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Abstract
Insecure attachment to parents has been related to internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors in children and adolescents; yet, a notorious research gap regarding preadolescent attachment still prevails. Preadolescent development and cultural factors might favor the development of insecure attachment to parents, deprive Mexican youth from a paramount protection factor during this time of transition, and favor the development of internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors. This study aims to compare means of insecure attachment to parents and problem behaviors between sex and school grades, locate linear and non-linear effects from anxious and avoidant insecure attachment to parents on internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors, and to test whether attachment to mothers present a stronger association with problem behaviors than attachment to fathers. The sample was comprised of 188 students from a public elementary school in Mexico City (56% girls, age M = 9.9 SD = 0.86) from 4th (34.6%), 5th (30.3%), and 6th (35.1%) school grades. Consistent with previous research, differences in insecure attachment to parents between grades were found. Avoidant attachment to parents was found to be lower for 5th and 6th grades, whereas anxious attachment was higher for both these grades. Anxious attachment to mothers was found to be a direct predictor of internalizing problem behaviors and an indirect predictor of externalizing problem behaviors. Avoidant attachment to fathers presents a non-linear effect on internalizing problem behaviors.
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Resumen
El apego inseguro hacia los padres se ha relacionado con los problemas de conducta internalizados y externalizados en niños y adolescentes; sin embargo, todavía prevalece una brecha de investigación notoria sobre el apego preadolescente. Tanto el desarrollo preadolescente como los factores culturales pueden favorecer el desarrollo de un apego inseguro con los padres, lo que podría privar a los jóvenes mexicanos de un factor de protección primordial durante este tiempo de transición y favorecer el desarrollo de problemas de conducta internalizados y externalizados. Este estudio tiene como objetivo comparar medias de apego inseguro hacia ambos padres y problemas de conducta entre el sexo y grados escolares; localizar efectos lineales y no lineales del apego inseguro ansioso y evitativo hacia ambos padres sobre los problemas de conducta internalizados y externalizados; y probar si el apego a las madres presenta una asociación más fuerte con los problemas de conducta que el apego a los padres. La muestra estuvo compuesta por 188 estudiantes de una escuela primaria pública de la Ciudad de México (56% niñas, edad M = 9.9 DE = 0.86) de 4° (34.6%), 5° (30.3%), y 6° (35.1%) grados escolares. Consistente con investigaciones previas, se encontraron diferencias en el apego inseguro hacia ambos padres entre grados. Se encontró que el apego evitativo hacia ambos padres era menor en 5° y 6° grados, mientras que el apego ansioso era mayor en estos grados. Se encontró que el apego ansioso a las madres es un predictor directo de los problemas de conducta internalizados y un predictor indirecto de los problemas de conducta externalizados. El apego evitativo a los padres presenta un efecto no lineal sobre los problemas de conducta internalizados.
Palabras Clave: Apego · Ansioso · Evitativo · México · Preadolescentes

