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The Differential Relations of Parent and Peer 
Attachment to Adolescent Adjustment * 

Deborah J. Laible,1 Gustavo Carlo,2 and Marcela Raffaelli3 
Submitted April 1998; accepted October 1999 

Whether or not close emotional relationships with parents and peers serve similar func-
tions for adolescent adjustment is an issue of increasing interest. The present study was 
designed to examine the relations between parent and peer attachment and adolescent 
adjustment. Eighty-nine adolescents (M age = 16.1 years, SD = 1.8 years) completed 
self-report measures of parent and peer attachment, sympathy, academic efficacy, ag-
gression, anxiety, and depression. Adolescents were divided into four groups on the ba-
sis of their parent and peer attachment scores: those high on both, those low on both, 
those high on peer but low on parent attachment, and those high on parent but low on 
peer attachment. Discriminant function analyses revealed that the groups differed only 
along one dimension, suggesting that parent and peer attachment served similar func-
tions in terms of the adjustment indices measured. Adolescents high on both peer and 
parent attachment were the best adjusted (i.e., least aggressive and depressed, most 
sympathetic) and those low on both were the least well adjusted. Furthermore, those 
high on peer but low on parent attachment were better adjusted than those high on 
parent but low on peer attachment, suggesting that peer attachment may be relatively 
more influential on adolescent adjustment than parent attachment. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Although it is no longer accepted that adolescence is a period of intense tur-
moil as in popular portrayals, adolescence is still considered an important tran-
sition period, because of the cognitive, biological, and social changes that oc-
cur during this time period (Elliot and Feldman, 1990). Furthermore, research 
does indicate that adolescence is a period of heightened risk; rates of depres-
sion, conduct disorders, suicide, and drug and alcohol use increase across ad-
olescence (Adams and Gullotta, 1989). While the vast majority of adolescents 
navigate this transitional period with much success, happiness, and confidence, 
a significant minority of adolescents experience much uncertainty and distress 
(Cauce et al., 1994). One important factor that distinguishes adolescents who 
navigate the transition with success and those who do not is the quality of rela-
tionships that the adolescent has with both parents and peers. 

Traditionally, adolescence was viewed as a period of life in which the sup-
port of the peer group gradually usurped the influence of parents, mostly as 
the result of intergenerational conflict over fundamental values, norms, and 
behaviors (Coleman, 1961). Research has not supported the idea that parents 
and adolescents engage in conflict over such issues, however, and in fact has 
suggested that much continuity may exist in parent–child relationships across 
middle childhood and adolescence (see Grotevant, 1997). Despite their grow-
ing reliance on peers for support, the vast majority of adolescents continue to 
rely on their parents for emotional support and advice (Maccoby and Martin, 
1983). For example, in a study of 2800 adolescents between 12 and 15 years 
of age, a large majority of the participants named parents as having an im-
portant and significant positive influence on their lives (Blyth et al., 1982). 
Therefore, adolescence is now conceptualized as a period of both growing 
autonomy and connectedness to parents and other significant adults. 

The idea that parents continue to be influential in providing support during 
adolescence has been strengthened by the growing interest in applying attach-
ment theory to areas of the life span beyond infancy. Attachment was original-
ly defined as the strong affective bond established between the infant and the 
primary caregiver (generally the mother) (Bowlby, 1973, 1982). However, in 
recent years attachment has been reconceptualized to include all significant re-
lationships across the life span including those with peers and romantic part-
ners (e.g., Armsden and Greenberg, 1987; Hazan and Shaver, 1987; Kobak and 
Cole, 1994; Kobak and Sceery, 1988). A central feature of attachment theory 
is the notion that children are constructing models of relationships out of inter-
actions with attachment figures (Bowlby, 1980, 1982). These models include 
expectations about the attachment figure’s responsiveness and accessibility, as 
well as the self’s deservingness of such care (Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1980; 
Bretherton, 1990). Although internal working models are open to reformu-
lation across development, according to Bowlby (1980), they tend to persist 
across time and significantly influence the manner in which the child construes 
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the self and others within the context of interpersonal relationships. Thus, at-
tachment theory holds that attachments to parents and the internal working 
models of these relationships continue to be influential into adolescence and 
adulthood, even if a new primary attachment figure replaces the parent (Ain-
sworth, 1989). Research has supported the continued influence of attachment 
bonds to parents in adolescence. Studies have shown that a secure attachment 
with parents in adolescence predicts higher self-esteem, greater life satisfac-
tion, better college adjustment, less psychological distress, and greater per-
ceived social support (Armsden and Greenberg, 1987; Blain et al., 1993; Brad-
ford and Lyddon, 1993; Lapsley et al., 1990). 

