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Abstract 

Emerging adulthood has been described as a distinctive stage of life between 

adolescence and young adulthood, in which the hallmark of development is signified by 

the achievement of intimacy in romantic relationships. From a family systems perspective, 

the degree to which parents have resolved their own emotional attachment contributes to 

the capacity of emerging adults to develop intimacy in romantic relationships without 

inhibition from fear of closeness. 

This study empirically examines the relationship between parental emotional 

attachment and the fear of intimacy of emerging adults by exploring the mediating role of 

differentiation of self.  One of the most important and original contributions of this study is 

the development and validation of the Parental Emotional Attachment Scale (PEAS) 

which measures the intensity of parental emotional attachment.  

This study applies a mixed-methods sequential exploratory design with four samples 

of emerging adults in Hong Kong. First, interviews (N=24; Mage=23.6; 54% female) are 

conducted to explore the variations in subjective experiences with family of origin and fear 

of romantic intimacy. Building on the qualitative data from the interviews, the PEAS is 

developed through two pilot studies with two separate samples (combined N=551; 

Mage=20.6; 61% female). The PEAS is validated and then applied in the main study 

(N=755; Mage=21.8; 55.4% female). 

An exploratory factor analysis yields four factors with 34 items, including Parental 

Emotional Fusion, Parental Emotional Separateness, Parental Emotional Over-functioning 

and Parental Emotional Projection, which explain for 46.81% of the total variance. The 
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four-factor structure is confirmed by using a confirmatory factor analysis. The results 

indicate substantial correlations between the PEAS and the Chinese version of the 

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, which supports the convergent validity of the PEAS. The 

results also show that the PEAS has sufficient reliability (Cronbach‘s alpha= .89) and 

validity to support its application in the Hong Kong Chinese population.  

Concurrently, it is found that parental emotional attachment is negatively correlated 

with the level of differentiation of self, and positively correlated with the fear of intimacy. 

In addition, differentiation of self significantly mediates the relation between parental 

emotional attachment and fear of intimacy. Finally, a hierarchical regression analysis 

reveals that parental emotional over-functioning, emotional cutoff and emotional fusion 

with family are predictive of the fear of intimacy. 

The overall findings highlight differentiation of self as an underlying mechanism 

through which parental emotional attachment affects the level of fear of intimacy of 

emerging adults. Besides, emerging adults who experience greater parental emotional 

over-functioning, emotional cutoff and emotional fusion with family show higher levels of 

fear of intimacy. These findings jointly imply the importance for emerging adults to 

differentiate from their family of origin by balancing closeness and separateness, bridging 

emotional distance, reducing emotional cutoff and recognizing their own adaptive patterns 

in relationships, which serve as a practical framework for the future development of 

relationship education and counseling of emerging adults in Hong Kong. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Over the last couple of decades, the path of young people who are entering 

adulthood has drastically changed under the impacts of the many social, economic, 

technological and cultural changes. The transition to adulthood has become more 

complex and unpredictable, such as delayed marriage and childbearing, due to the 

extension of education and continuous exploration of love and career prospects. A 

growing numbers of studies have been conducted that address the advent of ―emerging 

adulthood‖, a period between the late teens to late twenties (Arnett, 2000b, 2007a, 

2007b, 2014). In these studies, the magnitude of romantic relationships appears to be a 

critical area of exploration and investigation, and their importance has been supported 

by previous studies (Arnett, 2004; Beyers & Seiffge-Krenke, 2010; Collins & van 

Dulmen, 2006; Côté & Bynner, 2008; Erikson, 1968). An increasing number of studies 

have also began to address the role of family of origin during the period of emerging 

adulthood and the development of romantic relationships during this period of time 

(Fincham & Cui, 2014). The intricate interrelationships in the experiences of an 

individual between his/her family of origin and romantic relationships have been 

supported by various clinical studies and research work (Bowen, 1978; Collins & van 

Dulmen, 2006; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Milevsky, Thudium, & Guldin, 2014; Peleg, 

2008; Tanner, 2006). Some studies suggest that adult romantic relationships function in 

ways that are similar to early parent-child attachments albeit with some degree of 

variation (Bowen, 1978; Leung, 2001; Rodrigues, 2009). This underscores the 

importance of examining the role of parental attachment relationships to better prepare 

emerging adults to optimally reach adulthood with the capacity to develop sustainable 

and intimate romantic relationships without the deep-seated fears of intimacy.  
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1.1 Theoretical Lens: Bowen Family Systems Theory 

The Bowen family systems theory (or Bowen theory) provides a useful lens to 

understand how the family as an emotional unit influences individual development and 

relationship functions. In terms of the development of romantic relationships during 

emerging adulthood, the Bowen theory provides a theoretical map to better understand 

how some parents function in ways that inadvertently contribute to the incapability of 

their children to develop their own self and meaningful, intimate relationships. Bowen 

(1978) mentioned that former emotional attachment patterns and intensity in one‘s 

family of origin serve as a very important frame of reference to guide the changes of an 

individual while developing his/her self and establishing intimate relationships. The 

Bowen theory maintains that the development of intimate relationships is inherently 

linked to the process of differentiation of self (Bowen, 1978). The level of 

differentiation of self is fundamental for determining how much self an individual can 

achieve, and also implies the capacity of an individual to maintain a sense of self in 

intensely emotional relationships, such as dating and marital relationships. Less 

differentiated individuals are considered to be more emotionally reactive to tension and 

have difficulties in maintaining an autonomous self in intimate relationships (Bowen, 

1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Instead of worrying about having ―too little‖ attachment 

between parents and their children, Bowen (1978) viewed the intense parent-child 

involvement as the generating source of problems (Kerr, 2015). He argued that it is 

untrue that more love and support would complete a person as s/he becomes 

over-dependent on others. This research strives to provide a better understanding of the 

attachment between parents and emerging-adult child through the lens of the Bowen 

theory, and intends to shed light on how an individual can achieve emotional maturity 
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and maintain intimate relationships by differentiating from his/her parents and moving 

away from their early symbiotic relationship, particularly the attachment ties to the 

mother.  

