizing behaviors. For example, studies by Kochanska and Kim (2013) 

and Bureau and colleagues (2020), on 86 American and 83 Canadian children, respectively, 
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found that child-father attachment, but not child-mother attachment, was associated with 

children’s externalizing behaviors.  

Finally, a more integrative view suggests that with fathers’ increasing levels of 

involvement, responsibility, and interaction with children, children’s attachment relationships 

with their fathers and mothers contribute similarly to children’s development (Fagan et al., 

2014). This hypothesis has also been supported in research. For example, in a sample of 90 

American children by Goffin and colleagues (2018), both child-mother and child-father 

attachment were associated with child antisocial behaviors. 

The inconsistent views and divergent findings regarding the relative contributions of 

child-father and child-mother relationships highlight the need for a meta-analysis that 

systematically examines whether the quality of children’s attachment relationship with their 

father in early childhood is associated with behavior problems in children, and to compare the 

magnitude of the derived associations with effect sizes identified in meta-analyses on child-

mother attachment (Fearon et al., 2010; Groh et al., 2012; Madigan et al., 2013). In addition, the 

small sample sizes in individual studies highlight the need to combine studies through a meta-

analysis to increase power and precision in testing these abovementioned hypotheses on the 

relative contribution of mothers and fathers to children’s behavioral problems. 

Potential Moderators of the Association between Child-Father Attachment and Behavior 

Problems 

 Meta-analyses on child-mother attachment and behavior problems have shown that 

methodological and sociodemographic characteristics may increase or attenuate the magnitude of 

the observed associations. In line with this work, the current study examines several potential 

moderators of the association between child-father attachment in early childhood and behavior 
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problems. First, there are various measures of assessing child-father attachment, including the 

Strange Situation Procedure (Ainsworth et al., 1978), the Attachment Q-Sort (Waters, 1987), and 

the modified Strange Situation Procedure (i.e., separation-reunion procedure; Cassidy et al., 

1992). As these measures are typically collected at different ages (from infancy to middle 

childhood), and in different contexts (i.e., home versus laboratory), it is possible that associations 

between attachment and behavior problems may vary as a function of attachment measure used.  

Second, children’s age at both the measurement of attachment and behavior problems 

may influence the strength of the association between child-father attachment and behavior 

problems. It has been shown that fathers become more involved in childcare during the preschool 

years (Black et al., 1999; Lamb, 2004), and this developmental period coincides with an increase 

in behavior problems among children (Tremblay, 2010). Third, child gender has been shown to 

play a role in the association between attachment and behavior problems. For example, child-

mother attachment insecurity is more predictive of externalizing and internalizing behaviors in 

boys than in girls (Fearon et al., 2010; Madigan et al., 2013). Finally, the publication year may 

serve as a proxy that can account for a sociological change in father involvement in childcare 

over time. As father involvement rises (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2019; Bianchi et al., 

2006), it is possible that child-father attachment may hold a stronger association with behavior 

problems in more recent years. 

The Current Study 

 Responding to the noted need for meta-analyses on child-father attachment and child 

outcomes (Fearon et al., 2010; Groh et al., 2012; Madigan et al., 2013) and the renewed research 

interest in the attachment network (Dagan & Sagi-Schwartz, 2018), the first aim of the current 

study is to synthesize the association between child-father insecure attachment in early childhood 
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and children’s externalizing and internalizing behavior problems, and test for potential 

moderators of this association. We focus on comparisons between children with secure versus 

insecure attachment (i.e., grouped as avoidant, resistant, disorganized), specifically, given that 

research examining associations by each attachment pattern (e.g., secure vs avoidant) in child-

father research is very limited. Indeed, roughly half of the studies included in this study used the 

traditional or modified Strange Situation Procedure that would allow to distinguish insecure 

attachment patterns; however, among these, very few reported on separate insecure 

classifications (n = 2). 

Consistent with Groh et al., (2017), a second aim of the current study was to compare the 

pooled effect sizes for the meta-analyses on child-father attachment and externalizing and child-

father attachment and internalizing behaviors, to examine if child-father attachment predicts both 

dimensions of behavior problems similarly or differentially. Finally, our third aim was to 

compare the magnitude of the pooled effect sizes for child-father attachment and behavior 

problems derived herein, to those of child-mother attachment derived in previous meta-analyses 

(Fearon et al., 2010; Groh et al., 2012; Madigan et al., 2013) to compare if attachment 

relationships to fathers and mothers hold similar or differential predictive power on children’s 

behavior problems. The results can inform the current debate as to the relative contribution of 

different relationships in children’s attachment network on their behavioral development. 

Method 

Search Strategy 

This meta-analysis was conducted following the recommendations and standards set by 

the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA; (Moher et 

al., 2009). Searches were conducted by a science librarian in PsycINFO, MEDLINE, EMBASE, 
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Web of Science, and Dissertation Abstracts International for published and unpublished studies 

from 1946 to August 5, 2020. Database-specific headings and text word fields were searched for 

concepts of “strange situation”, “q-sort”, and “attachment” in children up to age 12, with 

truncation symbols used to capture variant endings and spellings (e.g., infant*). Synonymous 

terms were combined with the Boolean “OR”, and the concepts were combined with the Boolean 

“AND”. No language restrictions were applied.   

A total of 24,980 non-duplicate abstracts/titles were reviewed for inclusion into the Child 

Attachment Studies Catalogue and Data Exchange (CASCADE; Madigan, 2020), a data 

repository consisting of extracted, compiled, and coded data from all studies that have 

observationally measured child-parent attachment. A total of 2,405 full text articles were 

reviewed for inclusion into CASCADE, which required the study to be (1) empirical; and (2) 

using one of the following observational coding measures of child-parent attachment: the Strange 

Situation Procedure (Ainsworth et al., 1978), the modified Strange Situation Procedure (Cassidy 

& Marvin, 1992; Main & Cassidy, 1988; Moss et al., 2015), the Attachment Q-Sort (Waters, 

1987), and the Preschool Attachment Assessment (Crittenden, 1992). Data in CASCADE are 

catalogued on a variety of sample demographics, measurement, and outcome factors, creating 

ease of conducting conventional meta-analyses. From the CASCADE catalogue, we selected all 

studies that met the two following criteria: 

1. The study measured children’s attachment with their father in early childhood using an 

observational measure of attachment. To retain consistency with our comparators, i.e., 

meta-analyses on child-mother attachment and behavior problems (Fearon et al., 2010; 

Groh et al., 2012; Madigan et al., 2013), we did not include representational measures 
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(e.g., Attachment Story Completion Task; Bretherton et al., 1990), or questionnaire 

measures of attachment (e.g., the Security Scale; Kerns et al., 2001).  

2. The study included an assessment of externalizing or internalizing behaviors. There was 

no restriction on this assessment: we included parent-, teacher-, or self-report, as well as 

direct observation conducted at any point in childhood. Consistent with the series of 

meta-analyses on child-mother attachment and behavior problems (Fearon et al., 2010; 

Groh et al., 2012; Madigan et al., 2013), externalizing behaviors included aggression, 

oppositional problems, conduct problems, and hostility. Internalizing behaviors included 

anxiety, depression, withdrawal, and somatic complaints. One study that only provided 

the association for child-father attachment and total behavior problems was excluded. 