Introduction
Common youth psychopathology has been categorized in two broad bands, with noteworthy comorbidity: internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors. Externalizing problem behaviors are impulsive, aggressive, oppositional defiant, as well as other disruptive and hurtful conducts aimed at others; whereas, internalizing problem behaviors refer to negative emotions and moods such as depression, anxiety, and guilt (Bohlin et al., 2012; Roelofs et al., 2006; Zahn-Waxler et al., 2000). For the majority of Mexican children and adolescents in low-income families, the relationship with their residential family (especially with their mothers) sometimes functions as the sole protective factor against the development of problem behaviors (Gómez-Dantés & Frenk, 2018). During preadolescence, there is an expected decrease in parental guidance and control (Jones et al., 2018; Laursen & Collins, 2009), and the quality of the emotional bonds preadolescents have previously established with their parents can either become predecessors of protective factors, or influence the development of problem behaviors (Lowell et al., 2014; Madigan et al., 2016; Sesti Becker et al., 2019). Moreover, the onset of puberty usually represents an abrupt change to the parent–child relationship which might favor the development of a negative relationship during this moment of transition (Castillo et al., 2010; Tay-Karapas et al., 2015).
In Mexico, the parent–child relationship endures both a developmental and cultural strain where preadolescent demands for autonomy clash with cultural values that position family unity and commitment over individual desires and needs (Calzada et al., 2015; Fuentes-Balderrama, et al., 2020a, 2020b). This mismatch consequently jeopardizes the scarce protective factors in their family systems and places Mexican youth at greater risk of developing problem behaviors, deriving a need to deepen the understanding of the parent–child relationship during preadolescence to guide preventive clinical interventions in Mexico and Latin America.
Rooted in a collectivistic culture, relationships within Mexican families are governed by hierarchies and traditional gender roles (Diaz-Loving & Andrade-Palos, 1996). Common to Latin-American family dynamics, Mexican mothers express a more frequent exchange and involvement in their children’s everyday life as primary caregivers, while fathers are generally perceived as providers and figures of maximum authority within a household (Cox, 2014; García Linares et al., 2011).
Consistent with most parenting literature, maternal parental practices, and parental relationship quality has demonstrated stronger effects on youth when compared to paternal for both children and adolescents (Alajgerdi et al., 2015; Al-Yagon, 2014, 2018; Cox, 2014; García Linares et al., 2011; Kline et al., 2016). Despite a notorious research gap concerning attachment to fathers (Ahnert & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2020; Al-Yagon, 2018; Sanghag Kim et al., 2015; Sesti Becker et al., 2019; Verhage et al., 2018), attachment to both parental figures also seems to contribute differently to youth development. Secure attachment to fathers has been associated to socially acceptable behaviors as well as adaptation resources that act as protective factors against externalizing problems. Conversely, secure attachment to mothers has been shown to bolster emotional understanding and integration, which act as a protective factor against internalizing problem behaviors (Al-Yagon, 2014; Sanghag Kim et al., 2015; Szepsenwol et al., 2015).
Attachment theory states that the quality of the bond children develop with their parents or caregivers is crucial, as securely attached children use their secure bonds as a safe haven to return to in times of distress and also as a secure base when exploring their social environments (Ainsworth, 1991; Madigan et al., 2013). During childhood development, these bonds and experiences with primary caregivers are stored and organized in mental representations called internal working models of attachment (Bowlby, 1979; Kammermeier et al., 2020). These models have shown to impact cognitive, social, and relational processes as they usually contain emotionally charged beliefs and memories regarding how much the child feels loved and valued, which later translate into self-worth as well as expectations of the relationship and support from others (Pinto et al., 2013; Rosalina et al., 2020; Zimmermann & Iwanski, 2018).
