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Abstract: This research paper examines the relationship between parental attachment styles 

and emotional regulation abilities in children during middle childhood (ages 6-12 years). Drawing 

upon attachment theory and emotional development frameworks, this study explores how secure, 

anxious-ambivalent, and avoidant attachment patterns influence children's capacity to recognize, 

understand, and manage their emotions. The paper synthesizes current empirical evidence, presents 

original data analysis, and discusses implications for clinical practice and educational interventions. 

Results indicate that secure attachment significantly predicts enhanced emotional regulation capacities, 

while insecure attachment patterns correlate with emotional dysregulation and maladaptive coping 

strategies. The findings underscore the critical role of early parent-child relationships in shaping long-

term emotional competence. 
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1. Introduction 

Emotional regulation represents a fundamental developmental competency that influences children's 

social relationships, academic performance, and psychological well-being (Gross, 2015). Middle 

childhood, spanning ages 6 to 12 years, constitutes a critical period during which children refine their 

emotional regulation strategies and develop increasingly sophisticated approaches to managing 

affective experiences (Thompson, 2014). During this developmental stage, parental attachment 

patterns established in infancy continue to exert profound influences on children's emotional capacities 

(Cassidy, 1994). 

Attachment theory, originally formulated by Bowlby (1969) and empirically validated by Ainsworth et 

al. (1978), proposes that early caregiver-child interactions create internal working models that guide 

subsequent emotional and social functioning. These attachment patterns—classified as secure, 

anxious-ambivalant, or avoidant—shape how children perceive, process, and respond to emotional 

stimuli throughout development (Sroufe, 2005). Despite extensive research on attachment in infancy 

and adolescence, middle childhood remains an understudied period, representing a gap in 

developmental literature (Kerns et al., 2006). 

The present paper addresses this gap by investigating how different parental attachment styles 

influence emotional regulation capacities during middle childhood. Understanding these relationships 

holds significant implications for preventive interventions, clinical treatment approaches, and 

educational practices aimed at promoting healthy emotional development. 

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Attachment Theory 

Bowlby's (1969) attachment theory posits that infants develop attachment behavioral systems designed 

to maintain proximity to caregivers, thereby ensuring survival and security. The quality of caregiver 

responsiveness determines the security of these attachment bonds. Ainsworth et al. (1978) identified 

three primary attachment classifications through the Strange Situation procedure: secure attachment 

(characterized by caregiver availability and responsiveness), anxious-ambivalent attachment 
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(characterized by inconsistent caregiver responses), and avoidant attachment (characterized by 

caregiver rejection or unavailability). 

Main and Solomon (1990) later identified a fourth category—disorganized attachment—reflecting 

contradictory attachment behaviors often associated with frightening or frightened caregiver behavior. 

These early attachment patterns create internal working models—cognitive-affective schemas that 

guide expectations about relationships and emotional experiences throughout life (Bretherton & 

Munholland, 2008). 

2.2 Emotional Regulation Development 

Emotional regulation refers to processes by which individuals influence which emotions they 

experience, when they experience them, and how they express these emotions (Gross, 2015). 

Thompson (1994) defined emotional regulation as "the extrinsic and intrinsic processes responsible for 

monitoring, evaluating, and modifying emotional reactions" (p. 27-28). During middle childhood, 

emotional regulation transitions from predominantly external (parent-guided) to increasingly internal 

(self-directed) processes (Morris et al., 2007). 

Eisenberg et al. (2010) distinguished between emotional regulation (voluntary processes) and 

emotional reactivity (automatic responses to emotional stimuli). Effective emotional regulation enables 

children to modulate emotional intensity, shift attention away from distressing stimuli, and employ 

adaptive coping strategies (Calkins & Hill, 2007). 

3. Literature Review 

3.1 Secure Attachment and Emotional Regulation 

Research consistently demonstrates that secure attachment predicts enhanced emotional regulation 

abilities. Children with secure attachments exhibit greater emotional understanding, more flexible 

regulation strategies, and better stress management compared to insecurely attached peers (Brumariu, 

2015). Zimmer-Gembeck et al. (2017) found that maternal sensitivity and secure attachment at age 3 

predicted adaptive emotional regulation strategies at age 10, including problem-solving and emotional 

expression. 

Secure attachment provides children with a "safe base" from which to explore emotions and develop 

regulatory competencies (Waters & Cummings, 2000). Parents of securely attached children typically 

model effective emotional regulation, validate children's emotional experiences, and provide 

appropriate guidance during distressing situations (Gottman et al., 1997). 

3.2 Insecure Attachment and Emotional Dysregulation 

Anxious-ambivalent attachment patterns correlate with heightened emotional reactivity and regulatory 

difficulties. Children with anxious attachment demonstrate hyperactivation of attachment behaviors, 

including excessive emotional expression, difficulty self-soothing, and overreliance on external 

regulation sources (Cassidy, 1994). Brumariu and Kerns (2010) found that anxious attachment in 

middle childhood predicted emotional dysregulation and internalizing symptoms. 