Measures of externalizing and internalizing behaviors can be found in Table 1. 

 A total of 22 full-text articles met initial inclusion criteria from CASCADE (see PRISMA 

diagram in Figure 1). Reference lists of relevant meta-analyses, and articles identified in 

CASCADE were also screened for additional studies, and 13 potential studies were identified 

and full text articles were reviewed. Five studies required further information to determine 

inclusion criteria. We contacted the authors of these studies, and three (60%) responded with the 

requested information. Further, publications with overlapping data were identified for two 

samples across 7 publications (Bureau et al., 2017, 2020; Deneault et al., 2020; as well as Boldt 

et al., 2017; Goffin et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2014; Kochanska et al., 2012; Kochanska & Kim, 

2013). To ensure each sample was only represented once, we selected the publication with the 

largest sample size and most complete effect size information (externalizing behaviors: Boldt et 

al., 2017 and Deneault et al., 2020; internalizing behaviors: Bureau et al., 2017 and Kochanska & 

Kim, 2013).  
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After applying all the above-mentioned criteria, a total of 18 full-text articles met full 

inclusion criteria and were included in the meta-analysis. The meta-analysis on child-father 

attachment insecurity and externalizing behaviors included 15 studies, while the meta-analysis 

on child-father attachment insecurity and internalizing behaviors included 12 studies. 

Data Extraction 

 Several moderator variables were extracted from individual studies: (1) attachment 

measure; (2) child age (in months) at both the attachment and outcome assessments; (3) 

percentage of male children in the sample; and (4) publication year. The first author was the 

primary coder for these studies. Reliability with a second coder on 28% of included studies 

ranged from .80 to 1.00 for continuous variables, and was 100% for the categorical moderator.  

Data Analysis 

 The first author extracted effect sizes from studies, including correlation coefficients, 

regression coefficients, F-values, and means/standard deviations. Two studies reported non-

significant findings without specifying the effect size. For these studies, following 

recommendations by Rosenthal (1995), we computed an effect size based on a two-sided p-value 

of .50. We conducted all transformations across effect sizes using the R package compute.es (Del 

Re, 2013). Some studies provided more than one effect size. For example, instead of reporting 

the association between attachment and a total externalizing score, they reported the link 

between attachment and conduct problems as well as attachment and hyperactivity/inattention. In 

such cases, we used the R package metafor (Viechtbauer, 2010) to pool the effect sizes such that 

the meta-analysis only included one effect size per study. 

 We used the R package metafor (Vietchbauer, 2010) to conduct the meta-analyses. 

Pooled effect sizes are presented as Pearson’s correlations (r), with 95% confidence intervals 
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(CI’s) given that the majority of included studies provided this effect size format in their studies. 

Pearson’s correlations are considered small, medium, and large based on values of .10, .20, and 

.30, respectively, according to newly calibrated effect size guidelines for psychological research 

provided by Funder and Ozer (2019). Prior to the analyses, correlations were converted to a 

Fischer’s z because of the large variability of the variance depending on the magnitude of the 

correlation (Borenstein & Hedges, 2019). We also presented the meta-analytic effects as standard 

Pearson’s correlations and Cohen’s d for ease of interpretation and comparison with the child-

mother attachment meta-analyses. We examined the presence of publication bias with the Egger 

test and examination of the funnel plots. We assessed heterogeneity using the Q and I2 statistics. 

Consistent with recommendations by Borenstein and colleagues (2009), we examined 

moderators if the Q statistic was significant or if the I2 was greater than 50%.  

 To compare the effect sizes of child-father attachment with externalizing and 

internalizing behaviors, we used the robumeta package (Tanner-Smith & Tipton, 2014), which 

allowed for a multilevel approach to compare dependent effect sizes. We compared results of the 

child-father attachment meta-analyses to the effect sizes of the child-mother attachment meta-

analyses through the comparison of 85% confidence intervals (CI; Goldstein & Healy, 1995). 

This approach is a conservative significance test for the comparison of overlapping studies 

across meta-analyses (e.g., if one study was included in the child-father and child-mother meta-

analyses). A difference between effect sizes is identified if the 85% confidence intervals do not 

overlap. To remain consistent with the meta-analyses on child-mother attachment and behavior 

problems, which reported effect sizes in Cohen’s d, comparisons for these analyses are presented 

using Cohen’s d. 

Results  
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Child-Father Attachment and Externalizing Behaviors 

Summary of Study Variables 

 Fifteen studies reported on the association between child-father attachment 

security/insecurity in early childhood and externalizing behaviors. The median sample size was 

68, with a range of 20–235 participants. The socioeconomic background of all samples was 

either mixed, middle class, or middle-upper class. Three samples contained an indicator of risk 

(20%): two included foster/adoptive children (Colonnesi et al., 2013; Feugé et al., 2020) and one 

included children with a diagnosis of oppositional defiant disorder (50% of the sample; DeKlyen 

et al., 1998). One sample included fathers in a homosexual relationship (7%; Feugé et al., 2020), 

while the remaining studies comprised fathers in a heterosexual relationship.  

With respect to the attachment measure used, seven used the Strange Situation Procedure 

(47%), four studies used the Attachment Q-Sort (27%), three used a modified Strange Situation 

Procedure (20%), and one used the Preschool Attachment Assessment (7%). Children were 31 

months old on average when attachment was assessed, with a range of 12–72 months (median: 

21.5 months). As for the externalizing assessment, six studies used the Child Behavior Checklist 

(40%), three used a direct observation method (20%), two used the Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire (13%), two used the Social Competence and Behavior Evaluation Scale (13%), 

one used a composite of the Child Symptom Inventory-4 and Adolescent Symptom Inventory-4 

(7%), and one used an unspecified questionnaire (7%). The informants of externalizing problems 

were the father (33%), an observer (20%), or teacher (13%), or composites of multiple 

informants (mother and father: 20%; father, mother, teacher: 13%). Children were 60 months on 

average at the time of the externalizing behavior assessment, with a range of 31–133 months 

(median: 48 months). Eight studies used a longitudinal design (53%), six studies used a cross-
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sectional design (40%), and one used a mixed design that included cross-sectional and 

longitudinal analyses (7%).   

Almost all studies were published peer-reviewed articles (93%), while one was a doctoral 

dissertation. Publication year ranged from 1992–2020. In terms of geographical location, seven 

studies were conducted in the United States (47%), three in Canada (20%), and one in each of 

the following countries: Finland (7%), Germany (7%), Israel (7%), the Netherlands (7%), and 

Portugal (7%). 

Meta-Analytic Result for Externalizing Behaviors 

 A total of 15 studies (1,304 participants) were included in the random-effects meta-

analysis model. As shown in Figure 2, this model showed a significant positive combined effect 

size of child-father attachment insecurity and children’s externalizing behaviors: Fisher’s z = .19 

(95% CI: .10, .27), p < .001. This is equivalent to an effect size of r = .18 (95% CI: .10, .27), or d 

= 0.37, 95% CI: 0.20, 0.55, a moderate effect size. Child-father attachment insecurity is thus 

associated with more externalizing behaviors. The funnel plot did not reveal asymmetry, and the 

Egger test was not significant (z = 0.10, p = .93), suggesting that studies with small sample sizes 

did not present more extreme values. The Q statistic (Q = 31.5, p = .005) and the I2 value (I2 = 

54.09) indicated the presence of heterogeneity between studies, thereby warranting exploration 

of moderators. As shown in Table 2, none of the moderators tested (i.e., attachment measure 

used, child age at the assessment of the attachment and outcome measure, child gender, and 

publication year) emerged as significant. 