Specifically for preadolescents, interactions with attachment figures provide a critical context for learning about emotions and distress, as caregivers anticipate and contribute to the emotional needs of their children which favors the development of secure internal working models of attachment that children utilize when confronted with stressors later in their development (Cooke et al., 2018). Secure attachment to parents has been linked to positive psychoaffective development, greater emotional understanding and expression, diminished conflict during adolescence, increased parental closeness, better quality friendships as well as fewer problem behaviors during adolescence and adulthood (Bustos & Russo de Sánchez, 2018; Khan et al., 2019; Sanghag Kim et al., 2015; Sesti Becker et al., 2019; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2017).
Consequently, children with insecure attachment to parents present higher internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors than their securely attached counterparts, while also displaying emotional inhibition, lack of trust in others, and decreased coping skills (Alajgerdi et al., 2015; Bravo Lechuga, 2014; Duprey et al., 2019; Lowell et al., 2014; Madigan et al., 2013, 2016; Padilla Ramírez, 2015; Pasco Fearon & Belsky, 2011; Suárez Colorado et al., 2019). Insecure attachment is usually divided into avoidant and anxious (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2010), where attachment avoidance reflects working models concerning negative beliefs about others and represents the extent to which people are comfortable with emotional intimacy and dependence. In contrast, attachment anxiety reflects working models concerning negative beliefs about the self and captures the extent to which people worry that others will not be available when needed (Simpson & Belsky, 2008; Suárez Colorado et al., 2019; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2017).
Children tend to develop avoidant attachment towards their parents when they consistently experience indifference and emotion invalidation which develops psychological and physical distance from their parents. Consequently, they are prone to minimizing or overregulating their negative affect in order to not disturb their attachment figures (de Vries et al., 2016; Khan et al., 2019; Tahir & Faiz, 2014). When these children develop future interpersonal relationships, they report less interest in their peers and less warm exchanges as they actively avoid relationships by experiencing an anticipatory feeling of indifference (Brumariu, 2015; Cooke et al., 2018). In contrast, anxious attachment to parents develops when children frequently experience parental response inconsistency, resulting in a strong desire for parental comfort while ambivalently resenting the parent for not responding previously. Anxiously attached children exaggerate and intensify their expressions of negative affect to try and not lose their attachment figure’s attention and as a result of relying on caregivers to regulate their emotions, these children are hypothesized to be less resourceful and less effective in regulating their emotions than their avoidantly attached peers (Cooke et al., 2018; Martin et al., 2019; Mashegoane & Ramoloto, 2016; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2017).
Although most research on attachment involves young children, a growing body of work has begun to focus in older children and younger adolescents as parental attachment might be associated differently to problem behaviors when children approach adolescence (Jones et al., 2018; Khan et al., 2019; Madigan et al., 2016; Sanghag Kim et al., 2015). Attachment to parents seems to be safer during late childhood when compared to middle-adolescence evidencing attachment evolution; and although the quality of attachment to parents diminishes during the transition towards adolescence, it might still influence preadolescent coping strategies and act as a buffer against both internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors (Allen & Tan, 2016; Al-Yagon, 2018; Cooke et al., 2018; Sim & Yow, 2011).
To our knowledge, no studies on preadolescent attachment to parents have been carried out in Mexico, and thus, the current study intends to address the research gaps pertaining attachment during preadolescence in Mexico and the impact insecure attachment to parents have on preadolescent internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors. Based on previous findings, our hypotheses were (1) a difference in insecure attachments to parents and problem behaviors depending on school grades and sex (Al-Yagon, 2018; Castillo et al., 2010; Cooke et al., 2018; Sim & Yow, 2011; Tay-Karapas et al., 2015); (2) anxious and avoidant attachment to parents will present a significant effect on preadolescent internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors (Abraham & Kerns, 2013; Alajgerdi et al., 2015; Al-Yagon, 2018; Bohlin et al., 2012; Jones et al., 2018; Madigan et al., 2013; Mashegoane & Ramoloto, 2016; Tahir & Faiz, 2014); and (3) there will be a greater effect on problem behaviors from insecure attachment to mothers when compared to insecure attachment to fathers (Alajgerdi et al., 2015; Cox, 2014; García Linares et al., 2011; Kline et al., 2016).