1.2 Parental Over-involvement and Its Impact  

Parental over-involvement is regarded as an emerging phenomenon in recent 

decades.  There has been increasing attention on the various forms of overinvolved 

parenting in the social sciences literature, which is also known as overparenting (Segrin, 

Woszidlo, Givertz, Bauer, & Taylor Murphy, 2012; Segrin, Woszidlo, Givertz, & 

Montgomery, 2013) or helicopter parenting (LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011; 

Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012; Schiffrin et al., 2014). These concepts are generally 

marked by the intensive involvement of parents in the lives of their children. The love 

of parents is regarded as the most precious gift in one‘s life. Yet, is it possible to have 

too much of a good thing? The Chinese have a saying ―wu ji bi fan‖, which means that 

things will move in the opposite direction when they become extreme. Intensive 

parental involvement has become a widespread phenomenon in contemporary societies, 

which range from anxiety from micromanaging the daily routines of their children, to 

attempts to continue to take responsibility for their adult-children who are well into 

university or employed (Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012). Different terminologies like 

―monster parents‖ (Wat, 2011), ―tiger mom‖(Chua, 2011) and ―helicopter parents‖ 

(Ginott, 1971) have appeared in the popular media (Gibbs, 2009; Shellenbarger, 2007) 

and made their way into various academic discussions on over-parenting across 

different cultures. This phenomenon and its implications have gained attention in Hong 

Kong. First, how is ―too much‖ parental emotional attachment manifested in the lives 

of emerging adults? Second, how does it influence the romantic development of 
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emerging adults? Finally, is there any mechanism which accounts for the process that 

influences parental attachment on the romantic outcome of emerging adults?  

1.3  Research Gaps  

Although studies have emerged to address the impacts of excessive parental 

involvement (e.g. overparenting and helicopter parenting), most of them have focused 

on parenting style and behavior, and investigated cohorts of college students 

(Fingerman et al., 2013; LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011; Leung & Shek, 2018; 

Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012; Schiffrin et al., 2014). It is suggested that a more 

in-depth understanding of the influence of intense parental attachment is necessary to 

examine the different dimensions of this developmental precursor, which may 

negatively affect the likelihood of emerging adults to develop stable and satisfying 

romantic ties. Instead of focusing on the typologies of maternal style and relationship 

contents, the Bowen theory highlights the importance of the emotional intensity and the 

emotional process of the parent-child relationship in predicting the developmental 

outcomes of a child (Bowen, 1978). To the best of the author‘s knowledge, there is a 

paucity of studies that apply the theoretical framework of the Bowen theory to the Hong 

Kong context to understand the impacts of intense parental emotional attachment on the 

development of emerging adults and their romantic trajectories.  

Second, empirical findings have demonstrated that individual differences in the 

capacity to experience romantic intimacy are related to experiences in the family of 

origin. Previous research work on fear of intimacy has mostly focused on the impacts of 

early ―insecure‖ attachment experiences with one‘s primary attachment figure (e.g., 

Bowlby, 1969; Chow & Ruhl, 2014; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Seiffge-Krenke, Shulman, 
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& Kiessinger, 2001). The Bowen theory provides an alternative way to think about and 

understand the fear of intimacy that emerging adults are experiencing. As Bowen (1978) 

mentioned, what transpires in the primary parental triangle has critical implications for 

understanding the functioning of an individual and his/her capacity to become an 

autonomous adult in intimate relationships. Instead of focusing on the early attachment 

style, Bowen (1978) highlighted the influence of emotional intensity and reciprocity in 

the marital dyad on the functioning of children. In line with this thought, the 

understanding and conception of the fear of intimacy during emerging adulthood can be 

expanded in the intergenerational context with reference to the current emotional 

reciprocity and adaptive patterns of an individual with his/her parents, rather than 

solely focusing on early attachment experiences, or personal characteristics and 

qualities (e.g. personality, competence). There is a paucity of both qualitative and 

quantitative studies in this area in particular on understanding the subjective 

experiences of emerging adults in Hong Kong and how fear of intimacy is related to the 

experiences of an individual in the parent-child triangle.  

Last but not least, recent research has highlighted the continuity of the relationship 

process across different stages of individual development (Collins & van Dulmen, 

2006). Progressive differentiation from parents is regarded as an important family 

process during emerging adulthood which promotes the development of individuality 

and the ability to assume the role of an adult (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Quite likely, the 

level of differentiation of self is expected to have a notable influence on the capacity of 

romantic intimacy of emerging adults over time. The role of differentiation can be 

further examined which may help to identify and understand the process or mechanism 

that underlies the influence of parental emotional attachment on the fear of intimacy of 
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emerging adults. At the same time, previous research has highlighted the reduced 

influence of the parent-child relationship on late emerging adults, and found only 

partial interdependence between parent-child and romantic relationships for those who 

are engaged in a committed and lasting romantic relationship (Collins & van Dulmen, 

2006). An examination of the mediating role of the differentiation of self may facilitate 

a better understanding of the relationship between parent-child and romantic 

relationships during emerging adulthood, especially when they do not appear to have a 

definite connection. The Bowen theory posits that individuals with greater 

differentiation of self are thought to experience both autonomy and intimacy 

characterized by greater capacity for regulating emotions under stress and tension, and 

thus less debilitating fears and anxiety in experiencing intimate relationships (Bowen, 

1978; Skowron, 2000). Basically, there has been very limited research that examines 

these associations and discusses the transcultural relevance of the differentiation of self 

of the Bowen theory within the Chinese population in Hong Kong. 