Child-Father Attachment and Internalizing Behaviors 

Summary of Study Variables 
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 Twelve studies reported on the association between child-father attachment 

security/insecurity in early childhood and internalizing behaviors. The median sample size was 

68, with a range of 20–235 participants. The socioeconomic background of all samples was 

mixed, middle class, or middle-upper class. Two of the samples contained an indicator of risk 

because they studied foster/adoptive children (17%; Colonnesi et al., 2013; Feugé et al., 2020). 

One sample included fathers in a homosexual relationship (8%; Feugé et al., 2020); the rest were 

in a heterosexual relationship.  

With respect to the attachment measure used, five studies used the Attachment Q-Sort 

(42%), four used the Strange Situation Procedure (33%), two used a modified Strange Situation 

Procedure (17%), and one used the Preschool Attachment Assessment (8%). Children were 31 

months old on average when attachment was assessed, with a range of 12–72 months (median: 

21.5 months). As for the internalizing assessment, five studies used the Child Behavior Checklist 

(42%), two used the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (17%), two used the Social 

Competence and Behavior Evaluation Scale (17%), one used the Child Symptom Inventory-4 

(8%), one used the Preschool Behavior Questionnaire (8%), and one used a direct observation 

method (8%). The informants of internalizing problems were the father (33%), teacher (17%), or 

an observer (8%), or composites of multiple informants (mother and father: 25%; father, mother, 

teacher: 17%). Children were 60 months on average at the internalizing behavior assessment, 

with a range of 31–133 months (median: 48 months). Eight studies relied on a longitudinal 

design (53%), six studies on a cross-sectional design (40%), and one on a mixed design (7%).  

Almost all studies were published peer-reviewed articles (92%); the other one was a 

doctoral dissertation. Publication year ranged from 1992–2020. Seven of the studies were 
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conducted in the United States (58%), three in Canada (25%), and one in each of the following 

countries: Finland (8%), Germany (8%), Israel (8%), the Netherlands (8%), and Portugal (8%). 

Meta-Analytic Results for Internalizing Behaviors 

 A total of 12 studies (1,073 participants) were included in the random-effects meta-

analysis model. As shown in Figure 2, this model showed a significant positive combined effect 

size of child-father attachment insecurity and children’s internalizing behaviors: Fischer’s z = .09 

(95% CI: .02, .15), p = .01. This is equivalent to an effect size of r = .09 (95% CI: .02, .15), or d 

= 0.17, 95% CI: 0.03, 0.31, a small effect size. Child-father attachment insecurity is thus 

associated with more internalizing behaviors. The funnel plot did not reveal asymmetry, and the 

Egger test was not significant (z = 0.14, p = .89), suggesting that studies with small sample sizes 

did not present more extreme values. The Q statistic (Q = 9.63, p = .564) and the I2 value (I2 = 

13.55) did not indicate the presence of heterogeneity between studies. Thus, we did not examine 

the role of moderators for this meta-analysis.  

Comparing Results of Child-Father Attachment on Externalizing Versus Internalizing 

Behaviors 

 We examined whether child-father attachment was more strongly associated with 

externalizing behaviors or internalizing behaviors through a multilevel meta-analysis. The test of 

the difference in effect sizes between externalizing and internalizing behaviors included 27 effect 

sizes from 16 studies. The test revealed that child-father attachment was marginally more 

strongly associated with externalizing behaviors than internalizing behaviors: Fischer’s z = .10, 

SE = .05, p = .07, 95% CI: -.01, .21). 

Comparison with Child-Mother Attachment Meta-Analytic Results 
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 We compared the results of this meta-analysis on child-father attachment and 

externalizing behaviors to the results of Fearon and colleagues’ (2010) meta-analysis on child-

mother attachment and externalizing behaviors. The 85% confidence intervals overlapped (child-

mother attachment: d = 0.31, 85% CI: 0.25, 0.37; child-father attachment: d = 0.37, 85% CI: 

0.24, 0.52), suggesting that child-mother and child-father attachment insecurity are similarly 

associated with children’s externalizing behaviors. 

We also compared our meta-analytic results on child-father attachment and internalizing 

behaviors to the results of Groh and colleagues’ (2012) and Madigan and colleagues’ (2013) 

meta-analyses on child-mother attachment and internalizing behaviors (see Figure 3). The 85% 

confidence intervals overlapped (child-mother attachment [Groh]: d = 0.15, 85% CI: 0.08, 0.22; 

child-mother attachment [Madigan]: d = 0.19, 85% CI: 0.11, 0.26) child-father attachment: d = 

0.17, 85% CI: 0.08, 0.26), suggesting that child-mother and child-father attachment insecurity 

are similarly associated with children’s internalizing behaviors. 

Discussion 

 Attachment theory posits that children’s relationships with caregivers can shape their 

development, notably in the domain of psychopathology (Bowlby, 1969/1982). A wealth of 

research has provided empirical support for this premise, especially in regard to child-mother 

attachment relationships, which has been synthesized meta-analytically (Fearon et al., 2010; 

Groh et al., 2012; Madigan et al., 2013). Less attention has been dedicated to other members of 

children’s attachment network and their role in the development of behavior problems. In 

particular, it has been noted that parenting research has fixated on the role of child-mother 

attachment relationships, often to the exclusion of the child-father relationships (Cabrera et al., 

2018; Cowan & Cowan, 2019). The rise in father involvement in childcare in recent decades due 
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to various sociological trends, in combination with pleas by attachment theorists to include 

fathers in research endeavours (e.g., Cowan, 1997), has spurred a growing literature base on 

child-father attachment relationships, and the role of this relationship in promoting adaptive 

and/or maladaptive behavior (e.g., Brown & Aytugly, 2020; Cabrera et al., 2000, 2014, 2018; 

Fagan et al., 2014; Cowan, 1997). It was therefore timely to quantitatively summarize this body 

of research, and to compare it to syntheses on child-mother attachment and behavior problems to 

understand how children’s relationships to various members of their attachment network 

contribute to the development of behavior problems in children. 

 In the current study, we found a significant, positive association between child-father 

attachment insecurity in early childhood and externalizing behaviors (r = .18, d = 0.37, k = 15, N 

= 1304). This effect size was moderate in magnitude (Funder & Ozer, 2019). We also found a 

small but significant positive association between child-father attachment insecurity in early 

childhood and internalizing behaviors (r = .09, d = 0.17, k = 12, N = 1073). Together, these 

findings highlight the critical role that child-father attachment relationship play in their 

developmental trajectories.  