Method
Sample. This cross-sectional ex post facto study had a non-probabilistic sample comprised by 188 Mexican elementary school students (56% girls, age M = 9.9 SD = 0.86) from 4th (34.6%), 5th (30.3%), and 6th (35.1%) grades (see Table 1).
[Table 1]
Data Collection and Ethics. We recruited students from a public elementary school in southern Mexico City during spring 2018 and the project was carried out following the Mexican Psychological Society’s code of ethics (2010). Prior to data collection, participants, parents, and staff were informed about the purpose of the research project, potential risks, benefits as well as our confidentiality and anonymity policy. Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants included in the study and their parents. All students from 4 to 6th grade were eligible but only those whose parents had provided informed consent and were in school at the time of data collection were selected to take part. On data collection day, students were asked to read each the test battery silently, and later the classroom teacher would read the item aloud so that the students could clarify any doubts about the items and respond.
Instruments: Attachment to parents was measured using a Latin-American adaptation of Shaver and Fraley’s Experiences in Close Relationships Scale (ECR) (TayKarapas et al., 2015). The ECR has 9 statements per parent (e.g., it is very helpful for me to go with my father in difficult times) divided into two factors: avoidant attachment (items 1–4. Father Cronbach’s α = 0.82, mother α = 0.83) and anxious attachment (items 5–9. Father α = 0.81, mother α = 0.74). The statements are agreed upon by using a Likert scale (7 points ranging from 1 = “Strongly Agree”, to 7 = “Strongly Disagree”) where higher scores indicate higher insecure attachment. The ECR presents moderate internal reliability and has shown construct validity with Mexican preadolescents (Fuentes-Balderrama, et al., 2020a, 2020b).
Internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors were measured using an adaptation to the Latin-American validation of Goodman’s Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (Rivera Gutiérrez, 2013). The 6 resulting statements (e.g., “I am easily distracted, it’s hard for me to concentrate) are agreed upon using a Likerttype scale (3 points ranging from 1 = “Never” to 3 = “Always”), with higher scores indicating higher presence of problem behaviors. This adaptation has demonstrated construct validity with Mexican preadolescents (Fuentes-Balderrama, et al., 2020a, 2020b) and presents sufficient internal reliability for this study: internalizing (α = 0.66) and externalizing problem behaviors (α = 0.64).
Analysis: Data presented less than 5% missing values. In order to test the assumption that missing values did not follow a specific pattern based on observed data, we performed Little’s Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) test (Little, 1988). Once we confirmed data were MCAR (χ2(1877) = 1906.76 p = 0.31), missing values were imputed using the specific variable mean. All variables were tested for univariate normality using the Shapiro–Wilk test.
Our first hypothesis was tested through a 3 × 2 factorial MANOVA, aimed at finding mean differences in attachment to parents and problem behavior using school grades and youth sex as main effects. After confirming equivalence of covariance matrices (MBox = 121.22, F(105, 42,447.26) = 1.05, p = 0.34), Pillai’s trace (v) was chosen as an omnibus test because data did not fulfill the assumptions of normality nor balanced cells. Additionally, we performed 1000 bias corrected accelerated bootstrap replications and Bonferroni-adjusted post hoc comparisons to prevent inflating our type I error rate due to the absence of normally distributed data. Regarding type II error, the MANOVA quantified an observed power above the threshold of 0.8 for all variables (0.81 < 1-β < 0.97).
Our second and third hypotheses were tested through Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) and kernel regression, where attachment to parents served as independent variables and problem behaviors as dependent. To determine whether our data fulfilled the statistical assumptions of SEM, we assessed multivariate normality and presence of leverage points. Mardia’s coefficients demonstrated multivariate kurtosis within acceptable ranges (MKurt Z = 1.93, p = 0.05), but the presence of abnormal multivariate skewness for the set of variables (Mskew χ2(26,000) = 1475.76, p < 0.001). Cook’s distance discarded distant points and outliers as leverage points (Di Cook > 0.02), so both outlier management and data transformation were discarded. Given the absence of multivariate normality, the SEM model was estimated using the maximum likelihood estimator with robust standard errors (“MLR”).
To confirm the associations observed in the structural model and to determine whether non-linear relationships between variables were more suitable, we also performed two product kernel regression models with least squares cross-validation bandwidth estimation as smoothing parameters and bootstrapped error bounds (Hayfield & Racine, 2008; Li & Racine, 2004) (i.e., one with internalizing problem behaviors as a dependent variable and the second one using externalizing problem behaviors). Analyses were performed in R v.4.0.1 using the Lavaan, MVR and np packages.