Attachment theory has particularly interesting applications for understand-
ing adolescent development, because it is during this time that children ex-
plore intimate, supportive relationships outside of the family. Despite this, 
however, researchers have only recently begun to show an interest in the func-
tions that attachments to others than parents might serve during adolescence 
(e.g., Armsden and Greenberg, 1987; Hazan and Shaver, 1987). Research into 
the role of peers as attachment figures is lacking, despite the fact that research 
from the friendship and support literature has supported the idea that close re-
lationships with peers promote healthy adolescent adjustment. Strong rela-
tionships with peers has been linked with perceived self-worth (Robinson, 
1995), high levels of perspective taking and prosocial behavior (Azmitia and 
Perlmutter, 1989; Eisenberg and Fabes, 1997), and decreased risk of emotion-
al and behavioral problems (Cauce et al., 1994; Garneski and Diekstra, 1996; 
Coie and Dodge, 1997). 

It is clear that supportive relationships with both parents and peers play an 
important role in an adolescent’s adjustment. One as yet unanswered question 
is whether peers and parents play similar or unique roles in adolescent de-
velopment and adjustment. Some scholars (e.g., Piaget, 1965; Youniss, 1980) 
have argued for the uniqueness of peer relationships, suggesting that peer 
friendships are marked by mutual reciprocity and cooperation, unlike parent–
child relationships, which are based more on unilateral power and are more 
likely to involve obedience and conformity. According to these theorists, peer 
relationships play a unique role in an adolescent’s development because they 
are likely to involve coconstructions of reality, negotiation, and working to-
ward a consensus. For example, Piaget (1965) suggested that peer interac-
tions stimulate moral development, because peers provide a haven in which 
individuals can experiment with minimal risk to self-concept. 

Other researchers have questioned whether parent–child relationships are 
best characterized in terms of power (see Kuczynski et al., 1997). Both par-
ents and children are involved in an intimate relationship with each other and 
each partner is both powerful and vulnerable relative to the other (Kuczyns-
ki et al., 1997). These researchers propose that parent–child relationships are 
characterized both in terms of friendship and in terms of an authority rela-
tionship. As a result, the parent–child relationship may be better thought of 
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as a “mixed relationship,” or a mixture of horizontal and vertical power rela-
tionships (Laursen and Collins, 1994). Furthermore, evidence suggests a con-
siderable amount of overlap in peer and parent relationships. Both parents 
and peers provide emotional support and intimacy during adolescence and in 
nomination tasks, parents and peers receive equal numbers of nominations as 
primary support figures throughout adolescence (Freeman, 1997). 