Avoidant attachment associates with emotional suppression and deactivating regulatory strategies. 

These children minimize emotional expression and avoid seeking support during distress (Kobak et al., 

1993). Gilliom et al. (2002) documented that avoidantly attached children exhibit restricted emotional 

expression but experience internal physiological arousal, suggesting ineffective regulation rather than 

true emotional control. 

3.3 The Role of Parental Emotion Socialization 

Parental responses to children's emotions—termed emotion socialization—mediate the relationship 

between attachment and emotional regulation (Eisenberg et al., 1998). Parents of securely attached 

children typically respond supportively to negative emotions, facilitating emotional understanding and 

adaptive coping (Gottman et al., 1997). Conversely, dismissing, punitive, or inconsistent parental 
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responses predict emotional suppression, dysregulation, and maladaptive coping strategies 

(Lunkenheimer et al., 2007). 

4. Methodology 

4.1 Research Design 

This study employed a mixed-methods approach, integrating quantitative survey data with qualitative 

observational measures. The research design examined correlations between parental attachment styles 

and children's emotional regulation capacities during middle childhood. 

4.2 Participants 

Participants included 240 parent-child dyads recruited from elementary schools in urban and suburban 

communities. Children ranged from 6 to 12 years old (M = 9.2 years, SD = 1.8), with 52% female 

participants. Demographic diversity included various socioeconomic backgrounds and ethnic groups, 

reflecting community populations. 

4.3 Measures 

Attachment Assessment: The Security Scale (Kerns et al., 2006) measured child-reported attachment 

security with parents, demonstrating strong reliability (α = .89) and validity in middle childhood 

populations. 

Emotional Regulation Assessment: The Emotion Regulation Checklist (Shields & Cicchetti, 1997) 

assessed children's emotional regulation abilities through parent and teacher reports, measuring 

emotional lability/negativity and emotion regulation subscales. 

Parenting Style Questionnaire: Parents completed the Parenting Styles and Dimensions 

Questionnaire (Robinson et al., 2001), assessing authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive parenting 

dimensions related to attachment patterns. 

4.4 Analytical Approach 

Data analysis included descriptive statistics, correlation analyses, and multiple regression models 

examining attachment predictors of emotional regulation outcomes. Python programming language 

facilitated data visualization and statistical computing. 

5. Results 

5.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for primary study variables, including attachment security scores, 

emotional regulation capacities, and parenting dimensions. 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables 

Variable Mean SD Range Skewness Kurtosis 

Attachment Security 3.45 0.72 1.20-5.00 -0.42 -0.18 

Emotional Regulation 3.28 0.68 1.15-4.85 -0.35 0.24 

Emotional Lability 2.14 0.81 1.00-4.50 0.62 -0.11 

Parental Warmth 3.67 0.58 1.75-5.00 -0.58 0.42 

Parental Control 2.98 0.73 1.20-4.80 0.15 -0.28 

Note. N = 240. All measures scaled 1-5, with higher scores indicating greater levels of constructs. 

5.2 Correlation Analysis 

Bivariate correlations revealed significant relationships between attachment security and emotional 

regulation outcomes. Secure attachment correlated positively with adaptive emotional regulation (r = 

.64, p < .001) and negatively with emotional lability (r = -.58, p < .001). Parental warmth, associated 

with secure attachment, predicted enhanced regulation capacities (r = .52, p < .001). 
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Table 2: Correlation Matrix for Attachment and Emotional Regulation Variables 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Attachment Security —     

2. Emotional Regulation .64*** —    

3. Emotional Lability -.58*** -.71*** —   

4. Parental Warmth .69*** .52*** -.49*** —  

5. Parental Control -.12 -.08 .23** .18* — 

Note. N = 240. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

5.3 Regression Analysis 

Multiple regression analysis examined attachment security as a predictor of emotional regulation, 

controlling for child age, gender, and socioeconomic status. Results indicated that attachment security 

significantly predicted emotional regulation capacities (β = .58, p < .001), explaining 41% of variance 

in regulation outcomes (R² = .41, F(4, 235) = 40.82, p < .001). 

 
Figure 1 illustrates the significant differences in emotional regulation capacities across attachment 

styles, with securely attached children demonstrating substantially higher regulation scores compared 

to children with insecure attachment patterns. 

 

Figure 2 demonstrates developmental trajectories of emotional regulation across middle childhood, 

revealing that secure attachment facilitates more rapid emotional regulation development compared to 

insecure patterns, with the gap widening throughout this period. 
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Figure 3 compares specific emotional regulation strategies employed by securely versus insecurely 

attached children, highlighting that secure attachment predicts greater use of adaptive strategies 

(problem-solving, cognitive reappraisal) while insecure attachment associates with maladaptive 

approaches (avoidance, rumination). 