Results
Although all variables presented a significant   Shapiro–Wilk   test   statistic (0.89 < W < 0.96), skewness was consistently below |1| and kurtosis below |1.25|, indicating all variables followed an approximately normal univariate distribution (Curran et al., 1996). As of the hypothesis regarding mean differences in attachment to parents and problem behaviors by youth sex and school grade, Pillai’s trace omnibus test ruled out an effect by sex (v = 0.03, F(6, 168) = 0.96, p = 0.45) (see Table 2), yet detected a large significant effect in at least one of the variables between school grades (v = 0.28, F(12,338) = 4.61, p = 0.002, η2 = 0.14) (see Table 3).
[Table 2]
Follow-up ANOVAs demonstrated differences between school grades for all four attachments to parents. Bonferroni-adjusted post hoc comparisons located higher means of avoidant attachment to both mothers and fathers in 4th grade, whereas anxious attachments to both parents were found to be lower in 4th grade when compared to both 5th and 6th grades (see Table 3).
[Table 3]
[Figure 1]
To test the hypotheses regarding the effects of insecure attachment to parents on problem behaviors as well as a greater effect from attachment to mothers, we first computed an SEM model. The structural model presented absolute fit: S-Bχ2(233) = 257.97; p = 0.17; CFI 0.97; TLI.97; RMSEA.02 [CI 0.00–0.03]; SRMR 0.05, which implies it is an accurate representation of the existing associations between variables for Mexican preadolescents. Lagrange multipliers suggested adding covariances between error terms of items 5 and 6 (not communicating with parents), as well as items 2 and 3 (sharing personal information with parents) for both parent scales. Structural coefficients indicate anxious attachment to mothers has a moderate significant effect on internalizing problem behaviors (β = 0.36 p = 0.006) and that internalizing problem behaviors are robust contributors of externalizing problem behaviors (β = 0.74 p < 0.000). No significant effects from attachment to fathers were found. A Bonferroni-adjusted Sobel test also demonstrated a significant indirect effect from anxious attachment to mothers on externalizing problem behaviors through internalizing (β = 0.22 p = 0.009). Both direct and indirect effects on both outcome variables account for moderate amounts of explained variance (internalizing R2 = 12%) (externalizing R2 = 53%) (see Fig. 1).
To robustly test the effects from attachment to parents on problem behaviors and to identify possible non-linear effects, we conducted two product kernel regression models. The regression curves corroborate the associations observed in the structural model as anxious attachment to mothers is positively and significantly associated with internalizing problem behaviors (bw = 6.58, p = 0.005) (view Fig. 2); and only internalizing problem behaviors were positively and significantly associated with externalizing problem behaviors (bw = 0.63, p < 0.001) (view Fig. 3). Additionally, avoidant attachment to fathers also presents an association with internalizing problem behaviors (bw = 2.31, p = 0.008), which was not detected by the structural model as the relationship between variables is non-linear. Avoidant attachment to fathers presents a negative association with internalizing problem behaviors for scores below the mean (x̅ = 21.66), and a weaker positive association for scores above the mean (view Fig. 2). These effects account for more than double explained variance in internalizing problem behaviors when compared to the SEM model (R2 = 29.47%), but less for externalizing problem behaviors (R2 = 35.79%).
[Figure 2]
[Figure 3]
Discussion
This research paper aimed to broaden our understanding of attachment to parents during preadolescence as well as identifying the impact insecure attachment to parents have on internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors in Mexican preadolescents. Our first hypothesis was partially supported given that we only found significant mean differences between school grades indicating an overall increase in attachment insecurity as older children transition into adolescence, which is consistent with research in attachment evolution throughout childhood development (Allen & Tan, 2016; Al-Yagon, 2018; Cooke et al., 2018; Sim & Yow, 2011). Albeit, our cross-sectional design prevents us from inferring developmental processes our results hint at growing insecure attachment to parents during preadolescence. Increasing parental anxious attachments could be contiguously associated by preadolescents as a consequence of increasing autonomy and independence clashing with the Mexican value of familismo (Calzada et al., 2015; Fuentes-Balderrama, et al., 2020a, 2020b), whereas declining parental avoidant attachments could be attributed to the incorporation of peers into internal working models, thus enhancing social emotional validation and support from relationships outside the family; yet, longitudinal research should be carried out to support these claims.