The goal of the current research was to investigate whether parents and 
peers serve similar functions in adolescent adjustment. The current analysis 
was designed to examine the relations between concurrent parent and peer at-
tachment and a variety of adolescent adjustment indices, including depres-
sion, anxiety, aggression, sympathy, and academic efficacy. Previous research 
has linked these adjustment indices to the quality of either peer or parent rela-
tionships (e.g., Armsden and Greenberg, 1987; Azmitia and Perlmutter, 1989; 
Belsky and Pensky, 1988; Bradford and Lyddon, 1993; Demo and Acock, 
1996; Dodge, 1997; Garnefski and Diekstra, 1996; Laible and Thompson, 
1999; Melby and Conger, 1996; Ryan et al., 1994) but has not compared the 
influence of parent and peer attachment. Because research is unclear about 
the extent to which parent and peer relationships serve similar functions, no 
specific a priori hypotheses were formed. In general, however, it was expect-
ed that high levels of both parent and peer attachment would be associated 
with positive adolescent adjustment. Thus, it was predicted that adolescents 
with secure relationships with both parents and peers would show the most 
positive adjustment and those with less secure relationships with both would 
show the least positive adjustment. 

METHOD 

Recruitment and Procedures 

Participants were 89 (46 females, 43 males) students were from one pub-
lic middle school and one public high school in a midsized Midwestern city 
(M age = 16.0 years, SD = 1.81 years). Fifty-three percent were of European-
American origin, 38% were of Latino origin, and 9% were of other ethnic or-
igins. Recruitment letters were sent to parents with the cooperation of school 
personnel, and parent consent and student assent were obtained prior to par-
ticipation. Surveys were administered in small groups in a separate classroom 
during school hours and took approximately forty minutes to an hour to com-
plete. Participating classrooms received small monetary donations. 

Measures 

The surveys consisted of a number of demographic items and a battery of 
scales. All of the scales (except for the math and English efficacy scales) had 
been previously used with adolescents. Demographic items included ques-
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tions about the parents’ level of education (average of mother’s and father’s 
education, M = 3.5, SD = 1.8, on a 7-point scale where 3 = some college or 
technical school and 4 = graduated from 2-year college or technical school). 
The survey also included the following scales: 

Parent and Peer Attachment. Students completed a shortened version of the 
Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (Armsden and Greenberg, 1987). 
The original scale was developed and tested with adolescents and was de-
signed to assess both the affective and cognitive dimensions of attachment se-
curity and trust in the accessibility and responsiveness of attachment figures. 
Both the shortened parent and peer scales consisted of 12 items (in the pres-
ent study, parent α = .85 and peer α = .84), four from each of the three origi-
nal subscales, i.e., trust, communication, and alienation. Parallel peer and par-
ent items were chosen (sample item, “My parent respects my feelings,” “My 
friends respect my feelings”). Both scales were rated on a 5-point scale from 
never to always. For the parent scale participants were instructed that if they 
had a different relationship with their mother and father, they should respond 
to the items for the parent who most influenced them. 

Depression. Depression was assessed with the use of the Child Depression 
Inventory (Kovacs and Beck, 1977). The scale consisted of 26 items (the sui-
cide ideation item was dropped) and had a reliability of α = .84 in the present 
study. 

Sympathy. Students completed the empathic concern and perspective tak-
ing subscales from the Interpersonal Reactivity Questionnaire (Davis, 1983). 
Both the empathic concern scale (α = .79 in the present study) (sample item, 
“I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me”) 
and the perspective taking scale (α = .71 in the present study) (sample item, 
“I sometimes find it difficult to see things from the ‘other person’s’ point of 
view”) consisted of seven items. Both scales were rated on a 5-point scale 
ranging from “does not describe me” to “describes me very well.” 

Because perspective taking and empathic concern are theoretically and em-
pirically related (Davis, 1983), a sympathy scale was formed by combining 
the two scales. Preliminary correlational analysis indicated that the empath-
ic concern and perspective taking scales were significantly interrelated [r(89) 
= .61, p <.001] and thus the two scales were summed and averaged to form a 
sympathy scale (α = .85 in the present study). 

Anxiety. Anxiety was assessed using a shortened 14-item version of the 
Revised Childhood Manifest Anxiety Scale (Reynolds and Richmond, 1985). 
The shortened scale had a reliability of α = .85 (in the present study) and stu-
dents were asked to rate items (e.g., “My hands feel sweaty” and “I am ner-
vous”) on a 5-point scale from “never” to “always.” 

