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Abstract

Su, Ding and Hsu (1990) conducted the first attachment study in Taiwan with a
sample of 62 Taiwan infants using the strange situation method. After that, numerous
attachment studies were conducted in Taiwan with most findings supporting what the
theory predicted. This research reviewed available attachment studies (28
peer-reviewed articles, 58 master’s theses and 10 doctoral dissertations) conducted in
Taiwan since 1990 to summarize empirical and theoretical advances of attachment
perspectives during the past two decades in Taiwan. Three main research themes
identified from these studies include (1) the influence of parenting on children's
attachment inclination; (2) adult attachment’s impact on close relationships; and (3)
relationships of attachment internal working models, emotion regulation, and mental
disorders. This research reviewed the studies of attachment theory in Taiwan since

1990 and synthesized data across studies.
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Culture and Attachment: Applicability of Attachment Perspectives to Non-White
Populations

Some researchers caution that the applicability of attachment perspectives to non-White populations should
not be automatically assumed (c.g., Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006) as the philosophical foundation of
attachment constructs is rooted in Western cultures (Rothbaum et al., 2000) and most of the empirical
evidence supporting the theory is based on White middle-class samples. The general theme of this
symposium is to address questions related to attachment applicability to non-White populations by
exploring how cultural factors may interact with attachment constructs in influencing the psychosocial
functioning of non-White individuals. Specifically, this symposium consists of four presentations based on
both empirical and conceptual studies with Taiwanese and African-American samples. The first
presentation addresses findings and implications of an empirical study that examined the mediator effect of
an indigenous cultural factor (i.c., filial piety) on the link between attachment and mental health among 480
Taiwanese adolescents. The second presentation discusses a mediating path model in which cognitive
working models of the self (sclf-csteem) and others (trustworthiness) were hypothesized to mediate the
relationship between attachment and emotional distress. The study tested the model fit with a sample of
167 African-American college students to sce if findings with the minority sample were consistent with the
theory’s predictions. The third presentation will report on findings from reviewing 38 available attachment
studies conducted in Taiwan between 1990 and 2008. Tentative conclusions derived from these studies’
findings, observed cultural differences in Taiwanese attachment styles and behaviors, and considerations of
applying attachment theory to Taiwanese populations will be addressed in the presentation. The fourth
presentation takes an emic approach, arguing that to understand the manifestation and function of adult
attachment relations, the cultural context must be considered. The author identifies five cultural factors and
proposes an altemnative adult attachment conceptual framework that is believed to be more culturally
sensitive to a Chinese way of relatedness.

(1) Attachment, Filial Piety, and Distress: A Model among Taiwanese Adolescents

The influence of parent-child relationship on individuals’ mental health has been greatly studied. As
John Bowlby delineated, the allectional bond between children and their caregivers plays an important
role on individuals® psychological development (Bowlby, 1969/1982). Similar to the attachment
relations emphasized in Western cultures, filial piety is highly valued in many Lastern societies. Two
dimensions of filial picty (i.e., reciprocal and authoritarian picty) were proposed by Yeh (2003) to
represent this complex cultural concept. Research findings have suggested a positive association
between filial picty and intergencrational relationships; however, little research examines the impact of
filial piety on mental health. Because individuals in collectivistic societies tend to have greater needs to
be in compliance with existing societal norms, it was hypothesized that endorsement of filial piety will
have a positive relationship with psychological well-being. In addition, we argued that individuals’
parental attachment greatly aflects their endorsement of filial piety, which, in turn, is related to their
mental health.

In the current study, a sample of 480 Taiwanese adolescents (age range = 14-20, M = 16.81, and SD
=0.91) were recruited. Results of Structural Equation Modeling indicated that the proposed mediation
model was a good fit of the data (22 [81, N = 480] = 246.04, p < 0.00; SRMR = 0.06, TLI = 0.95,

CFI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.07 [90% CI = 0.06, 0.08]). That is, adolescents with high levels of
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attachment avoidance endorsed low levels of reciprocal picty, which, in turn, led to high levels of
distress. Moreover, both attachment anxiety and avoidance were significantly related to authoritarian
piety although authoritarian picty failed to show a significant association with distress. Implications of
these findings with regard to the distinct and joint effects of attachment and filial piety on Taiwanese
adolescents’ mental health are discussed.

(2) Attachment, Working Models, and Distress: A Model for African Americans

According to attachment theory, attachment relationships exert their influence on emotional distress
through cognitive working models that individuals develop through interactions with their carcgivers
during childhood (Bowlby, 1969). Caregivers who are warm and consistently responsive prime their
children to develop positive working models, which are characterized by high levels of self~worth and
a perception that others are trustworthy (Bowlby, 1982). The inverse applies to individuals who
experience their caregivers as cold and inconsistent. According to attachment theory, cognitive
working models should mediate the relationship between attachment relations and emotional distress.
A finite number of studies have demonstrated support for this assertion (e.g., Kenny & Sirin, 2006);
however, the validity of this tenct among racial minority groups has been controversial and not clearly
demonstrated in the literature (Rothbaum et al., 2000). Therefore, a test of this principle among
persons of color is warranted.