Our second hypothesis was partially supported, as anxious attachment presented a significant effect on internalizing problem behaviors on both the SEM and kernel regression models (Cooke et al., 2018; Mashegoane & Ramoloto, 2016; ZimmerGembeck et al., 2017). Anxious attachment to mothers resulted to be the sole contributor in the structural model, which goes in line with previous research findings and partially supports our third hypothesis as no linear effects from attachment to fathers were found (Alajgerdi et al., 2015; Cox, 2014; García Linares et al., 2011; Kline et al., 2016). Despite most attachment research is carried out in individualistic cultures with predominantly European or Caucasian samples, the relationship between attachment to mothers and problem behaviors seems to be cross-culturally robust and this study was not the exception (Madigan et al., 2016). As proposed by previous research, attachment to mothers and emotions are strongly linked where the relationship and resulting internal working model serve as an emotional regulation system throughout childhood and adolescence (Brumariu, 2015; Cooke et al., 2018; Khan et al., 2019; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2017). In this study, attachment to mothers presented this link to emotions; yet, insecure attachment posed a maladaptive pathway towards psychopathology.
By frequently experiencing insensitive and inconsistent interactions from their primary caregiver, Mexican preadolescents might develop negative beliefs about themselves and reinforce a perception of interpersonal relationships as unsafe and unpredictable, which contributes to develop in them inner distress in the form of depressive or anxious emotions and negatively affect their internal working models (Simpson & Belsky, 2008; Suárez Colorado et al., 2019). Furthermore, Mexican preadolescents that are more anxiously attached to their mothers may find themselves deprived of emotional scaffolding, thus making them prone to emotional inhibition, social distancing, and other maladaptive regulatory strategies, placing them in a potentially more vulnerable state of mind where negative emotions may resonate deeper and become increasingly harder to comprehend and regulate (Cooke et al., 2018; de Vries et al., 2016; Madigan et al., 2016; Martin et al., 2019; Padilla Ramírez, 2015; Suárez Colorado et al., 2019). In addition, preadolescents might not only experience distress by maternal inconsistency but might also feel guilty about acting more autonomously hence straining an already culturally tense mother–child relationship, thus giving rise to the development of ambivalent feelings towards autonomy and adolescence in a collectivistic culture where family loyalty and commitment are core components to family well-being (Calzada et al., 2015; Diaz-Loving & Andrade-Palos, 1996).
The SEM model reported no linear associations between avoidant or anxious attachment to fathers and problem behaviors, which partially rebuffs previous findings (Al-Yagon, 2014; Cox, 2014) and provides evidence that partially supports our third hypothesis. Yet, the non-parametric regression model demonstrates a significant and complex association between avoidant attachment to fathers and internalizing problem behaviors, where the regression curve follows both positive and negative gradients depending on the kernel. Values within a standard deviation below the mean for avoidant attachment to fathers present a predominantly negative association, whereas values above the mean present a positive association with internalizing problem behaviors. These results contrast with previous findings which localized an effect from attachment to fathers on externalizing problem behaviors (Al-Yagon, 2014; Sanghag Kim et al., 2015; Szepsenwol et al., 2015).
The observed effect might be understood through the role fathers play in LatinAmerican culture who are expected to act as providers and have scarce interactions with preadolescents other than the exercise of authority (Cox, 2014; Diaz-Loving & Andrade-Palos, 1996; García Linares et al., 2011). By encountering average or below average paternal emotional “indifference” (as conveyed by avoidant attachment), preadolescents might experience their family system working as usual, and thus, it might constitute a protective factor during this time of transition. Conversely, higher than average means of avoidant attachment to fathers is associated to higher emotional distress, which confirms previous claims about insecure attachment to both parents influencing problem behaviors (Alajgerdi et al., 2015; Bravo Lechuga, 2014; Duprey et al., 2019; Madigan et al., 2016; Suárez Colorado et al., 2019). More work on attachment to fathers must be conducted to further understand its linear and non-linear associations with youth problem behaviors and close the research gap pertaining attachment to fathers and its influence on childhood development and well-being (Ahnert & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2020; Sanghag Kim et al., 2015; Sesti Becker et al., 2019; Verhage et al., 2018).