Aggression. Aggression was measured by combining the Suppression of 
Aggression subscale from the Weinberger (1991) Adjustment Inventory and 
the following two fighting items: “During the past year, how many times 
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were you in a physical fight in which weapons were present?” and “When no 
weapons were present?” The Suppression of Aggression scale was rated on a 
5-point Likert scale and consisted of five items (sample item, “I lose my tem-
per and ‘let people have it’ when I’m angry”). For the fighting items, students 
were asked to select from between 0 to 12 or more times. Both the Suppres-
sion of Aggression scale (α  = .84) and the two fighting items (α  = .89) were 
converted to Z-scores and then summed to form a seven-item index of ag-
gression (α  = .83). 

Math and English Efficacy. Students rated eight questions concerning math 
and English academic efficacy on a 5-point scale (ranging from “not very 
good/one of the worst” to “very good/very well/one of the best”). Each scale 
consisted of the following four questions (parallel for math and English): (a) 
How good are you at math/English? (b) Compared to other students, how 
good are you at math/English? (c) How well do you expect to do in math/
English this year? and (d) How good would you be at learning something 
new in math/English? Reliabilities for each scale were good (α  for English = 
.88 and α  for math = .91). 

RESULTS 

Descriptive and Preliminary Analyses 

Means, standard deviations, and ranges for all variables used in this analy-
sis appear in Table I. In addition, correlations were calculated to examine the 
relations between parent and peer attachment and the adjustment indices (Ta-
ble II). Parent attachment was significantly related to age, depression, and 
aggression. Adolescents who were older reported lower levels of parent at-
tachment. In addition, adolescents who reported higher levels of parent at-
tachment reported lower levels of both aggression and depression. Peer at-
tachment was significantly related to sympathy, English efficacy, depression 
and aggression. Adolescents who reported higher levels of peer attachment 
also reported higher levels of sympathy and English efficacy and lower levels 
of depression and aggression. Other significant correlations were also found 
(e.g., sympathy correlated negatively with aggression) and these are listed in 
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Table II. Because age, gender, and parent education were significantly relat-
ed to adolescent adjustment indices, these variables were included in subse-
quent analyses. 

Relations of Parent and Peer Attachment to Adolescent Adjustment 

To examine the relations of parent and peer attachment to adjustment, the 
adolescents were divided into four groups based on their parent and peer at-
tachment scores: those above the mean on both scales (N = 21), those below 
the mean on both scales (N = 17), those above the mean on peer but below 
the mean on parent attachment (N = 24), and those above the mean on parent 
but below the mean on peer attachment (N = 27). A linear discriminant func-
tion was built to determine if the four groups could be differentiated in terms 
of age, gender, parent education, depression, aggression, anxiety, sympathy 
and English and math efficacy. 

Multivariate analysis revealed that the first discriminant function reliably 
differentiated among the four groups of adolescents (λ = .43, χ2 = 63.5, p 
<.001) but that the second and third functions did not provide further differ-
entiation. Using the linear discriminant functions, 57.0% of the adolescents 
were correctly reclassified against the chance level of 28.2%. A standard 
cutoff of >.3 (see Tabachnick and Fidell, 1996) was applied to the structure 
weights to determine which variables contributed to discrimination between 
the four groups. Examination of the structure weights (see Table III) revealed 
that depression, aggression, gender, and sympathy contributed to the discrim-
ination between groups. A graphical depiction of the model appears in Fig. 1. 
The group with high scores on both parent and peer attachment were typical-
ly female, had the lowest scores on depression and aggression, and had the 
highest scores on sympathy. In contrast, adolescents with low scores on both 
parent and attachment were typically male, had the highest scores on depres-
sion and aggression, and had the lowest scores on sympathy. The other two 
groups of adolescents (i.e., those with only one secure attachment, either to 
a parent or to peers) had intermediate scores on depression, aggression, and 
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sympathy. However, those adolescents who reported a secure attachment to 
peers but not parents had slightly lower scores on depression and aggression 
and slightly higher scores on sympathy than those with a secure relationship 
to a parent but not to peers. 