These findings also call attention to the continued need to consider children’s attachment 

network when examining their developmental outcomes. While studies examining the 

independent contributions of each attachment relationships (such as the ones reported here) are 

valuable, from an integrative perspective, even more insight can be gained from examining how 

various attachment relationships in children’s attachment network impact child development 

(Dagan & Sagi-Schwartz, 2018). Consideration of the unique, cumulative, or multiplicative role 

of the attachment network on children’s development would be especially informative. In the 

case of behavior problems, it may be that children with an insecure attachment relationship to 
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both their fathers and mothers may be most at risk of developing behavior problems (additive 

hypothesis), or that a secure relationship to one of the parents buffers against the impact of an 

insecure relationship with the other parent (buffering hypothesis; Dagan & Sagi-Schwartz, 

2018). This highly relevant question is addressed in a contribution to the current special issue 

(see Dagan et al.), which revealed that children with one or more insecure relationships are more 

at risk of developing behavior problems (partial support for the additive hypothesis).  

While the current study provides evidence that child-father attachment insecurity is 

associated with children’s social maladaptation, research on mechanisms of this association is 

needed to advance further knowledge in this area, and to effectively inform intervention efforts. 

One potential mechanism by which a secure child-father attachment may reduce the risk of 

behavior problems is through the type of play that fathers engage in with their children. It has 

been proposed that child-father play of a rough-and-tumble nature (e.g., wrestling, pretending to 

fight; StGeorge & Freeman, 2017), challenging paternal behaviors (e.g., behaviors that push the 

child out of their comfort zone) (Majdandžić et al., 2016), and/or activating behaviors (e.g., 

behaviors that excite, surprise, and destabilize the child; Volling et al., 2019), may help children 

to learn how to decode emotional cues during interactions. Further, these parenting behaviors 

may translate into higher relationship quality, as fathers would help the child express their 

emotions in appropriate ways when they feel frustration, fear, and/or excitement. Thus, these 

behaviors may provide a growth-enhancing opportunity to learn emotional regulation and 

emotional understanding, which children can then generalize to other social contexts. It is also 

possible that child characteristics (e.g., temperament, genetics) or other aspects of the family 

environment (e.g., the marital relationship) play a role in the association between child-father 

attachment and behavior problems (Brown & Aytuglu, 2020; Cabrera et al., 2014; Volling & 
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Cabrera, 2019). Mechanisms by which child-father attachment promotes, or potentially derails, 

adaptation certainly warrant concerted attention in future research. 

While the meta-analysis on externalizing behaviors indicated between-study 

heterogeneity, none of the moderators examined could explain the variability in effect sizes. 

Further, the meta-analysis on internalizing behaviors did not present sufficient heterogeneity to 

warrant examining moderators. This may be due, in large part, to the small sample sizes in both 

meta-analyses. That is, it is possible that a greater number of studies, with more diverse 

demographic characteristics, may yield more between-study heterogeneity. For example, there 

was little variability across studies in child gender (i.e., % male in samples), with the exception 

of the DeKlyen et al. (1998) study with 100% males. Comparatively, the meta-analysis on child-

mother attachment and externalizing behaviors included 14 effect sizes for boys, and 12 effect 

sizes for girls specifically (Fearon et al., 2010). Yet, it is worth noting that the lack of moderation 

by age converges with the meta-analysis on child-mother attachment, thereby suggesting that 

child-father attachment likely also has enduring effects on children’s behaviors problems. It is 

imperative for attachment research, and parenting research more broadly, to study child-parent 

attachment in more diverse samples to advance understanding of the ways that child-father 

attachment promotes adaptation across populations. Similarly, the level and areas of involvement 

of fathers may be an important moderator of the relation between child-father attachment and 

social adaptation—levels of father involvement should thus be included in future research to 

examine this hypothesis.  

Results showed that the pooled associations for child-father attachment on internalizing 

and externalizing behaviors were marginally different, with the association tending to be larger 

for externalizing behaviors. This result is consistent with the idea that fathers’ physical play, 
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within the context of a sensitive relationship, may be useful to learn how to regulate behaviors 

such as aggressiveness (Bureau et al., 2020). Consistent with Paquette’s (2004) activation theory, 

child-father relationships may be more influential for socially relevant behaviors like 

externalizing problems, compared to more inward behaviors such as internalizing problems. As 

mentioned above, more research on the specific mechanisms by which child-father relationships 

influence child development are needed. In light of these results, a promising way forward would 

be to look at the interplay of paternal activating or challenging behaviors and sensitivity to try 

and identify the specific paternal behaviors that may confer an advantage or a risk to children’s 

externalizing problems. 

Comparing the Contribution of Child-Father and Child-Mother Attachment for the 

Development of Child Behavioral Problems 

 The pooled effect sizes for child-father attachment and behavior problems derived herein 

were statistically comparable to those of past meta-analyses on child-mother attachment and 

behavior problems (Fearon et al., 2010; Groh et al., 2012; Madigan et al., 2013). This finding 

suggests that attachment to both mothers and fathers holds a similar influence on children’s 

development of behavior problems. This finding is consistent with larger trends in fathering 

research, which emphasize that there are more similarities than differences between fathers and 

mothers (Cabrera et al., 2014; Fagan et al., 2014). For example, even at a neurophysiological 

level, men, like women, undergo important considerable hormonal and behavioral changes by 

becoming parents (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2019). Our finding of comparable effect sizes 

between child-mother and child-father attachment and behavior problems stands in contrast with 

activation theory (Paquette, 2004), which suggest that while child-mother attachment is central to 

child-mother interactions, child-father attachment is not a key part of child-father relationships. 
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However, that said, how and why child-parent attachment confers risk to behavior problems may 

be different for mothers and fathers, and as noted above, an examination of mechanisms of 

transmission warrants concerted attention in future research given its implications for 

intervention efforts.  

Interestingly, our findings are consistent with Dagan and colleagues’ individual 

participant data synthesis (this issue), which also finds similar contributions of child-mother and 

child-father attachment to children’s behavioral problems. This is consistent with views from 

some scholars suggesting that mothers and fathers are more similar than different in terms of 

their impact on children’s development (e.g., Fagan et al., 2014). Taken together, the current 

study and that of Dagan and colleagues helps to build an understanding of the ways that 

children’s attachment relationships are similar to one another, and how different relationships in 

the attachment network independently and jointly contribute to the development of children’s 

behavior problems.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Several limitations of the current series of meta-analyses are worthy of note. First, meta-

analyses are correlational in nature, making it inappropriate to derive conclusions regarding 

causation. Due to the limited sample size, we were also unable to examine if the study design 

(cross-sectional or longitudinal) moderated associations. Second, this study is limited to 

assessments of attachment conducted in early childhood through observational coding. Thus, we 

did not include other methods of assessing attachment, such as representational methods and 

questionnaires (see e.g., Madigan et al., 2016). It is worth noting that such methods would be 

difficult to include for child-father attachment specifically, as they often assess attachment 

representations generally versus specifically for mothers and/or fathers. Third, due to sample size 
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restrictions, we were unable to examine whether the association between child-father attachment 

and behavior problems varied based on subclassifications of insecure attachment (i.e., avoidant, 

resistant, disorganized). Distinguishing between insecure classifications requires large sample 

sizes, something that is hard to achieve, especially with child-father samples, but important to 

strive toward in future research. The meta-analyses on child-mother attachment found important 

differences based on attachment subclassifications. For example, avoidant and disorganized 

attachment versus secure attachment created a particular risk for the development of 

externalizing behaviors (Fearon et al., 2010). Future studies on child-father attachment with 

larger sample sizes will be necessary to examine the subclassifications of insecure attachment 

and how they confer risk for children’s behavioral problems. An alternative lies in the use of 

continuous attachment measures, such as the ones that include a scale for each attachment 

pattern (e.g., avoidant, resistant, disorganized; Deneault et al., 2020; Fraley & Spieker, 2003; 

Groh et al., 2019; Shabika & Raby, 2021). The use of such scales in future research could 

provide more statistical power to examine each insecure attachment type individually, even with 

smaller samples.  