1.4  Purpose of Study  

To fill these notable gaps, this study makes the first attempt to comprehend 

romantic relationships during emerging adulthood in the Chinese culture in Hong Kong 

in the following ways. First, given the importance of the theoretical implications of the 

Bowen theory on its distinctive understanding of attachment and the course of 

emerging adulthood, this study seeks to examine the theoretical construct of Bowen on 

―unresolved emotional attachments‖ which assumes that too much attachment is the 

influential factor that affects the functioning of an individual in intimate relationships 

(Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Skowron, 2000). Instead of focusing on parenting 

style and relationship contents, this study will capture the emotional intensity of 
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parental attachment in terms of its manifestations and influences on the romantic lives 

of Hong Kong emerging adults. Even though psychometrically sound measures on 

attachment are available to examine the influence of parental attachment on the 

interpersonal functioning of adults, a literature review shows that there are a lack of 

measures that have adequately captured the theoretical concept of ―unresolved 

emotional attachment‖ per Bowen. Therefore, this study aims to capture the 

manifestations of intense parental emotional attachment, particularly during the period 

of emerging adulthood, by developing a scale called the ―Parental Emotional 

Attachment Scale (PEAS)‖ which has been validated as a robust means of providing 

evidence for examining the association between parental emotional attachment and fear 

of intimacy during emerging adulthood, grounded in the theoretical conceptualization 

of the Bowen theory.   

The second focus of this study is to capture the subjective experiences of fear of 

intimacy amongst Hong Kong emerging adults by taking into account the emotional 

patterns of an individual with his/her parents in his/her primary triangle. Since studies 

on romantic relationships in emerging adulthood in Hong Kong are very limited, and 

western studies have mainly focused on quantitative methods (Beyers & Seiffge - 

Krenke, 2010; Collins & van Dulmen, 2006; Fincham & Cui, 2014; Whitton, 

Weitbrecht, Kuryluk, & Bruner, 2013), qualitative studies in this area are 

recommended to examine the subjective experiences of individuals and the relationship 

dynamics in emerging adulthood (Milevsky et al., 2014). Apart from providing a better 

understanding on the experiences of individuals in terms of fear of intimacy, the 

qualitative part of this study also addresses the question of how emerging adults relate 

to the emotional reciprocity and adaptive patterns to current romantic experiences that 
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s/he has learnt in the primary parental triangle. This qualitative examination may 

partially substantiate the quantitative results and discussions in the later part of this 

study. 

Another specific focus of this study is the role of the differentiation of self in the 

association between parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy. Given the 

importance of the family differentiation process and its influence on the capacity of 

emerging adults for romantic intimacy, more work could be done to examine the 

theoretical construct of the differentiation of self per Bowen, which is considered to be 

critical for developing mature intimate relationships. The existing literature concludes a 

negative correlation between the differentiation of self with psychological distress 

(Bartle-Haring & Probst, 2004) and a positive correlation with marital satisfaction 

(Skowron, 2000), yet very few have focused on romantic relationships themselves. This 

study investigates whether more differentiated individuals tend to struggle less with 

fear of intimacy during emerging adulthood. In addition, the question of the 

transcultural relevance of the differentiation of self of Bowen theory remains, and 

therefore a pertinent line of investigation at present. While an increasing number of 

studies have begun to evaluate the universal applicability of the Bowen theory in 

different cultural contexts, to date, very few have focused on the role of differentiation 

of self in the relationship between parental influence and romantic outcomes in 

emerging adulthood, and to the best of the author‘s knowledge, there is an absence of 

research in this area in the Hong Kong Chinese context. This study therefore attempts to 

provide evidence of the cultural validity of the major theoretical propositions put forth 

by Bowen, particularly on unresolved emotional attachment and differentiation of the 

self.  
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Taken together, this study seeks to examine the associations between parental 

emotional attachment and fear of romantic intimacy, and their possible links to the level 

of differentiation of self in the process. The aim is to extend previous research on 

romantic relationships in emerging adulthood in several ways: (a) to develop and 

validate an indigenous measure for assessing the construct of ―parental emotional 

attachment‖ which stems from the theoretical concept of ―unresolved emotional 

attachment‖ per Bowen; (b) to examine the possible mediating role of differentiation of 

self on the correlation between parental emotional attachment and fear of romantic 

intimacy in the Hong Kong Chinese emerging adult population; and (c) to capture the 

subjective conceptions and experiences of fear of intimacy amongst Hong Kong 

emerging adults, taking into account the influence of emotional reciprocity in the 

primary triangle with parents. 

1.5  Research Questions 

A mixed-methods sequential exploratory design is used in this study to address the 

research purposes in a holistic fashion. In the first part, which is a qualitative study, the 

two following questions are addressed: (a) in what ways is parental emotional 

attachment manifested in the relationship between parents and emerging adults? (b) 

how do emerging adults describe their personal perceptions on intimacy and 

experiences of fear of intimacy in relation to their family of origin experiences?  

The second part, which is a quantitative study, aims to test the correlations among 

parental emotional attachment, differentiation of self and fear of intimacy by 

addressing the following questions: (a) does parental emotional attachment (predictor 

variable)  affect the fear of intimacy (dependent variable) of emerging adults? (b) does 
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differentiation of self (hypothesized mediating variable) mediate the relationship 

between parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy? and (c) does it predict the 

fear of intimacy of emerging adults? 

1.6  Significance of Study 

In this study, the original contributions of the author are first, the development and 

validation of a new assessment tool called PEAS, which is based on the theoretical 

propositions of ―unresolved emotional attachment‖ per Bowen. The PEAS is a 

self-reporting instrument which aims to measure the intensity of parental emotional 

attachment during emerging adulthood in the forms of different behavioral, cognitive 

and emotional manifestations. It includes indigenous items which highlights the 

contextual factors in the Hong Kong Chinese society. It also serves to provide empirical 

evidence for future research in examining the phenomenon of parental emotional 

over-involvement during emerging adulthood. Second, the PEAS and other 

self-reporting measures are used to provide cultural relevance and validity to the 

concepts unresolved emotional attachment and differentiation of self that put forth by 

Bowen in the Hong Kong Chinese populations, with particular focus on both 

intrapersonal and interpersonal functioning in establishing romantic ties during 

emerging adulthood. Thus, the PEAS will provide empirical evidence to enrich the 

social work and clinical applications of the Bowen theory in local family practices, 

particularly to further the development of relationship counseling for emerging adults 

that focus on facilitating the differentiation process. Last, this study extends previous 

research work on romantic relationships in emerging adulthood by providing a 

qualitative account that captures the subjective experiences of emerging adults in Hong 
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Kong, with reference to their relationship dynamics and patterns in their family of 

origin.   