Examination of the standardized discriminant function coefficients (also in 
Table III) revealed that gender, depression, and anxiety (having a suppressor 
effect) made moderate independent contributions to the model. The indepen-
dent contribution of aggression to the model was relatively small due to its 
collinearity with sympathy and gender (see Table II). 

Follow-up analyses using the discriminant function scores in an ANOVA 
revealed significant differences between the groups [F(3,78) = 22.2, p <.001]. 
Post hoc group comparisons using Tukey’s LSD tests revealed that all four 
groups were significantly different from each other. 

To clarify the relations between the adjustment factors (i.e., sympathy, ag-
gression, depression, and anxiety) and attachment, separate hierarchical re-
gression models were built to predict parent and peer attachment. Age, gen-
der, and parent education were entered into the model in the first step as 
statistical controls and the adjustment indices were entered simultaneously 
in the second step. The regression models for both peer and parent attach-
ment appear in Table IV. Gender, depression, English efficacy and sympa-
thy all made significant independent contributions to the full model predict-
ing peer attachment [R2 = .44, F(9,72) = 6,30, p <.001]. Females had higher 
peer attachment scores than males. In addition, adolescents reporting low lev-
els of depression were more likely to report higher levels of peer attachment, 
and adolescents who had higher scores on English efficacy and sympathy had 
higher scores on peer attachment. 

In contrast, only depression made a significant independent contribution 
in predicting parent attachment in the full model, and the model itself was 

Fig. 1. Depiction of the group means on the first function and the variables contributing to 
the discrimination of groups based on parent and peer attachment scores.
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nonsignificant [R2 = .17, F(9,72) = 1.62, p >.05]. Adolescents who were less 
depressed had higher scores on parent attachment than those who were more 
depressed. 

DISCUSSION 

The primary goal of this study was to examine whether parent attachment 
and peer attachment were similarly related to adolescent adjustment. The 
present findings suggest that parent and peer relationships serve similar (al-
though not necessarily equal) functions in terms of adolescent adjustment. 
This was reflected by the fact that the four groups of adolescents (those re-
porting high levels of security with both parents and peers, those reporting 
low levels of security with both parents and peers, those reporting high se-
curity with peers only, and those reporting high levels of security with par-
ents only) differed along only one dimension in the linear discriminant func-
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tion analysis (see Fig. 1). Therefore, attachment to both parents and peers 
seemed to contribute similarly to adolescent adjustment, at least in terms of 
the adjustment indices that contributed to the discrimination among groups 
(i.e., sympathy, aggression, and depression). 

As predicted, adolescents with strong, secure relationships to both peer 
and parents reported the best adjustment overall (i.e., they were the least de-
pressed, least aggressive, and most sympathetic of the adolescents in the 
study). Likewise, adolescents with low levels of security with both peers and 
parents showed the worst adjustment (i.e., they reported the highest levels of 
aggression and depression and the lowest levels of sympathy). Furthermore, 
adolescents who had secure relationships with peers, but less secure relation-
ships with parents, reported better adjustment (in terms of depression, aggres-
sion, and sympathy) than those who reported a secure relationship with a par-
ent, but a less secure relationship with peers. 