Finally, samples included in the current meta-analyses lacked socio-demographic 

diversity. For example, the lowest proportion of White fathers was 76%, all samples came from 

largely middle-upper class socio-demographic strata, and all but one sample included fathers in 

heterosexual relationships. This lack of diversity is part of a greater limitation in parenting 

research, whereby most research on child-father dyads is conducted with very homogeneous 

samples of White, middle-upper class, heterosexual, biparental fathers, largely from Westernized 

countries. Yet, fathers’ role in the family may notably differ across socioeconomic status and 

cultures (Cabrera & Volling, 2019). It will be important for future research to collect data from 
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more diverse samples to gain a fuller understanding of the ways that fathers from different 

backgrounds promote children’s positive development.  

Conclusions  

 Our two meta-analyses provide important evidence on how the quality of children’s 

attachment relationships with their fathers can contribute to children’s (mal)adaptation. Child-

father attachment in early childhood, much like child-mother attachment, matters for children’s 

developmental trajectories. However, there is a need for additional research on child-father 

attachment and fathering, in conjunction with research on child-mother attachment and 

mothering, to move the field forward toward greater understanding of the unique, cumulative, 

and multiplicative contribution of caregivers on child development. Moreover, research that 

advances knowledge on the potential mechanisms and mediating variables of child-parent 

attachment and child development are recommended. Such work is imperative to drive practice 

and policy initiatives that strive to optimize the developmental health of children globally.  

 

  



CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 30 

References 

Achenbach, T. M., & Rescorla, L. A. (2000). Manual for the ASEBA preschool forms & profiles. 

University of Vermont, Research Center for Children, Youth, & Families. 

Ainsworth, M. D. S., Blehar, M. C., Waters, E., & Wall, S. (1978). Patterns of attachment: A 

psychological study of the strange situation. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

* Aviezer, O., Resnick, G., Sagi, A., & Gini, M. (2002). School competence in young 

adolescence: Links to early attachment relationships beyond concurrent self-perceived 

competence and representations of relationships. International Journal of Behavioral 

Development, 26(5), 397–409. https://doi.org/10.1080/01650250143000328 

Badovinac, S., Pillai Riddell, R., Deneault, A.-A., Martin, J., Bureau, J.-F., & O’Neill, M. C. 

(2021). Associations between early childhood parent-child attachment and 

internalizing/externalizing symptoms: A systematic review and narrative synthesis. 

Marriage & Family Review. https://doi.org/10.1080/01494929.2021.1879984 

Bakermans‐Kranenburg, M. J., Lotz, A., Dijk, K. A., & IJzendoorn, M. van. (2019). Birth of a 

father: Fathering in the first 1,000 days. Child Development Perspectives, 13(4), 247–

253. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12347 

Bianchi, S. M., Robinson, J. P., & Milkie, M. A. (2006). Changing rhythms of American family 

life. Russell Sage Foundation. 

* Boldt, L. J., Kochanska, G., & Jonas, K. (2017). Infant attachment moderates paths from early 

negativity to preadolescent outcomes for children and parents. Child Development, 88(2), 

584–596. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12607 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01650250143000328


CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 31 

Borenstein, M. (2009). Effect sizes for continuous data. In H. Cooper, L. V. Hedges, & J. C. 

Valentine (Eds.), The handbook of research synthesis and meta-analysis: Vol. 2nd ed. 

(pp. 221–235). Russell Sage Foundation. 

Borenstein, M., & Hedges, L. V. (2019). Effect sizes for meta-analysis. In Harris Cooper, L. V. 

Hedges, & J. C. Valentine (Eds.), The handbook of research synthesis and meta-analysis 

(3rd ed., pp. 207–241). Russell Sage Foundation. 

Bowlby, J. (1969/1982). Attachment and loss. Vol. 1: Attachment. Basic Books. 

Bretherton, I., Ridgeway, D., & Cassidy, J. (1990). Assessing internal working models of the 

attachment relationship. In M. T. Greenberg, D. Cicchetti, & E. M. Cummings (Eds.), 

Attachment in the preschool years: Theory, research, and intervention (pp. 273–308). 

University of Chicago Press. 

Brown, G. L., & Aytuglu, H. A. (2020). Father-child attachment relationships. In H. E. 

Fitzgerald, K. von Klitzing, N. J. Cabrera, J. Scarano de Mendonça, & T. Skjøthaug 

(Eds.), Handbook of Fathers and Child Development: Prenatal to Preschool (pp. 273–

290). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_18 

Brown, G. L., McBride, B. A., Shin, N., & Bost, K. K. (2007). Parenting predictors of father-

child attachment security: Interactive effects of father involvement and fathering quality. 

Fathering: A Journal of Theory, Research, and Practice about Men as Fathers, 5(3), 

197–219. https://doi.org/10.3149/fth.0503.197 

Bureau, J.-F., Deneault, A.-A., & Yurkowski, K. (2020). Preschool father-child attachment and 

its relation to self-reported child socioemotional adaptation in middle childhood. 

Attachment & Human Development, 22(1), 90–104. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14616734.2019.1589065 



CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 32 

* Bureau, J.-F., Martin, J., Yurkowski, K., Schmiedel, S., Quan, J., Moss, E., Deneault, A.-A., & 

Pallanca, D. (2017). Correlates of child–father and child–mother attachment in the 

preschool years. Attachment & Human Development, 19(2), 130–150. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14616734.2016.1263350 

Cabrera, N. J., Fitzgerald, H. E., Bradley, R. H., & Roggman, L. (2014). The ecology of father-

child relationships: An expanded model. Journal of Family Theory & Review, 6(4), 336–

354. https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12054 

Cabrera, N. J., Tamis-LeMonda, C. S., Bradley, R. H., Hofferth, S., & Lamb, M. E. (2000). 

Fatherhood in the twenty-first century. Child Development, 71(1), 127–136. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00126 

Cabrera, N. J., Volling, B. L., & Barr, R. (2018). Fathers are parents, too! Widening the lens on 

parenting for children’s development. Child Development Perspectives, 12(3), 152–157. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12275 

Cassano, M., Adrian, M., Veits, G., & Zeman, J. (2006). The inclusion of fathers in the empirical 

investigation of child psychopathology: An update. Journal of Clinical Child & 

Adolescent Psychology, 35(4), 583–589. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15374424jccp3504_10 

Cassidy, J. (1994). Emotion regulation: Influences of attachment relationships. Monographs of 

the Society for Research in Child Development, 59(2–3), 228–249. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5834.1994.tb01287.x 

Cassidy, J., & Kobak, R. (1988). Avoidance and its relation to other defensive processes. In J. 