1.7  Outline of Thesis 

This dissertation consists of nine chapters. Chapter One provides an overview on 

the background of this research work, as well as an overview of the existing literature, 

followed by statements of the research gaps, purposes, questions and significance.  In 

Chapter Two, the author offers an orientation on the construct of emerging adulthood 

and addresses the issues that concern the developmental context of romantic 

relationships during this particular phase of life.  In Chapter Three, the author examines 

the process of emerging adulthood through the key theoretical propositions of the 

Bowen theory, and explores its distinctive understanding on parental emotional 

attachment and differentiation of the self in relation to the development of romantic ties 

during emerging adulthood. In Chapter Four, the author delineates the theoretical 

framework and conceptual links of this study, and its hypotheses.  In Chapter Five, the 

author introduces the research design and methodology and its philosophical 

orientation. In this study, a mixed-method sequential exploratory design is used, which 

is also a useful means for developing and validating the PEAS and its subsequent 

analysis on the hypothesized relationships amongst parental emotional attachment, 

differentiation of the self and fear of intimacy.  In Chapter Six, the author presents the 

development of the PEAS and its dimensionalities through an exploratory factor 

analysis (EFA). Qualitative data are included to substantiate the definitions and 

meanings of the four-factor structure of the PEAS. In Chapter Seven, the author reports 

on the psychometrics properties of the validated PEAS and its subsequent analysis on 

the associations amongst different variables, particularly on the mediation effect of the 
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differentiation of self and the predictive effects of parental emotional attachment and 

the differentiation of self on fear of intimacy.  Chapter Eight discusses the key findings, 

their limitations and directions of future research work. In Chapter Nine, the author 

draws a conclusion of the present study and provides implications for social work and 

clinical practice and future research work.  
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Chapter 2. Romantic Relationships in Emerging Adulthood 

Theoretical and empirical understandings of development during the early stages 

of adulthood have undergone changes as contemporary young people are undergoing 

their own distinctive transformations in their subjective experiences during the maturity 

process. Arnett (1998, 2000a) proposed a new life stage called ―emerging adulthood‖ 

which highlights the changes in the developmental process from adolescence to 

adulthood, in which romantic relationships have a central role. Developing intimacy is 

an important task in negotiating identity formation during the relationship process 

(Conger, Cui, Bryant, & Elder, 2000; Erikson, 1968). However, an individual may 

experience a certain level of anxiety and fear when s/he becomes close to someone else.  

This is also related to the fears that are involved in the process of defining the self 

(Erikson, 1968) and balancing connectedness and individuality in relationships (Bowen, 

1978; Regalia, Lanz, Tagliabue, & Manzi, 2011). The capacity of emerging adults to 

develop romantic relationships is partially rooted in their experiences with their family 

of origin. In this chapter, the author first reviews the literature on emerging adulthood 

and highlights the cultural features of this specific life phase in Hong Kong, and then 

addresses the central role of romantic relationships as well as outlines the changing 

landscape of such relationships during this development phase. Finally, the author 

addresses the impact of family on emerging adults, particularly the role of parental 

influence, on the development of their capacity for romantic intimacy. 
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2.1  Emerging Adulthood in Cultural Context of Hong Kong 

In the last two decades, studies on ―emerging adulthood‖ have been widely studied 

by academics all over the world (Arnett, 2014; Badger, Nelson, & Barry, 2006; Nelson, 

2009; Nelson, Badger, & Wu, 2004; Nelson, Duan, Padilla-Walker, & Luster, 2013). In 

the past, the entry to adulthood had focused exclusively on social and demographic 

markers, such as completing school, getting married, entering parenthood, etc. 

However, the developmental trajectories of many young people nowadays greatly 

deviate from such traditional life patterns. In most industrialized and developed 

countries, the transition to adulthood has become more complex and follows 

unpredictable patterns, such as delays in marriage and childbearing and the extension of 

education (Arnett, 2000a). In other words, the conventional conception and criteria of 

defining adult status may no longer be applicable. Arnett (2000a) coined the term 

―emerging adulthood‖ to signify this life course transition by examining the 

contemporary features from both sociological (e.g., educational and occupational 

instability) and psychological (e.g., identity) aspects while addressing the role of 

social-cultural influence. Instead of merely using traditional markers, Arnett (2000a) 

suggested that the definition of adulthood needs to be modified and examined based on 

the subjective conceptions and experiences of young people during this emergent era, 

and in this study, to also take the cultural characteristics of Hong Kong into account 

( Arnett, 1998; Badger et al., 2006; Dwyer, Smith, Tyler, & Wyn, 2003; Nelson & 

Luster, 2015).   

2.1.1  Features of emerging adulthood.  

Traditionally, the development of an individual was expected to follow an orderly 

progression in which one would first finish school, then start a career, followed by 
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perhaps moving away from his/her parents and living on his/her own, and finally, 

getting  married and starting his/her own family. However, these traditional milestones 

that mark the transition to adulthood no longer resonate with the developmental path of 

emerging adults nowadays due to the various social, economic, technological and 

cultural changes in contemporary society (Arnett, 2000a, 2006). Arnett (2000a) 

highlighted some of the changes in industrial societies that have contributed to  

changing the characteristics of adulthood. For instance, the tendency for young people 

to postpone marriage and parenthood can be explained by the greater availability of 

resources and opportunities to attain a higher education, and the general acceptance of 

premarital sex, cohabitation and birth control (Arnett, 1998, 2000a).  At the same time, 

Arnett (2004) argued that these societal changes have also led to changes in the 

psychological experiences of young people, particularly in terms of their identity 

formation. The heterogeneity in the life experiences of young adults led Arnett (2000a) 

to propose the concept of emerging adulthood which underlines the exploratory and 

fluid nature of this phase of development.  