The results of this study support the importance of multiple attachment 
figures in promoting healthy adolescent adjustment. Attachment theorists 
have argued that having multiple secure relationships is more developmental-
ly enhancing than having a single secure relationship (Howes, 1999) and re-
search has generally supported this idea (for a review see Thompson, 1998). 
The discussion of attachment relationships in the context of multiple attach-
ment figures raises some interesting issues about how multiple attachment 
relationships become integrated into a child’s internal working models, es-
pecially when experiences with different attachment figures are highly diver-
gent. Researchers have raised three possibilities as to how multiple attach-
ment relationships become integrated into a child’s internal working models. 
Some theorists (e.g., Bretherton, 1985) have argued for hierarchical organiza-
tion in which the child’s representation of the most salient attachment figure 
(most often the mother) is the most influential and therefore the most predic-
tive of developmental outcomes. Others have argued (van Ijzendoorn et al., 
1992) that all relationships are given equal weight and are integrated into a 
single representation of relationships. The third possibility is that multiple at-
tachment relationships are not integrated but, instead, form multiple indepen-
dent internal working models that are influential in different developmental 
domains (e.g., Suess et al., 1992). Research examining this issue is mixed 
(for a review see Howes, 1999) and therefore it is not clear how multiple re-
lationships are represented by children in their working models. 

The results from the present study tend to support the hierarchical organiza-
tion of attachment relationships in which peers are relatively more influential 
on adolescent adjustment (in terms of aggression, sympathy, and depression) 
than parents. This was evidenced by the fact that parent and peer attachment 
scores had differential relationships with adolescent adjustment and that peer 
attachment was more significantly associated with adolescent adjustment 
than parent attachment. Furthermore, as already discussed parent and peer at-
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tachment scores were similarly related to the adjustment indices, discounting 
the idea that parent and peer attachment relationships occupied independent 
working models influencing different domains of development. 

Although traditional attachment theory has generally promoted the influence 
of parents in a child’s representations of relationships, the possibility arises 
that by adolescence, peers as attachment figures may be just as influential (if 
not more so as suggested by this study) in an adolescent’s representations of 
relationships and therefore in promoting adolescent adjustment. The possibil-
ity that peers may be more influential as attachment figures in adolescence is 
echoed in the support literature, which has suggested that adolescents begin 
to rely on peers more often than parents as sources of support (Furman and 
Buhmester, 1992). An adolescent’s increasing reliance on peers for emotion-
al support and attachment may be the result of many factors including an ado-
lescent’s emerging autonomy from the family, a new set of concerns and inter-
ests (including sexuality) which are more easily discussed among peers, and 
advances in cognitive development, which may encourage adolescents to seek 
confidants who are similarly interested in self-exploration. 

Because of the correlational nature of the study, it is not possible to 
confidently determine the direction of the observed effects in this study. Al-
though it seems plausible that parent and peer attachment foster adolescent 
well-being, a reasonable argument can be made that the direction of the ef-
fects is reversed (i.e., well-adjusted adolescents more easily form secure re-
lationships with parents and peers). As Bell (1968) and others (Maccoby and 
Martin, 1983) have argued, however, the effects are likely bidirectional with 
parent and peer attachment fostering adolescent adjustment and this in turn 
facilitating the formation and preservation of secure relationships. Longitu-
dinal studies are needed to adequately examine the direction of the effects. 
In addition, by splitting our groups on the basis of mean splits on the parent 
and peer attachment scores, our analyses are based on relatively nonhomoge-
neous groups with large variations in scores. Therefore, future research might 
want to examine more narrowly defined extreme groups of adolescents (e.g., 
those with a highly secure relationship with parents and an highly insecure 
relationship with peers), in order better to differentiate the mixed groups (i.e., 
those with a secure relationship only with parents or only with peers). 

It is important to note that a study using adjustment factors different from 
those in the present study may yield different findings. Although our findings 
are consistent with several other studies (e.g., Cauce et al., 1994) that have 
found adolescent adjustment more closely linked with support from peers 
than parents, they are inconsistent with other studies that have found the op-
posite (Barrera and Garrison-Jones, 1992; Greenberg et al., 1983). At least 
part of the reason for the discrepancies in studies examining parent and peer 
relationships and adolescent adjustment may be due to the fact that different 
adjustment indices were used in these studies. Thus, it is possible that par-
ent and peer attachment may each serve to promote adjustment in specific 
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domains of adolescent adjustment and the challenge of future research is to 
uncover the ways in which parent and peer attachment work together and sep-
arately to promote adjustment in each domain. 
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