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Abstract

Maternal attachment is known to be associated with children’s behavioral adjustment
problems. Behavioural adjustment problems that emerge during childhood often persist into
adolescence and are associated with various negative outcomes. Therefore, this study aims
to determine the relationship between maternal attachment and behavioral adjustment
problems among children in Selangor, Malaysia. The specific objectives are to determine
demographic factors, maternal attachment with behavioral adjustment. It is also to
determine the differences in behavioral adjustment between male and female. By using
multi-stage cluster random sampling technique, 400 married mothers of children (aged
between 10 and 11) were selected from 22 primary schools in Selangor. Inventory of Parent
and Peer Attachment (IPPA) and Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) were used to
measure maternal attachment and behavioral adjustment problems respectively.Results
showed that children with higher educated mothers are less likely to develop behavioral
adjustment problems. The results also revealed that boys have greater behavioral adjustment
problems than girls. Yet, the results reported that higher scores of maternal attachment was
associated with lower levels of children’s behavioral adjustment problems. This study
suggests that children who grow with a healthy attachment to their mothers stand a better
chance of developing positive behaviors.

Keywords: Behavioral Adjustment Problems, Children, Externalizing, Internalizing, Maternal
Attachment

Introduction

Over the last few years, the rate of behavioral adjustment problems has raised all over the
countries including Malaysia. Children who born in Malaysia have the similar of specific trait
of behaviour problems with children in other countries (ldris et al., 2019). Children in Malaysia
reported highly rate in behaviour problems than British children (Farhana & Suhaimi, 2012)
and increasing the trend of mental health problems between aged 10 to 15 years old (NHMS,
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2019). However, Idris et al (2019) had found that the rate of behavioral adjustment problems
in Malaysia were also similar to Western countries. Behaviour problems occurred during
children’s early stage of development, which there is a significant modification of behaviour
and personality. Behavioural adjustment problems have been categorized into two terms
included internalizing problems and externalizing problems. Internalizing problems refers to
too much of control by an individuals, includes of anxiety, depression, and social withdrawal
(Mash & Barkley, 2003). The term of externalizing problems defined as behaviour which under
control by an individual (Mash & Barkley, 2003) and also known as disruptive behaviour
problems (Achenbach & Ruffle, 2000), mainly refers to aggression, delinquency and
hyperactivity (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1978). Most of the previous studies focused more in
externalizing behaviour problems (Braza et al, 2015). There were only few existing literatures
study on total behavioral problems (Hosokawa & Katsura, 2018) and internalizing problems
(Mesman et al., 2001). According to the World Health Organization (WHO) (2019), children
who experienced behavioral adjustment problems may develop mental health problems in
their future development.

Maternal factors such as maternal attachment play an important role in children’s life
outcomes, including behavioral adjustment problems. Maternal attachment refers to bonding
and relationship between child and the primary caregiver (Bowlby, 1978). Previous studies
found that sensitive and responsive mothers make children feel safe and less likely to have
behavioral adjustment problems (Katsurada et al., 2017) compared to children who were
insecurely attached to their mothers (Ensink et al., 2019). In addition to maternal attachment,
demographic factors such as child’s age and mother’s years of education were also influence
children’s behavioral adjustment problems Children between aged 6 to 9 years old were
found lower behavioral adjustment problems than older age children (Reiss, 2013). Also,
there is a gender difference between male and female were found in the past research which
male have higher level of externalizing problems than girls (Ahmad & Mansor, 2016) but
Guterman and Ari (2020) argued that boys have higher level of internalizing problems. The
vast majority of existing researches on this topic have been widely conducted in Western
countries. Therefore, this study aims to contribute to widening prior research particularly in
Malaysian context.

Objectives of the Study
The main objective of this study is to determine the relationship between maternal
attachment and behavioral adjustment problems among children in Selangor, Malaysia. The
specific objectives are as followed:
1. To describe the respondent’s background
2. Todetermine the relationship between demographic factors (child’s age and mother’s
years of education) and maternal attachment with behavioral adjustment among
children.
3. To determine the relationship between maternal attachment with behavioral
adjustment among children.
4. To determine the differences in behavioral adjustment between male and female.