Emerging adulthood primarily refers to young adults who are between the ages of 

18 and 25 (Arnett, 2000a); however, this age range varies depending on cultural aspects  

(Konstam, 2007). The Chinese culture was and continues to be substantially influenced 

by Confucius. Confucius stressed that there is a psychological journey in which turning 

30 years old is marked by a sense of entitlement to adulthood after one has carved out 

one‘s own path in society:  ―At fifteen, my heart set on study and learning; at thirty, I 

stood firm in society; at forty, I was no longer puzzled by the world surrounding me; at 

fifty, I knew the mandate of heaven for me and for society; at sixty, I heard the truth 

with docile ears; at seventy, I do whatever my heart dictates, and it always falls within 
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the boundary of righteousness‖ (Analects (2:4) in Jiang, 2013).  This still serves as a 

reference for guiding the development of a Chinese person today. Thus, taking into 

consideration this cultural characteristic, the age range of emerging adulthood is 

defined as 18-29 years old in this study; that is, before a Chinese individual turns 30 

years old. 

Arnett (2000a) also identified five defining features of emerging adulthood, 

namely: (a) ―identity exploration‖ which takes place in many areas of life, especially 

through love, work and world views; (b) ―instability‖ of relationships, education, and 

work and living arrangements; (c) ―self-focus‖ in which exploration of life takes place 

with few obligations and commitment to others; (d) ―feeling in-between‖ an adolescent 

and young adult in that emerging adults tend to avoid adult responsibilities even though 

they can no longer be considered as an adolescent; and (e) ―limitless possibilities‘ in 

which emerging adults are optimistic enough to see many possibilities and options for 

their future.  Despite the scepticism on the need for life course transitions and the 

critique of its universality (Arnett, 2000a; Bynner, 2005; Côté & Bynner, 2008; Côté & 

Schwartz, 2002; Hendry & Kloep, 2007, 2010), the concept of emerging adulthood has 

been widely applied as a useful framework for guiding research in human development. 

2.1.2  Subjective experiences of emerging adults.  

Arnett (2000a) stated that emerging adulthood is culturally constructed and 

susceptible to individual, social and cultural differences. It is a stage of life that is 

mostly observed in developed countries, and a fluid developmental process in that 

many emerging adults feel conflicted about their adult status (Arnett, 2004). Culture 

has a significant influence on how individuals conceive and define reaching adulthood. 
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There have been a growing body of studies that address the concept of emerging 

adulthood by examining the subjective perception and experiences of individuals in 

different countries on whether they feel that they have reached adulthood ( Arnett & 

Galambos, 2003; Arnett & Padilla-Walker, 2015; Badger et al., 2006; Mayseless & 

Scharf, 2003; Nelson, Badger, & Wu, 2004; Nelson & Barry, 2005; Nelson et al., 2013; 

Nelson & Luster, 2015; Sirsch, Dreher, Mayr, & Willinger, 2009). These studies have 

highlighted the importance of acknowledging the multidimensionality and evolving 

nature of the transitional process to adulthood where traditional social markers have 

fallen short in that they have failed to capture the diversity and richness of individual 

differences during emerging adulthood. For example, Nelson and Luster, (2015) 

suggested that while some traditional demographic markers, such as getting married 

and finishing school, are still relevant for defining adulthood, they tend to be more 

associated with the subjective experiences of young people and some of the internal and 

individualistic qualities in conceptualizing adulthood; for instance, financial 

independence and personal responsibility. These individualistic qualities reflect the 

importance of the theme of self-sufficiency (Arnett & Galambos, 2003; Arnett, 2006; 

Nelson & Luster, 2015).  

At the same time, studies on non-Western populations have also revealed that the 

entry of young people into marriage and parenthood is also postponed in some of the 

economically developing countries like China, India and South Africa, although this is 

a phenomenon primarily found in a select population of society, mainly in the urban 

middle class (Badger et al., 2006; Goldberg, 2013; Nelson et al., 2004; Seiter & Nelson, 

2011; Zhong & Arnett, 2014). The findings of these studies show that some criteria that 

are regarded to be necessary for Chinese emerging adults are similar to those adopted 
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by emerging adults in some of the Western countries with individualistic characteristics, 

such as ―making independent decisions‖, and ―establishing a relationship with parents 

as an equal adult‖ (Nelson & Luster, 2015).  At the same time, various other criteria 

clearly reflect the collective attributes of the Chinese culture that value and emphasize 

on the needs and interests of the family and society, such as ―learn always to have good 

control of your emotions‖ (Badger et al., 2006; Nelson et al., 2004; Zhong & Arnett, 

2014) and ―become less self-oriented and develop greater consideration for others‖  

(Badger et al., 2006; Nelson et al., 2004).  

2.1.3  Emerging adulthood in Hong Kong.  

Hong Kong has approximately 1 million people who are between the ages of 18 

and 29 years old (around 13% of the total population) and therefore in the stage of 

emerging adulthood (Census and Statistics Department, 2018). However, empirical 

studies that have examined the extent of emerging adulthood in Hong Kong are very 

limited.  In the few that are available, a study conducted by Ng, Su, Li, Klassen, Chiu 

and Cheng (2017) in Hong Kong with a sample of 1704 emerging adults (Mage= 20.95, 

SD= 2.42) showed that there is a considerable percentage (55.4%) who responded 

ambiguously with ―in some respects yes, in some respects no‖ when asked if they have 

reached adulthood. This shows that there is a considerable number of young people 

who feel conflicted about their adulthood status, and also suggests that emerging 

adulthood is a transitional period of development that is experienced by young people 

in Hong Kong. In addition, the top five perceived criteria of achieving adult status 

endorsed by emerging adults in Hong Kong include: ―to accept responsibility for the 

consequences of your actions‖, ―to learn always to have good control of your emotions‘, 
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‗to take care independently of his/her own daily living‘, ‗to be financially independent‘ 

and ‗to be able to reflect on his/her own responsibilities when entering conflicts‖ (Ng et 

al., 2017). Ng et al. (2017) also reported a dimension that is significant for 

conceptualizing adulthood called ‗relational capacities‘ that highlight the reciprocal 

process of defining one‘s identity through bilateral relationships (i.e. in relation to 

another person). This relational feature of Hong Kong emerging adults deserves further 

consideration on its implications for the synergistic and reciprocal influences of 

significant relationships on the developmental course of emerging adulthood, such as 

ways that emerging adults define themselves and coordinate their interpersonal 

experiences, including romantic and family relationships.  