Belsky & T. Nezworski (Eds.), Clinical implications of attachment (pp. 300–323). 

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 



CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 33 

Cassidy, J., Marvin, R. S., & the MacArthur Working Group on Attachment. (1992). Attachment 

organization in 2 1/2 to 4 1/2 year olds: Coding manual. Unpublished coding manual, 

University of Virginia. 

Cassidy, J., & Shaver, P. R. (Eds.). (2016). Handbook of attachment: Theory, research, and 

clinical applications (3rd ed.). Guilford Press. 

* Colonnesi, C., Wissink, I. B., Noom, M. J., Asscher, J. J., Hoeve, M., Stams, G. J. J. M., 

Polderman, N., & Kellaert-Knol, M. G. (2013). Basic trust: An attachment-oriented 

intervention based on mind-mindedness in adoptive families. Research on Social Work 

Practice, 23(2), 179–188. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731512469301 

Cowan, P. A. (1997). Beyond meta-analysis: A plea for a family systems view of attachment. 

Child Development, 68(4), 601–603. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1997.tb04222.x 

Cowan, P. A., & Cowan, C. P. (2019). Introduction: Bringing dads back into the family. 

Attachment & Human Development, 21(419–425), 1–7. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14616734.2019.1582594 

Crittenden, P. M. (1992). The Preschool Assessment of Attachment: Coding manual. 

Unpublished manuscript. 

Dagan, O., & Sagi‐Schwartz, A. (2018). Early attachment network with mother and father: An 

unsettled issue. Child Development Perspectives, 12(2), 115–121. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12272 

De Wolff, M., & van IJzendoorn, M. H. (1997). Sensitivity and attachment: A meta‐analysis on 

parental antecedents of infant attachment. Child Development, 68(4), 571–591. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1997.tb04218.x 



CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 34 

DeKlyen, M., & Greenberg, M. T. (2016). Attachment and psychopathology in childhood. In J. 

Cassidy & P. R. Shaver (Eds.), Handbook of attachment: Theory, research, and clinical 

applications (3rd ed., pp. 639–666). Guilford Press. 

* DeKlyen, M., Speltz, M. L., & Greenberg, M. T. (1998). Fathering and early onset conduct 

problems: Positive and negative parenting, father-son attachment, and the marital context. 

Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 1(1), 3–21. 

Del Re, A. C. (2013). compute.es: Compute Effect Sizes. R package version 0.2-2. 

URL https://cran.r-project.org/package=compute.es 

* Deneault, A.-A., Bureau, J.-F., Yurkowski, K., & Moss, E. (2020). Validation of the Preschool 

Attachment Rating Scales with child-mother and child-father dyads. Attachment & 

Human Development, 22(5), 491–513. https://doi.org/10.1080/14616734.2019.1589546 

* Dumont, C., & Paquette, D. (2013). What about the child’s tie to the father? A new insight into 

fathering, father–child attachment, children’s socio-emotional development and the 

activation relationship theory. Early Child Development and Care, 183(3–4), 430–446. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2012.711592 

Fagan, J. (2020). Broadening the scope of father-child attachment research to include the family 

context. Attachment & Human Development, 22(1), 139–142. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14616734.2019.1589071 

Fagan, J., Day, R., Lamb, M. E., & Cabrera, N. J. (2014). Should researchers conceptualize 

differently the dimensions of parenting for fathers and mothers? Journal of Family 

Theory & Review, 6(4), 390–405. https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12044 

Fearon, R. M. P., Bakermans-Kranenburg, M. J., van IJzendoorn, M. H., Lapsley, A.-M., & 

Roisman, G. I. (2010). The significance of insecure attachment and disorganization in the 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2012.711592


CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 35 

development of children’s externalizing behavior: A meta-analytic study. Child 

Development, 81(2), 435–456. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2009.01405.x 

* Feugé, É. A., Cyr, C., Cossette, L., & Julien, D. (2020). Adoptive gay fathers’ sensitivity and 

child attachment and behavior problems. Attachment & Human Development, 22(3), 

247–268. https://doi.org/10.1080/14616734.2018.1557224 

Fraley, R. C., & Spieker, S. J. (2003). Are infant attachment patterns continuously or 

categorically distributed? A taxometric analysis of strange situation behavior. 

Developmental Psychology, 39(3), 387–404. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.39.3.387 

Funder, D. C., & Ozer, D. J. (2019). Evaluating Effect Size in Psychological Research: Sense 

and Nonsense. Advances in Methods and Practices in Psychological Science, 2(2), 156–

168. https://doi.org/10.1177/2515245919847202 

* George, M. R. W. (2010). Parent-child attachment security and children’s socio-emotional 

adjustment during the early school years [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. University 

of Notre Dame. 

Goffin, K. C., Boldt, L. J., & Kochanska, G. (2018). A secure base from which to cooperate: 

Security, child and parent willing stance, and adaptive and maladaptive outcomes in two 

longitudinal studies. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 46(5), 1061–1075. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-017-0352-z 

Goldstein, H., & Healy, M. J. R. (1995). The graphical presentation of a collection of means. 

Journal of the Royal Statistical Society: Series A (Statistics in Society), 158(1), 175–177. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2983411 

Groh, A. M., Fearon, R. M. P., van IJzendoorn, M. H., Bakermans-Kranenburg, M. J., & 

Roisman, G. I. (2017). Attachment in the early life course: Meta-analytic evidence for its 



CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 36 

role in socioemotional development. Child Development Perspectives, 11(1), 70–76. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12213 

Groh, A.M., Propper, C., Mills‐Koonce, R., Moore, G.A., Calkins, S., & Cox, M. (2019). 

Mothers’ physiological and affective responding to infant distress: Unique antecedents of 

avoidant and resistant attachments. Child Development, 90(2), 489-505. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12912 

Groh, A. M., Roisman, G. I., van IJzendoorn, M. H., Bakermans-Kranenburg, M. J., & Fearon, 

R. M. P. (2012). The significance of insecure and disorganized attachment for children’s 

internalizing symptoms: A meta-analytic study. Child Development, 83(2), 591–610. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2011.01711.x 

Hennigar, A., Cabrera, N. J., & Chen, Y. (2020). The role of fathers and their young children’s 

social development. In H. E. Fitzgerald, K. von Klitzing, N. J. Cabrera, J. Scarano de 

Mendonça, & T. Skjøthaug (Eds.), Handbook of Fathers and Child Development: 

Prenatal to Preschool (pp. 339–355). Springer International Publishing. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_21  

Kerns, K. A., Aspelmeier, J. E., Gentzler, A. L., & Grabill, C. M. (2001). Parent–child 

attachment and monitoring in middle childhood. Journal of Family Psychology, 15(1), 

69–81. https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.15.1.69 

Kim, S., Kochanska, G., Boldt, L. J., Nordling, J. K., & O’Bleness, J. J. (2014). Developmental 

trajectory from early responses to transgressions to future antisocial behavior: Evidence 

for the role of the parent-child relationship from two longitudinal studies. Development 

and Psychopathology, 26(1), 93–109. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579413000850 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12912


CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 37 

Kochanska, G., & Kim, S. (2012). Toward a new understanding of legacy of early attachments 

for future antisocial trajectories: Evidence from two longitudinal studies. Development 

and Psychopathology, 24(3), 783–806. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579412000375 

* Kochanska, G., & Kim, S. (2013). Early attachment organization with both parents and future 

behavior problems: From infancy to middle childhood. Child Development, 84(1), 283–

296. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2012.01852.x 

* Lafrenière, P. J., Provost, M. A., & Dubeau, D. (1992). From an insecure base: Parent-child 

relations and internalizing behaviour in the pre-school. Early Development and 

Parenting, 1(3), 137–148. https://doi.org/10.1002/edp.2430010303 

Lamb, M. E. (Ed.). (2004). The role of the father in child development (4th ed.). John Wiley & 

Sons, Inc. 