Literature Review
Demographic and Behavioral Adjustment Problems

Child development forms the basis of learning, behaviour and health in their life. Most
of the previous found that children’s age has a relationship with behavioral adjustment
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problems. Beaudoin et al (2013) indicated that older children had a higher level of
externalizing behavioral problems and low level of internalizing behavioral problems
compared to younger children (Cunningham et al., 2009). Also, the past study of Jin et al
(2017) have found that middle age children (6 to 12 years) associated with children’s
externalizing problems. However, Reiss (2013) argued that 6 to 9 years old children were less
likely to have behaviour problems Furthermore, child’s sex also associated with behavioral
adjustment during their development stages. According to Reiss (2013), boys tend to have
greater behavioral adjustment problems than girls. Study by Braza et al. (2015) have found
that externalizing problems and internalizing problems were both associated with males and
females. Other study also demonstrated that males have more internalizing problems
compared to females (Jin et al., 2017). This is supported by recent study conducted by
Guterman and Ari (2020) which revealed that boys were more likely to faced internalizing
problems as opposite to girls. In contrast, the study by Bongers et al. (2004) indicated that
girls having more internalizing problems such as anxiety and depression compared to boys.
Several studies have reported that boys are more likely to engage in externalizing behaviour
problems than girls (Ahmad & Mansor, 2016; Cheung et al., 2018).

Maternal education qualifications were strongly associated with behavioral adjustment
problems among children. For instance, Hosokawa and Katsura (2018) indicated that less-
educated mothers are more likely to have children with behavioral adjustment problems.
Similarly, Burlaka et al. (2015) found that maternal education level had greater impact on
behavioral adjustment problems deeply impacted on behaviour problems of a child.

Maternal Attachment and Behavioral Adjustment Problems

Maternal attachment was one of the important stages during the development stage of a
child. Mothers who provide care, low, supportive interaction with their children were more
likely to exhibits secure attachment, yet children that lack of interactions and care from their
mothers more likely to develop insure attachment (Smeekens et al., 2007). Previous studies
have shown a relationship between secure attached and insecure attached with behavioral
adjustment problems among middle-age children (Brumariu et al., 2012; Madigan et al.,
2013). Another study also found a relationship between secure attachment and children’s
behavioral adjustment problems (i.e. depression, anxiety, aggressive) (Ensink et al., 2019), A
recent study demonstrated that children with poor attachment have higher risk of behavioral
adjustment problems (Dejko et al., 2020). Furthermore, children raised by sensitive and
responsible mothers tend to have fewer behavioral adjustment problems (Nunes et al., 2013).
Meanwhile, less responsive mothers were negatively correlated with behavioral adjustment
among children (De Winter et al., 2018).

Theoretical Perspective

This study adopted Attachment Theory Ainsworth (1973); Bowlby (1969) as a theoretical
framework. This theory was emphasized on the relationship and the interactions between the
primary caregiver and the child. According to the theory, there were three types of
attachment, that is, secure attachment, avoidant-insecure attachment, and resistance-
insecure attachment. Secure attachment is described by children who showed distress when
their mother was not around and they might seek comfort from the strangers. Avoidant
attachment is classified by children who tend to avoid or ignore mother’s responses toward
them and less likely to seek comfort from their mothers. Children with ambivalent attachment
tend to display anger emotions on the mother’s departure and feel uncomfortable when their
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mothers return (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Maternal attachment was strongly influenced on
children’s behavioral adjustment problems. Children with secure attachment were less
likely to have difficulties in behavioral adjustment problems (Demby et al., 2017). Yet, poor
attachment was found associated with children’s behavioral adjustment problems such as
internalizing and externalizing problems (Nunes et al., 2013).

Ecological System Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) also supported above theory. This
theory was emphasized more on interactions within family contexts and was strongly
impacted on individual’s development. In this theory was clearly explained and supported
that reciprocal interactions between the relationships of mother-child was important and
high impact on children’s behavioral adjustment. This theory divided five different types of
system, however only microsystem was related with present study. Microsystem is the basic
layer describes as immediate surrounding for children. In current study, the term to highlight
was the mother plays an important key role which directly impacted on children’s
development and outcomes.

Materials and Methods

Quantitative survey methodology was applied to gather information on the relationship
between maternal attachment with behavioral adjustment problems among children. A set
of Bl and BM language online survey questionnaire (English-Malay) has been used for data
collection. The questionnaire included the demographic background and standardized
instruments. The questionnaire was designs and thus disseminated in the Google Forms
application.

Population and Sampling Procedures

The present study was conducted in 22 government primary schools in Petaling and Hulu
Langat Districts in Selangor. According to the Department of Statistics Malaysia (2018),
Selangor had higher prevalence of behavioral adjustment problems among children (under
age of 18 years old). The total population in this study consisted of 528,875 primary school
children in Selangor states obtain from Ministry of Education Malaysia (2018). The population
size was obtained from Ministry of Education Malaysia (2019). The sample size consisted of
400 married mothers of primary school children (aged between 10 and 11) in Petaling and
Hulu Langat Districts in Selangor. The sample size was determined based on the sample size
formulation by Cochran (1963). The sample in the current study was selected by using multi-
stage cluster random sampling technique.