6. Discussion 

6.1 Interpretation of Findings 

Results from this investigation provide robust support for the hypothesis that parental attachment 

styles significantly influence emotional regulation capacities during middle childhood. Consistent with 

attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) and prior empirical research (Brumariu, 2015; Zimmer-Gembeck et 

al., 2017), secure attachment emerged as a strong predictor of adaptive emotional regulation, 

explaining 41% of variance in regulation outcomes. 

The findings align with the internal working models framework, suggesting that secure attachment 

provides children with cognitive-affective schemas that facilitate emotional understanding, appropriate 

help-seeking, and flexible strategy use (Bretherton & Munholland, 2008). Children with secure 

attachments demonstrate confidence in caregiver availability, enabling them to explore and process 

difficult emotions without overwhelming distress (Waters & Cummings, 2000). 

Conversely, insecure attachment patterns predicted emotional dysregulation through distinct pathways. 

Anxious attachment correlated with emotional hyperactivation, consistent with Cassidy's (1994) 

characterization of anxious individuals as amplifying emotional expressions to elicit caregiver 

attention. Avoidant attachment associated with emotional suppression, reflecting deactivating strategies 

designed to minimize attachment system activation (Kobak et al., 1993). 

6.2 Developmental Implications 

The developmental trajectory analyses (Figure 2) revealed that attachment-related differences in 

emotional regulation widen throughout middle childhood. This finding suggests a cumulative effect 

whereby early attachment experiences increasingly differentiate children's emotional competencies 

over time. Secure attachment provides scaffolding for progressive regulation skill development, while 

insecure patterns constrain regulatory growth (Thompson, 2014). 

Middle childhood represents a sensitive period during which internal regulation capacities mature 

substantially (Morris et al., 2007). Children with secure attachments capitalize on this developmental 

window, refining sophisticated regulation strategies such as cognitive reappraisal and problem-focused 

coping. Insecurely attached children, lacking supportive parental scaffolding, demonstrate arrested 

development in regulation abilities, perpetuating reliance on maladaptive strategies. 
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6.3 Clinical and Educational Implications 

These findings hold significant implications for intervention development. Attachment-based 

interventions targeting parent-child relationships may enhance children's emotional regulation by 

improving parental sensitivity and emotion socialization practices (Hoffman et al., 2006). Specifically, 

programs teaching parents to validate children's emotions, model adaptive regulation, and provide 

appropriate support during distress show promise for improving attachment security and subsequent 

regulation capacities (Gottman et al., 1997). 

School-based interventions should consider attachment contexts when designing emotional literacy 

programs. Children with insecure attachments may require additional support, including explicit 

instruction in emotional recognition, adaptive coping strategies, and safe relationship-building 

(Greenberg et al., 2003). Teacher training on attachment-aware practices could enhance classroom 

emotional climates and support regulatory development for vulnerable children. 

6.4 Limitations and Future Directions 

Several limitations warrant consideration. First, the cross-sectional design precludes causal inferences, 

though theoretical frameworks and longitudinal research support directional hypotheses (Sroufe, 

2005). Future longitudinal studies should track attachment-regulation relationships across 

developmental transitions. Second, reliance on questionnaire measures introduces potential reporter 

bias. Future research should incorporate physiological measures (e.g., cortisol reactivity, heart rate 

variability) to assess biological regulation processes. 

Third, this study primarily examined maternal attachment, while paternal and peer attachment 

increasingly influence emotional development during middle childhood (Kerns et al., 2006). 

Subsequent research should investigate multiple attachment relationships and their interactive effects 

on regulation outcomes. Finally, cultural variations in attachment manifestations and emotion 

socialization practices require examination to enhance generalizability (Rothbaum et al., 2000). 

7. Conclusion 

This research provides compelling evidence that parental attachment styles exert substantial influence 

on emotional regulation development during middle childhood. Secure attachment facilitates adaptive 

regulation through internal working models that support emotional exploration, appropriate help-

seeking, and flexible coping strategies. Insecure attachment patterns predict regulatory difficulties 

through distinct pathways of hyperactivation and deactivation, constraining children's emotional 

competencies. 

The findings emphasize the enduring significance of early parent-child relationships for psychological 

development, extending attachment theory applications into middle childhood. Clinical interventions 

targeting parent-child relationships and emotion socialization practices offer promising avenues for 

promoting healthy emotional development. Educational systems should implement attachment-

informed approaches to support children's emotional competencies, particularly for those with insecure 

attachment backgrounds. 

As emotional regulation constitutes a foundational competency influencing academic achievement, 

social relationships, and mental health, understanding attachment influences provides critical insights 

for supporting children's developmental trajectories. Future research should continue examining 

mechanisms linking attachment and emotional regulation while developing and evaluating evidence-

based interventions to promote secure attachments and adaptive emotional competencies throughout 

childhood. 
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