Liu, J. (2004). Childhood externalizing behavior: Theory and implications. Journal of Child and 

Adolescent Psychiatric Nursing, 17(3), 93–103. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-

6171.2004.tb00003.x 

* Lindsey, E. W., Caldera, Y. M., & Tankersley, L. (2009). Marital conflict and the quality of 

young children’s peer play behavior: The mediating and moderating role of parent–child 

emotional reciprocity and attachment security. Journal of Family Psychology, 23(2), 

130–145. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0014972 

Lucassen, N., Tharner, A., van IJzendoorn, M. H., Bakermans-Kranenburg, M. J., Volling, B. L., 

Verhulst, F. C., Lambregtse-Van den Berg, M. P., & Tiemeier, H. (2011). The association 

between paternal sensitivity and infant–father attachment security: A meta-analysis of 

three decades of research. Journal of Family Psychology, 25(6), 986–992. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025855 



CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 38 

Madigan, S. (2020). Child Attachment Studies Catalogue and Data Exchange (CASCADE). 

University of Calgary. 

Madigan, S., Atkinson, L., Laurin, K., & Benoit, D. (2013). Attachment and internalizing 

behavior in early childhood: A meta-analysis. Developmental Psychology, 49(4), 672–

689. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0028793 

Madigan, S., Brumariu, L. E., Villani, V., Atkinson, L., & Lyons-Ruth, K. (2016). 

Representational and questionnaire measures of attachment: A meta-analysis of relations 

to child internalizing and externalizing problems. Psychological Bulletin, 142(4), 367–

399. https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000029 

Majdandžić, M., de Vente, W., & Bögels, S. M. (2016). Challenging parenting behavior from 

infancy to toddlerhood: Etiology, measurement, and differences between fathers and 

mothers. Infancy, 21(4), 423–452. https://doi.org/10.1111/infa.12125 

Main, M., & Cassidy, J. (1988). Categories of response to reunion with the parent at age 6: 

Predictable from infant attachment classifications and stable over a 1-month period. 

Developmental Psychology, 24(3), 415–426. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.24.3.415 

Main, M., & Hesse, E. (1990). Parents’ unresolved traumatic experiences are related to infant 

disorganized attachment status: Is frightened and/or frightening parental behavior the 

linking mechanism? In M. T. Greenberg, D. Cicchetti, & E. M. Cummings (Eds.), 

Attachment in the preschool years: Theory, research, and intervention (pp. 161–182). 

University of Chicago Press. 

* McElwain, N. L., & Volling, B. L. (2004). Attachment security and parental sensitivity during 

infancy: Associations with friendship quality and false-belief understanding at age 4. 



CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 39 

Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 21(5), 639–667. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407504045892 

Moher, D., Liberati, A., Tetzlaff, J., Altman, D. G., & Group, T. P. (2009). Preferred Reporting 

Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses: The PRISMA statement. PLOS 

Medicine, 6(7), e1000097. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1000097 

* Monteiro, L., Veríssimo, M., Vaughn, B. E., Santos, A. J., & Bost, K. K. (2008). Secure base 

representations for both fathers and mothers predict children’s secure base behavior in a 

sample of Portuguese families. Attachment & Human Development, 10(2), 189–206. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14616730802113711 

Moss, E., Lecompte, V., & Bureau, J.-F. (2015). Preschool and early school-age attachment 

rating scales (PARS). Unpublished coding manual, University of Quebec at Montreal. 

Moss, E., Parent, S., Gosselin, C., Rousseau, D., & St-Laurent, D. (1996). Attachment and 

teacher-reported behavior problems during the preschool and early school-age period. 

Development and Psychopathology, 8(03), 511. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579400007240 

Paquette, D. (2004). Theorizing the father-child relationship: Mechanisms and developmental 

outcomes. Human Development, 47(4), 193–219. https://doi.org/10.1159/000078723 

Pleck, E. H., & Pleck, J. H. (1997). Fatherhood ideals in the United States: Historical 

dimensions. In M. E. Lamb (Ed.), The role of the father in child development, 3rd ed (pp. 

33–48). John Wiley & Sons Inc. 

Pleck, J. H. (2010). Paternal involvement. In M. E. Lamb (Ed.), The role of the father in child 

development (5th ed., pp. 58–93). John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407504045892
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616730802113711


CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 40 

Rodrigues, M., Sokolovic, N., Madigan, S., Luo, Y., Silva, V., Misra, S., & Jenkins, J. (2021). 

Paternal sensitivity and children’s cognitive and socioemotional outcomes: a meta‐

analytic review. Child Development, 92(2), 554–577. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13545  

Rosenthal, R. (1995). Writing meta-analytic reviews. Psychological Bulletin, 118(2), 183–192. 

* Rothbaum, F., Schneider Rosen, K., Pott, M., & Beatty, M. (1995). Early parent-child 

relationships and later problem behavior: A longitudinal study. Merrill-Palmer 

Quarterly, 41(2), 133–151. 

Schoppe‐Sullivan, S. J., & Fagan, J. (2020). The evolution of fathering research in the 21st 

century: Persistent challenges, new directions. Journal of Marriage and Family, 82(1), 

175–197. https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12645 

Shakiba, N., & Raby, K. L. (2021). Attachment dimensions and cortisol responses during the 

strange situation among young children adopted internationally. Attachment & Human 

Development, 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1080/14616734.2021.1896445 

Sroufe, L. A. (1983). Infant-caregiver attachment and patterns of adaptation in preschool: The 

roots of maladaption and competence: Vol. Vol. 16. Erlbaum. 

Sroufe, L. A., Coffino, B., & Carlson, E. A. (2010). Conceptualizing the role of early experience: 

Lessons from the Minnesota Longitudinal Study. Developmental Review, 30(1), 36–51. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2009.12.002 

StGeorge, J., & Freeman, E. (2017). Measurement of father–child rough‐and‐tumble play and its 

relations to child behavior. Infant mental health journal, 38(6), 709–725. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/imhj.21676 

* Suess, G. J., Grossmann, K. E., & Sroufe, L. A. (1992). Effects of infant attachment to mother 

and father on quality of adaptation in preschool: From dyadic to individual organisation 



CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 41 

of self. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 15(1), 43–65. 

http://doi.org/10.1177/016502549201500103 

Tanner-Smith, E. E., & Tipton, E. (2014). Robust variance estimation with dependent effect 

sizes: Practical considerations including a software tutorial in Stata and SPSS. Research 

Synthesis Methods, 5, 13–30. doi:10.1002/jrsm.1091 

Thompson, R. A. (2016). Early attachment and later development: Reframing the questions. In J. 