Procedure

This study was formally approved by the Ethics Committee for Research Involving Human
Subjects, Universiti Putra Malaysia, Ministry of Education Malaysia and Selangor State
Education Department. The purpose of ethics issues was to keep the confidential of the
participants in the research that conducted. The researcher also needs to obtain permission
from the principal to distribute the online questionnaire to the respondents. Data collection
was carried out via online survey disseminated in the Google Form application and conducted
in November 2020. A link containing the Google Forms survey was sent to all respondents
through WhatsApp application, whereby they were provided with an informed consent prior
to online survey completion.
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Variables and Measurements

Maternal attachment was measured by using Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment
(Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). The scale comprised 25 items and each of the item was scored
based on 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from “Almost never or never true” (1) to “Almost
always or always true” (5). Higher scores would indicate a higher level of maternal
attachment. In the current study, the scale yielded a good reliability score as per its
Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient of .84.

Children’s behavioural adjustment problems have been measured by using Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Goodman, 2001). The scale comprised 25 items rated on a
3-points Likert-typed scale ranging from 1= “Not true” to 3= “Certainly true”. Higher score
indicates higher levels of behavioral adjustment problems and the resulting Cronbach’s Alpha
value was .77 which excluded the prosocial subscales.

Data Analysis

The collected data were subjected to an analysis by using SPSS version 27. Descriptive
statistics were used to describe the respondent’s background (child’s age and mother’s years
of education). Also, the inferential statistic such as Pearson’s correlation was utilised to
determine the relationship between respondent’s background and maternal attachment with
behavioural adjustment problems among children. Lastly, the independent sample t-test was
used to determine the differences in behavioral adjustment problems between male and
female.

Results

Descriptive Analysis

As shown in Table 1, more than half of the children (56.5%) were 11 years old, while the
remaining (43.5%) (Mean= 10.57) were 10 years old. Out of 400 children studied, 182 children
were male and 218 were female. The results also showed that 53% of the mothers were
between the age of 27 to 40 years old whereas 47% mothers were between the aged of 41 to
58 years old (Mean=40.45) In terms of maternal education, majority (43.8%) mothers
possessed a secondary qualification while 41.8% of the mothers possessed Bachelor’s degree.
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Table 1
Distributions of respondent’s background (N=400)
Variables N%

Child’s Age (years)

10 174 (43.5%)
11 226 (45.5%)
Mean = 10.57

Standard Deviation = .50

Child’s Sex
Male 182 (45.5%)
Female 218 (54.5%)
Mother’s Age (years)
<40 213(53%)
> 40 187 (47%)
Mean = 40.45

Standard Deviation = 5.61

Mother’s Education

Never went to school 2 (0.5%)
Primary school 27 (6.8%)
Secondary school 175 (43.8%)
University 167 (41.8%)
Form 6 (STPM) 4 (1.0%)
Certificate 5(1.3%)
Polytechnic 6 (1.5%)
Diploma 9 (2.3%)
College 5(1.3%)

Demographic Factors and Children’s Behavioral Adjustment Problems

Pearson’s correlation analysis was used to analyse the relationship between demographic
factors (child’ age and mother’s years of education) with children’s behavioral adjustment
problems (Table 2). The results showed that there is no significant relationship between
child’s age with behavioral adjustment problems among children (r=.03, p>0.05). Accordingly,
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mother’s years of education (r=-.11, p<0.01) was found to pose a significantly negative
relationship with children’s behavioural adjustment problems, demonstrating that higher
levels of such elements may decrease children’s behavioral adjustment problems.

Table 2
Pearson’s correlation between demographic factors and children’s behavioural adjustment
problems

Variables Behavioral Adjustment Problems
r P

Children’s Age .03 .62

Mother’s Years of Education -11* .02

Maternal Attachment and Children’s Behavioral Adjustment Problems

Table 3 showed that there was a negative significant relationship between maternal
attachment and children’s behavioral adjustment problems (r=-.45, p<0.01). This result
suggested that higher levels of maternal attachment were associated with lower levels of
children’s behavioral adjustment problems.