2.2  Romantic Relationships during Emerging Adulthood 

Romantic relationships have become increasingly important and central to the 

development of an individual during emerging adulthood (Beckmeyer & Cromwell, 

2018; Collins & van Dulmen, 2006; Fincham & Cui, 2014; Phillips et al., 2013). A 

growing body of research suggests that romantic relationships in emerging adulthood 

are prominent and formative which affect identity formation (Buhl, 2008; Montgomery, 

2005) and mental health  (Galambos, Barker, & Krahn, 2006; Galambos & Krahn, 2008; 

Rhoades, Kamp Dush, Atkins, Stanley, & Markman, 2011; Whitton et al., 2013). 

Research has also revealed that emerging adults who participate in romantic 

relationships reported greater life satisfaction  (Adamczyk & Segrin, 2016) and less 

sadness (Gala & Kapadia, 2014). In addition, romantic relationships during emerging 

adulthood were found to have long-term implications on marital relationships later in 

life and other close relationships, such as parent-child relationships and friendships 
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(Buhl, 2008; Collins & van Dulmen, 2006; Cui, Fincham, & Durtschi, 2011; Fincham 

& Cui, 2014) 

2.2.1  Changing contexts of romantic relationships in emerging adulthood. 

Studies in the extant literature have reported that there are a number of changes in 

the dating mentality of emerging adults (Arnett, 2004; Fincham & Cui, 2014; Milevsky, 

Thudium, & Guldin, 2014). The establishment of romantic relationships usually 

progresses over time from adolescence to emerging adulthood (Young, Furman, & 

Laursen, 2011) with variations found in ideas around love, sexual attraction, physical 

intimacy, and the prospect of marriage (Arnett, 2004; Prager, 1995).  As casual sexual 

relationships have become popular for this stage of life, psychological distress could 

result, such as depressive symptoms and loneliness (Owen, Fincham, & Moore, 2011). 

In addition, cohabitation and postponement of marriage have become increasingly 

common (Arnett, 2004; Gala & Kapadia, 2014). These social changes have changed the 

contexts for exploring the romantic relationships of emerging adults. As mentioned in 

Arnett (1998), one of the distinctive features of emerging adulthood is the ‗age of 

self-focus‘, which refers to the period of life in which emerging adults engage in 

continuous explorations with few commitment and obligations to others. Instead of 

entering marriage and parenthood, most emerging adults are now looking at other 

possibilities in their pursuit of idealistic love by finding a ‗soul mate‘ (Arnett, 2004, 

p.65).  This view is held even more widely in Hong Kong, highlighted by the romantic 

ideal of finding a partner who can perfectly complement one‘s identity and needs. 

Arnett (2004) believed that people tend to delay their entry of marriage in order to look 

for a partner who can resemble their ideals.  
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In Hong Kong, there is a large discrepancy in the sequence and timeframe for 

reaching adulthood as is the case in some of the Western countries (Ng et al., 2017). 

There have been remarkable changes in the marital status and family structure along 

with this developmental process in Hong Kong. One of the most significant changes is 

the increase in age of marriage and childbearing. According to the Census and Statistics 

Department (2018), the median age of the first marriage for women in Hong Kong has 

increased from  26.2 in 1991 to 29.4 in 2016, while that for men has increased from 

29.1 in 1991 to 31.4 in 2016. The percentage of never-married emerging adults is 89% 

of the total population within the same age group. At the same time, the stability of 

family life has become steadily affected by irreversible trends of divorce. The crude 

divorce rate of Hong Kong was 2.34 per 1000 population in 2016 which is more than 

double the rate in 1991. The percentage of divorced/separated emerging adults was 

0.4% in the concerned age group. These demographic trends reflect greater marital and 

family instability over the past decades. They also pose formidable challenges to the 

solidarity of families and unfold complex issues related to the development of 

emerging adults in Hong Kong. With a greater tolerance of the changes in the family 

structure and nature of marital relationships, entering marriage and having children are 

no longer regarded as a definitive marker of adulthood in Hong Kong. Ng et al. (2017) 

also showed that marriage is a far less pressing issue for Hong Kong emerging adults in 

reaching an adult status in comparison to the older generation. Marriage is no longer 

considered as a marker of adulthood to many emerging adults (Arnett, 1998), and a 

number of studies have shown that some traditional markers of adulthood, such as 

becoming a parent or purchasing a house, are not regarded as requisite for achieving 

adult status by emerging adults today (Cheah & Nelson, 2004; Mayseless & Scharf, 
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2003; Nelson et al., 2004). This change in the status of marriage is the result of several 

different social factors (Arnett, 2000a, 2004). First, divorce and cohabitation have 

become socially acceptable and easily reversible (Strong, 2014) so that marriage is no 

longer considered to be a lifelong commitment. Second, having children is considered to 

be a kind of burden by many emerging adults in their exploration and pursuit of an 

education and a career, as well as different life possibilities (Arnett, 2006). 

Although marriage may not be the ultimate goal of emerging adults who are in a 

romantic relationship, a substantial number have committed romantic relationships. In 

2016, about 1% of the emerging adults married in Hong Kong (Census & Statistics 

Department, 2018). Experiencing romantic relationships is still regarded as an 

important pathway for these young individuals to negotiate during the transition to 

adulthood (Ng et al., 2017). Moving gradually toward making a commitment for love is 

one of the challenging tasks for emerging adults.  Developing the capacity to form a 

stable and fulfilling romantic relationship is also regarded as a significant aspect on the 

road to adulthood (Furman, Brown, & Feiring, 1999).  