Cassidy & P. R. Shaver (Eds.), Handbook of attachment: Theory, research, and clinical 

applications (3rd ed., pp. 330–348). Guilford Press. 

* Tirkkonen, T., Joskitt, L., Kunelius, A., Huhtaniska, M., Ebeling, H., & Moilanen, I. (2016). 

Twinship as a protective factor against behavioural and emotional problems at preschool 

age. Early Child Development and Care, 186(6), 863–878. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2015.1066783 

Tremblay, R. E. (2010). Developmental origins of disruptive behaviour problems: The ‘original 

sin’ hypothesis, epigenetics and their consequences for prevention. Journal of Child 

Psychology and Psychiatry, 51(4), 341–367. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-

7610.2010.02211.x 

van IJzendoorn, M. H., Schuengel, C., & Bakermans–Kranenburg, M. J. (1999). Disorganized 

attachment in early childhood: Meta-analysis of precursors, concomitants, and sequelae. 

Development and Psychopathology, 11(2), 225–250. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579499002035 

Verschueren, K. (2020). Attachment, self-esteem, and socio-emotional adjustment: There is 

more than just the mother. Attachment & Human Development, 22(1), 105–109. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14616734.2019.1589066 



CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 42 

* Volling, B. L., Yu, T., Gonzalez, R., Kennedy, D. E., Rosenberg, L., & Oh, W. (2014). 

Children’s responses to mother–infant and father–infant interaction with a baby sibling: 

Jealousy or joy? Journal of Family Psychology, 28(5), 634–644. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037811 

Viechtbauer, W. (2010). Conducting meta-analyses in R with the metafor package. Journal of 

Statistical Software, 36(3), 1–48. https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v036.i03 

Volling, B. L., & Cabrera, N. J. (2019). Advancing research and measurement on fathering and 

children’s development. Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 

84(1), 7–17. https://doi.org/10.1111/mono.12404 

Volling, B. L., Stevenson, M. M., Safyer, P., Gonzalez, R., & Lee, J. Y. (2019). Chapter IV: In 

Search of the Father-Infant Activation Relationship: A Person-Centered Approach. 

Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 84(1), 50–63. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/mono.12404 

Waters, E. (1987). Attachment behavior Q-set (Revision 2.0). State University of New York at 

Stony Brook. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037811


CHILD-FATHER ATTACHMENT AND BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 43 

 

Figure 1 

Prisma flow diagram of study selection 
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Figure 2 

Forest plot of effect sizes for child-father attachment and child behavior problems 
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Figure 3 

Visual representation of the effect sizes for child-mother and child-father attachment 
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Table 1 

Sample Characteristics for Studies Included in the Meta-Analyses 

Study N Country % 

Male 

% 

White 

Attachment 

measure 

Age at 

attachment 

assessmenta 

Informant of 

externalizing/ 

internalizing 

Externalizing 

measure 

Age at 

externalizing 

assessmenta 

Internalizing 

measure 

Age at 

internalizing 

assessmenta 

Aviezer et 

al. (2002) 

66 Israel 50  SSP 14 Teacher Unspecified 

questionnaire 

133 - - 

Boldt et al. 

(2017) 

82 USA 50 84 SSP 15 Father Child 

Symptom 

Inventory-4, 

Adolescent 

Symptom 

Inventory-4 

120, 144 - - 

Bureau et 

al. (2017) 

107 Canada - - SSP-M 47 Mother & 

Father 

- - SDQ 47 

Colonnesi 

et al. 

(2013) 

20 Netherlands 35 - AQS 46 Father SDQ 46 SDQ 46 

DeKlyen 

et al. 

(1998) 

105 USA 100 86 SSP-M 57 Mother, 

Father, & 

Teacher 

CBCL 57 - - 

Deneault 

et al. 

(2020) 

144 Canada 42 85 SSP-M 47 Mother & 

Father 

SDQ 47 - - 

Dumont & 

Paquette 

(2013) 

53 Canada 38 81 SSP 15 Father SCBES 35 SCBES 35 

Feugé et 

al. (2020) 

68 Canada 67 93 AQS 47 Father CBCL 47 CBCL 47 

George 

(2010) 

235 USA 45 77 SSP-M 72 Teacher CBCL 72, 96 CBCL 72, 96 

Kochanska 

& Kim 

(2013) 

86 USA 53 84 SSP 15 Mother, 

Father, & 

Teacher 

- - Child 

Symptom 

Inventory-4 

78, 96 
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Lafrenière 

et al. 

(1992) 

83 Canada 49 - AQS 45 Teacher - - Preschool 

Behavior 

Questionnaire 

45 

Lindsey et 

al. (2009) 

80 USA 48 76 SSP 18 Observer Observation 36 - - 

McElwain 

& Volling 

(2004) 

30 USA 50 - SSP 12 Observer Observation  51 - - 

Monteiro 

et al. 

(2008) 

56 Portugal 48 - AQS 32 Mother & 

Father 

SCBES 32 SCBES 32 

Rothbaum 

et al. 

(1995) 

32 USA 50 100 SSP 22 Mother, 

Father, & 

Teacher 

CBCL 84 CBCL 84 

Suess et 

al. (1992) 

39 Germany 46 - SSP 18 Observer Minnesota 

Preschool 

Affect 

Checklist 

60 Minnesota 

Preschool 

Affect 

Checklist 

60 

Tirkkonen 

et al. 

(2016) 

69 Finland 48 98 PAA 18 Father CBCL 48 CBCL 48 

Volling et 

al. (2014) 

225 USA 46 86 AQS 31 Mother & 

Father 

CBCL 31 CBCL 31 

Note. AQS = Attachment Q-Sort, SSP = Strange Situation Procedure, SSP-M = Strange Situation Procedure Modified, PAA = Preschool Attachment 

Assessment, CBCL = Child Behavior Checklist, SCBES = Social Competence and Behavior Evaluation Scale, SDQ = Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire. 

 
a Age in months. 
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Table 2 

Results of Moderator Analysis for the Association between Child-Father Attachment Insecurity and Externalizing Behaviors 

Externalizing Behaviors       

Categorical Moderators k r 95% CI   QM    p 

Attachment measurea    5.08 .17 

     Attachment Q-Sort 4 .28 .16, .42   

     Strange Situation Procedure 7 .15 .04, .26   

     Modified Strange Situation Procedure 3 .22 .02, .43   

Continuous Moderators k B 95% CI    Z    P 

Child age at attachment assessment 15 .001 -.004, .01  0.53 .60 

Child age at outcome assessment 15 -.002 -.01, .0004 -1.70 .09 

Child gender  15 .002 -.004, .01  0.67 .50 

Publication year 15 .004 -.01, .02  0.68 .50 

Note. k = number of studies; r = correlation coefficient, CI = confidence interval; QM = test of moderator; b = estimate. 

aThe Preschool Attachment Assessment was excluded from the analysis as there fewer than three studies the categories. 

 

 