Although previous studies (Alajgerdi et al., 2015; Bravo Lechuga, 2014; de Vries et al., 2016; Jones et al., 2018; Mashegoane & Ramoloto, 2016; Suárez Colorado et al., 2019) had established specific pathways from insecure attachment to parents and both internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors, this study supports the presence of an indirect effect through internalizing, which suggests an additive backlash proposed by previous studies (Duprey et al., 2019; Madigan et al., 2016). The mediation could be explained in two ways: emotional discomfort due to maternal practices of anxious attachment and paternal practices of avoidant attachment might influence the behavioral exaggeration of negative affect in preadolescents, hoping that this will gain them the support, attention, and care they desire (Fearon et al., 2010; Jones et al., 2018; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2010). Or, given the lack of emotional scaffolding and internal resources (Cooke et al., 2018), the aforementioned emotional discomfort may derive in a “spillover” effect to externalizing problem behaviors whenever Mexican preadolescents are emotionally distressed.
Concerning the clinical applicability of our findings, Mexican families could benefit from parental behavior training interventions centered around avoiding maternal practices that favor preadolescent development of anxious attachment (e.g., providing mothers with communication tools, modeling consistent, and reliable caregiving) through increasing parental involvement. Similarly, by bolstering paternal presence and emotion management of their children, Mexican preadolescents could find in their fathers another source of emotional support during times of uncertainty. Family therapy interventions may also focus on increasing specific caregiving behaviors such as availability, support in times of distress, and provision of a secure base for exploration and autonomy. Despite an increasing need for autonomy during preadolescence, confidence in the availability or responsiveness of parents when needed is thought as a significant contributor of youth wellbeing (Allen & Tan, 2016; Al-Yagon, 2018; Lowell et al., 2014). On the other hand, youth would benefit from interventions aimed at emotion regulation and management to prevent the possible “spillover” effect into externalizing problem behaviors. By focusing on strengthening parent–child attachment relationships, preadolescents would become more resourceful against problem behaviors and distress which would in turn make them less vulnerable to future threats and negative outcomes during adolescence (Sesti Becker et al., 2019).
This study was not without limitations. Although the original adaptation evidenced validity and reliability in the problem behaviors subscales (Fuentes-Balderrama et al., 2020a, 2020b), the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire reported low internal consistencies which might have biased some pathways and limited the effect attachment to fathers might have presented on problem behaviors. Furthermore, given that there is no golden standard for measuring attachment from childhood to adolescence; and due to the fact that problem behavior scales differ as children mature and consequently comprehend their internal states and behaviors better, more research must be conducted to validate representational and questionnaire methods of attachment and problem behavior self-reports throughout childhood and adolescence (Grills & Ollendick, 2003; Madigan et al., 2016). Similarly, phenomenological research might shed some light as to how preadolescents perceive their parental relationships, and aid in identifying adaptive and maladaptive parental behaviors that further contribute to the development of preadolescent problem behaviors.
Although this study only incorporated youth perceptions, SES factors such as parental level of education, total number of family members living in a household and family income might also moderate some of the observed associations. Additionally, sample size might have only adequately powered the model for medium effect sizes, and thus, a bigger sample size might be capable of capturing smaller effects. Likewise, the current model could not be tested for sex invariance; yet, future research might benefit from identifying which relationships are moderated by sex. Finally, the sample was collected from a single public elementary school in Mexico City and our measurements were prone to self-report bias; therefore, our findings should be interpreted with caution.
Conclusions
From the results obtained, we conclude that levels of insecure parental attachment seem to be similar between Mexican preadolescent boys and girls. Despite finding a significant increase in anxious attachment to parents through school grades, as well as a decrease in avoidant attachment through the same time span, this finding is beyond the scope of this study as longitudinal research should be carried out regarding attachment in preadolescents. The results demonstrate three effects between insecure attachment to parents and problem behaviors: anxious attachment to mothers contributes to the development of internalizing as well as externalizing problem behaviors in Mexican preadolescents, while avoidant attachment to fathers presents a non-linear effect where higher than average avoidant attachment presents a positive association with internalizing problem behaviors.
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Table 1. Student frequencies, age and gender proportion by school grade.
	