2.2.2  Romantic intimacy and emerging adulthood.  

Intimacy is an essential element in life because humans need a sense of closeness 

which is realized through interpersonal relationships, such as dating and marrying, 

family life and many other social groupings (Erikson, 1968; Firestone & Catlett, 1999; 

Prager, 1995; Richardson, 2010). According to the triangular theory of love (Sternberg, 

1986), intimacy, passion and commitment are identified as the three components of 

love. The existing literature has not come up with a consensus on the definition of 

intimacy. Some scholars examine intimacy by focusing on the quality of the reciprocal 
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interactions between individuals that would amount to a comfortable degree of 

closeness in relationships (Derlega, 2013; Patterson, 1976). Other scholars consider the 

underlying motivation for people to seek intimacy by addressing their different needs 

and desires for close and validating experiences with significant others (Mcadams & 

Constantian, 1983).  Some are also concerned about how intimacy is developed and 

sustained in a relationship (Prager, 1995). However, without a conclusive definition of 

intimacy, intimacy is instead described through some of its essential components in the 

literature, such as love, affection, self-disclosure, trust, understanding and personal 

validation (Hook, Gerstein, Detterich, & Gridley, 2004; Levine, 1991; Prager, 1995; 

Prager & Buhrmester, 1998).  Hook et al. (2004) identified four components of 

intimacy, namely love and affection, self-disclosure, trust and personal validation. 

Individuals become more willing to confide in someone who shows them concern, love 

and affection.  Besides, intimacy implies a sense of personal validation that generates 

an atmosphere of acceptance so that an individual will open up and just be himself or 

herself. Trust in an intimate relationship ensures that self-disclosed information is kept 

confidential. Finally, self-disclosure facilitates liking, caring and understanding 

amongst two persons. Self-disclosure allows individuals to reveal their innermost 

feelings that are essential to the development of intimate relationships, such as dating 

and marriage. Studies have revealed that intimate relationships characterized by a sense 

of warmth, caring, empathy, attentiveness, acceptance and respect strongly predict the 

amount of relationship maintenance and satisfaction (Lavner & Bradbury, 2012; Neff 

& Karney, 2009). 

Exploring love during emerging adulthood tends to take place on a deeper 

psychological level. As Arnett (1998, 2004) said, emerging adulthood is characterized 
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by ―instability‖ in relationships with romantic partners and a stage of ―self-focus‖ in 

exploring identity and opportunities. Developing intimacy is also an important part of 

the development of emerging adults in terms of identity exploration and psychological 

well-being. Since intimacy requires both partners to negotiate their self and redefine 

their identity to reach a compromise on their values and interests, establishing an 

intimate and committed relationship thus becomes a challenging endeavour for 

emerging adults while they are negotiating their identity during this life stage. (Erikson, 

1968) considered that having a solid sense of self is essential for the ability to develop 

intimate relationships. Moreover, the development and achievement of intimacy is a 

critical task in early adulthood [or emerging adulthood according to  Arnett (1998)]. A 

longitudinal study was conducted to investigate the role of identity achievement as a 

precursor for intimacy in emerging adults based on Erikson‘s theory of development in 

a sample of 93 emerging adults in Germany (Mage = 24.1; SD = 1.2) (Beyers & 

Seiffge-Krenke, 2010). Their results confirmed that there is a direct link between 

identity development during adolescence and romantic intimacy during emerging 

adulthood by tracing the development of the participants for ten years. The authors 

highlighted the importance of the integrative capacity for a ―relational identity‖ which 

allows individuals to access and process new sources of experiences by obtaining a 

broader picture of the self. This allows an individual to develop a mature identity that 

serves as a precursor for developing mature intimacy in relationships. By exploring, 

negotiating and compromising alternative identities, emerging adults can gain a more 

genuine understanding of their self and become more aware of what they value in 

intimate relationships. Erikson (1968) believed that it is indispensable for people to 

develop intimate and committed relationships with others. Successfully resolving the 
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conflict between intimacy and isolation allows emerging adults to form healthy 

attached relationships while failure can lead to loneliness and isolation. Studies like 

Rokach (2003) have also showed that individuals with a poor sense of self  are likely to 

experience loneliness, emotional isolation and depression, as well as to have less 

committed relationships. An immature self may prevent close and long-lasting 

relationships due to fear of closeness and intimacy. 

2.2.3  Fear of intimacy.  

Emotions play a very important role in intimate relationships (Prager, Shirvani, 

Garcia, & Coles, 2013). The emotional elements of intimacy help to promote closeness, 

bonding, and connectedness amongst people. However, the idea of being close to 

someone can arouse anxiety in some individuals who have a fear of intimacy, thus 

resulting in difficulties in developing and maintaining close relationships with others 

(Firestone & Catlett, 1999).  Descutner and Thelen (1991) defined fear of intimacy as 

―the inhibited capacity of an individual, because of anxiety to exchange thoughts and 

feelings of personal significance with another individual who is highly valued‖ (p. 219). 

In order to measure the level of fear of intimacy, Descutner and Thelen (1991) 

developed and validated the Fear of Intimacy Scale (FIS) with a sample of 129 college 

students (Mage=19.21). Their results showed that individuals with a higher level of fear 

of intimacy reported lower levels of satisfaction in their dating relationships and 

expectations for long-term relationships.   

In an extended study by Doi and Thelen (1993), the FIS was used in a sample of 

middle age couples, who ranged from 35 to 55 years old. The results showed that the FIS 

is negatively correlated with comfort with closeness and confidence in dependability of 
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others and positively correlated with fear of abandonment. In other words, individuals 

with less fear of intimacy feel more comfortable with closeness to other people and 

anticipate more emotional closeness and satisfaction with their partners. However, the 

correlation between fear of intimacy and comfort with closeness is substantially reduced 

after controlling for trait anxiety. This indicates that trait anxiety plays a major role in 

contributing to fear of intimacy, and supports the assertion made by Descutner that ―fear 

of intimacy is  an anxiety–based construct‖ (as cited in Doi & Thelen, 1993, p. 382). 