This study tested a mediated path model in which cognitive working models of the self (self-csteem)
and others (trustworthiness) mediated the relationship between attachment (affective quality and
support) and emotional distress (depression) among 167 African American college students. The
model demonstrated a close fit to the data (?2 [3, N = 167] = 2.34, p = .53; CFI = 1.00, IFI = .99;
RMSLEA = .00); cognitive working models were [ound to be partial mediators between attachment
and depression. Several significant paths were present; namely, affective quality (cr = 4.24, p <.001)
and support (cr = -2.11, p <.01) predicted self-esteem, and sell-esteem (cr = -7.26, p <.001) and
perceptions of trustworthiness in others (er = -2.94, p <.001) predicted depression.

Although controversy exists regarding the manifestation of attachment relationships among persons of
color, the current study provided support for a fundamental aspect of attachment theory among
African Americans. The presenter will expound on additional implications, limitations, and directions
for future research in the presentation.

(3) The Current State of Attachment Research in Taiwan

This presentation will review available attachment studies (28 peer-reviewed articles and 10 doctoral
dissertations) conducted in Taiwan from 1990 to 2008 to summarize empirical and theoretical
advances of attachment perspectives during the past two decades in Taiwan. Three main rescarch
themes identified [rom these studies include (1) the influence of parenting on children's attachment
inclination; (2) adult attachment’s impact on marriage and love relationships; and (3) relationships of
attachment internal working models, emotion regulation, and mental disorders.

Su, Ding and Hsu (1990) conducted the first attachment study in Taiwan with a sample of 62 Taiwan

infants using the sirange situation method. The distribution of secure, avoidance and ambivalence
groups found in their study was similar to Ainsworth et al.’s findings (1979), but different from those
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found in Germany, Isracl and Japan. The researchers concluded that cultural differences did exist.

Afler that, numerous attachment studies were conducted with most findings supporting whalt the theory
predicted. Huang, Chou and Yip (2008) used meta-analysis on results of 23 child attachment studies
and found that accepting and caring maternal parenting behaviors had significant positive relationships
with children’s secure attachment (large effect size); parenting behaviors that encouraged autonomy
negatively correlated with children’s insecure attachment (medium effect size); and secure and insecure
attachment with family of origins had a significant cross-generational transmission eflect.

Most studies completed in Taiwan tend to highlight the similarities between their results and those
found in the U.S. Issues of possible cultural differences on attachment, although often mentioned as a
further rescarch direction were not intensively discussed with the exception of a few studies (e.g.,
Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006; Wang & Wang, 2007). Cultural impact on attachment style and
considerations of applying attachment theory and constructs to Taiwanese populations will be
addressed and elaborated on based on the tentative conclusions derived from the review.

(4) Initial Attempt at Developing a Contextualized Chinese Adult Attachment Model

Altachment theory is a widely used conceptual framework in research that examines psychosocial and
relational issues in adulthood (Simpson & Rholes, 1998). In review of the adult attachment literature, it
is unfortunately evident that almost all cross-cultural adult attachment studies exclusively take an “etic”
approach, relying on the Western-based attachment perspectives or measures developed and

validated in the U.S. to investigate adult attachment among non-Western populations. Several
researchers (e.g., Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006) have noted the limitations of the theory’s

cross-cultural validity and potential over-gencralization of the Western-based attachment perspectives
to non-Western adult populations. Because Chinese styles of relatedness distinetly differ from those of
Western cultures in many important aspects, taking an “emic™ approach to create a culturally sensitive
conceptual framework appears imperative in order to accurately understand adult attachment from
Chinese cultural perspectives.

The proposed presentation will first review five cultural constructs (i.c., interdependent self-construals,
vuan, filial piety, romantic style, and dialectical thinking patiern) with regard to their implications to
Chinese styles of relatedness. A bi-layer, circular adult attachment model consistent with indigenous
Chinese cultural context will be introduced. The first layer is perceptions of one’s relational status and
the second layer is the fulfillment of one’s relational obligations. One’s appraisal on each layer as well
as significant others’ expectations will have reciprocal influences on Chinese adult attachment.
Individuals demonstrating a healthy attachment style are those who have unambiguous perceptions
(and acceptance) of their relational roles/status that is mostly in harmony with the social expectations,
as well as a clear sense of fulfillment of relational obligations/responsibilities. Several cases illustrating
the relationships among the five cultural factors, Chinese adult attachment, and manifesting attachment
behaviors will be presented. Theoretical and counseling implications of the contextualized attachment
perspective, limitations, and directions for future rescarch will be elaborated on in the presentation.
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