	
	School grade
	

	
	4th
	5th
	6th
	Total

	n
	65
	57
	66
	188

	Males
	28
	31
	29
	84 (44.68)

	Females
	37
	26
	37
	104 (55.32%)

	Age (S.D.)
	8.93 (.25)
	9.94 (.42)
	10.84 (.47)
	9.9 (.86)

	
	
	
	
	



















Table 2. Descriptive statistics for attachment to parents and problem behaviors for the entire sample, mean comparisons by sex.
	

	
	
	
	Sex
	
	
	

	
	Total sample (n=188)
	Boys (n=84)
	Girls (n=104)
	
	
	

	Variable 
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	F(1, 173)
	*p
	η2

	Avoidant attachment to mothers
	24.71
	9.43
	23.10
	9.65
	25.74
	9.22
	3.05
	0.08
	0.017

	Anxious attachment to mothers
	20.31
	8.71
	21.51
	9.39
	19.71
	8.11
	1.33
	0.25
	0.008

	Avoidant Attachment to fathers
	21.66
	9.63
	21.10
	10.1
	22.13
	9.31
	0.26
	0.63
	0.001

	Anxious Attachment to fathers
	20.57
	9.42
	20.43
	9.99
	20.65
	8.86
	0.15
	0.69
	0.001

	Internalizing
	5.26
	1.75
	5.28
	1.67
	5.24
	1.86
	0.08
	0.78
	0.000

	Externalizing
	5.20
	1.64
	5.30
	1.65
	5.06
	1.62
	1.24
	0.25
	0.007

	Note: *Bootstrapped p values
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
















Table 3. Descriptive statistics for attachment to parents and problem behaviors by school grade, mean comparisons, effect sizes and post hoc tests.
	
	
	

	
	Grade
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	4th (n=65)
	5th (n=57)
	6th (n=66)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Variable 
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	F(2, 173)
	p
	η2
	Bonferroni
	*p

	Avoidant attachment to mothers
	27.78
	7.9
	23.55
	10.85
	22.7
	8.86
	5.27
	0.006
	0.06
	4 > 6
	0.005

	Anxious attachment to mothers
	15.69
	8.67
	22.51
	8.77
	22.98
	6.72
	16.25
	0.000
	0.16
	4 < 5, 4 < 6
	0.001
	0.006

	Avoidant Attachment to fathers
	25.00
	8.08
	20.2
	10.22
	19.64
	9.78
	6.08
	0.03
	0.07
	4 > 5, 4 > 6
	0.006
	0.002

	Anxious Attachment to fathers
	16.54
	8.83
	22.21
	10.05
	23.11
	8.14
	9.21
	0.000
	0.10
	4 < 5, 4 < 6
	0.005
	0.001

	Internalizing
	5.65
	1.75
	5.10
	1.84
	5.02
	1.62
	1.82
	0.17
	0.02
	NS
	NS

	Externalizing
	5.53
	1.49
	5.00
	1.74
	5.04
	1.66
	2.14
	0.12
	0.02
	NS
	NS

	Note: *Bootstrapped p values
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	












Figure 1. SEM model, covariances between attachment factors are omitted for visibility purposes.
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Figure 2. Local non-parametric regression plots with bootstrapped error bounds. Anxious and avoidant attachment to parents and internalizing problem behaviors.
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Figure 3. Local non-parametric regression plots with bootstrapped error bounds. Anxious and avoidant attachment to parents and externalizing problem behaviors.
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