Table 3
Pearson’s correlation between maternal attachment and children’s behavioural adjustment
problems
Variable Behavioral Adjustment Problems
r p
Maternal Attachment (IPPA) - 45%* .00

Sex Differences in Behavioral Adjustment Problems

Independent sample t-test analyses were conducted to determine the differences in
children’s behavioral adjustment problems between male and female. As shown in Table 4,
there were significant differences in children’s behavioral adjustment problems between
male and female (t=3.52, p<0.05). Male (Mean=29.46) have been found to have higher levels
of behavioral adjustment problems compared to female (Mean=27.78). Based on the
statistics table 4 showed that 182 males respondents with the total scores for behavioral
adjustment (M=29.46, SD=.38) was higher than the 218 females respondents (M=27.78,
SD=.29). From the independent sample test indicated that there is a significant difference
between both male and female (p<0.05). In the column of equal variances assumed displayed
the t-score of total scores for behavioral adjustment for both sex (F=5.11), (t=3.57), (df=398),
(p=<0.05).

Table 4
Independent sample t-test of children’s behavioral adjustment problems
Variables Mean SD t p
Behavioral Adjustment Problems 3.52 0.00
Male 29.46 .38
Female 27.78 .29
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Disucssion

This study aims to determine the relationship between demographic factors and maternal
attachment with behavioral adjustment problems among children in Selangor. The results
revealed that children with more educated mothers are less likely to have behavioral
adjustment problems. The present findings support previous studies which were also found
that low parental education was significant related with high level of internalizing problems
(anxiety and depression) (Merz et al., 2018) and externalizing problems (Hosokawa & Katsura,
2018). An educated mother have better mind set and emphasized on health inputs which
might affected to their children outcome (Currie & Goodman, 2020), and tend to understand
children’s need (Reiss, 2013).

Furthermore, the results demonstrated that boys were more likely to have behavioral
adjustment problems compared to girls. Globally, in nationally representative surveys and
cohort studies, boys have greater behavioral adjustment problems than girls (Blum et al.,
2017). According to Reiss (2013) have found the similar results which males tend to have high
level of behavioral adjustment problems than females. Also, boys might have more
externalizing problems (Ahmad & Mansor, 2016) and internalizing (Guterman & Ari, 2020)
compared to girls. However, Cheung et al (2018) argued that there is no gender difference in
behavioral adjustment problems among children.

The results of the present study also suggest that higher levels of maternal attachment
were associated with lower levels of children’s behavioral adjustment problems. The results
are consistent with findings of past studies which found that children with secure attachment
have lower levels of behavioral adjustment problems such as depressive, anxiety and
aggressive (Demby et al., 2017; Katsurada et al., 2017; Ensink et al., 2019; Spruit et al., 2020).
While children with insecure attachment may leads to more behavioral adjustment problems
(Madigan et al., 2013; Breinholst et al., 2019; Khan et al., 2020) such as internalizing problems
(Katsurada et al., 2017) and externalizing problems (Nunes et al., 2013). The present results
supported by the attachment theory Attachment Theory (Ainsworth 1973; Bowlby, 1969),
and ecology system theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) which concluded that the bonding and
interaction between mother and child was large influence on children’s psychological
outcomes.

Overall, these findings contribute to the growing body of literature by extending the
understanding of this topic within the Malaysian context. The currents study offers practical
implications as well. It can provide guidance for parents on how to shape and manage their
children’s behavioral adjustment problems. Besides, it may assist educators in planning
interventions programs in the community for children who are struggling with behavioral
adjustment problems. These findings may also useful for psychologist to plan a psychological
intervention to observe children’s behavioral adjustment problems and develop an efficient
ways to solve and manage these problems.

There are several limitations of this study which should be highlighted and taken into
consideration. First, the findings may not be able to generalizable to other primary schools in
Malaysia as it involved only 22 primary schools in Selangor. Therefore, future studies are
recommended to expand this study in various states in Malaysia with larger sample size to
provide greater generalization and yield a more reliable data. Moreover, the present study
did not attempt to investigate other potential factors that may influence behavioral
adjustment problems among children such as parenting styles, peer relationship, home
environment and socio-economic status. Further research might explore the influence of
these factors on children’s behavioral adjustment problems. Lastly, this study only used the
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Pearson’s correlation and independent sample t-test analysis to analyze the data. Therefore,
the direction of effects could not be determined. Future research should therefore use more
advanced statistics to get more interesting findings about this topic.

Despite these limitations, the current findings add substantially to our understanding
of how demographic factors and maternal attachment are related with children’s behavioral
adjustment problems. In conclusion, children with mother of high educated may not cause of
behavioral adjustment problems. Also, from the results concluded that males have higher
behavioral adjustment problems than females. Yet children with high secure attached may
not lead to behavioral adjustment problems.
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