Initiating intimacy arouses vulnerability in an individual which in turn causes a sense of 

anxiety (Firestone & Firestone, 2004).  Firestone and Catlett (1999) stated that fear of 

intimacy evokes a primal fear that is rooted in anxiety for being the real self, which is 

associated with both real and imagined threats in maintaining a separate identity. In 

other words, fear of romantic intimacy is not solely about the fear of being close to 

someone else, it is also related to fears that are involved in the process of defining the 

self in intimate relationships (Bowen, 1978; Firestone & Firestone, 2004). Erikson 

(1968) highlighted the importance of a coherent sense of identity in achieving closeness 

in intimate relationships so that individuals can openly and genuinely connect with 

others without fear of losing their unique identity. For instance, Descutner and Thelen 

(1991) found that individuals who have difficulties developing intimate relationships 

appear to have lower self-esteem.   

The capacity for intimacy is vital to interpersonal wellbeing and psychological 

adjustment. Previous studies have shown that individuals with a higher level of fear of 

intimacy tend to exhibit emotional and psychological symptoms (Ingersoll, Norvilitis, 

Zhang, Jia, & Tetewsky, 2008; Reis, 2004). Individuals with a greater fear of intimacy 

tend to feel less satisfaction with their current relationships and less optimistic about the 



 

27 

 

prospect of being in a long-term relationship (Descutner & Thelen, 1991). Research 

findings support the positive correlation of stability, satisfaction, and closeness in dating 

relationships with the mental and physical health (Rhoades et al., 2011; Whitton et al., 

2013) and later relationship quality (Fincham & Cui, 2014; Karney & Bradbury, 1995) 

of emerging adults. The role of fear of intimacy during emerging adulthood has also 

been examined in various studies. For instance, research has shown that fear of intimacy 

has a negative influence on relationship quality in that participants (Mage = 19.77 for 

males; Mage = 19.41 for females) who scored higher on the fear of intimacy scale 

reported desiring and having less intimacy in their current romantic relationships, and 

also suggests that the duration of relationships tends to be negatively correlated with the 

level of fear of intimacy  (Thelen, Vander Wal, Thomas, & Harmon, 2000).  

Furthermore, the influence of family of origin also has a significant role on the 

romantic trajectories of emerging adults. Phillips et al. (2013) found that individuals 

with higher levels of parental care in the early years tend to have a lower level of 

discomfort in their current intimate relationships. They concluded that the influence of 

the parent-child relationship on emerging adulthood and the potent effect of maternal 

care on the level of anxiety experienced by emerging adults are extended to the initiation 

of intimacy. Previous research also supports the influence of family of origin on the 

development of the relationships of emerging adults in different aspects, including the 

capacity for romantic intimacy, quality of romantic relationships and timing in entering 

cohabitation and marriage (Cui, Fincham, & Durtschi, 2011; Cui, Fincham, & Pasley, 

2008; Willoughby, Hersh, Padilla-Walker, & Nelson, 2015; Wolfinger, 2003). In the 

following sections, different frameworks for understanding how the role of family of 
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origin facilitate the development of romantic relationships during emerging adulthood 

will be discussed. 

2.3  Family Influence and Capacity for Romantic Intimacy 

The capacity of an individual to experience romantic intimacy is thought to evolve 

from early experiences with significant others along the way to adulthood, particularly 

the experiences in one‘s family or origins (Conger et al., 2000; Rauer, Pettit, Lansford, 

Bates, & Dodge, 2013). Interpersonal theories, such as the attachment (Bowlby, 1969) 

and the social learning (Bandura, 1977) theories, highlight the nature and extent of the 

influence of parent-child relationships on individuals in the development of close 

relationships in later life. Within this framework, some researchers have begun to 

address the continuity and changes in the influence of family of origin on romantic 

relationships during emerging adulthood.  

2.3.1  Changing nature of close relationships in emerging adulthood.  

Emerging adults are expected to shift from a highly dependent relationship with 

their family of origin in which they are the recipient of support, resources and guidance 

to becoming increasingly self-regulatory and self-reliant in relationships and roles 

(Arnett, 2006; Nelson & Luster, 2015). Along this path of development, emerging 

adults have to make their way to adulthood not solely by attaining individualistic 

qualities, but negotiating their adult status within a complexity of relationships with 

family, friends and romantic partners (Aquilino, 2006; Nelson, Padilla-Walker, 

Christensen, Evans, & Carroll, 2011; Regalia et al., 2011). It has been observed that 

changes in the dynamics within and amongst interpersonal relationships (e.g., 
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parents-child, friends, lovers) have taken place in a more systematic and reciprocal way 

(Collins & van Dulmen, 2006; Tanner, 2006). For example, the engagement of 

emerging adults in romantic relationships may release their friends and parents from 

the obligations of providing emotional support and advice (Brown, 2016). Study also 

showed that the correlation between earlier family relationships and the quality of 

romantic relationships later on in life may not be so straightforward (Claxton & 

Dulmen, 2013).  

Tanner (2006) proposed a ―recentering process‖ during emerging adulthood from a 

developmental perspective, which highlights the relational nature of achieving 

adulthood amongst different relationships. According to Tanner (2006), the recentering 

process concerns the interdependence of the development of an individual and the 

relevance of close relationships which changes over time in different contexts. The 

process primarily considers the strength and meaning of the relationship between 

parents and children, and the increasing relevance of other types of close and voluntary 

relationships, such as friendships and romantic relationships. Tanner (2006) regarded 

this recentering process as the primary psychosocial task that occurs during emerging 

adulthood and her assertion has been empirically supported by several other studies 

(see for example, Cohen, Kasen, Chen, Hartmark, & Gordon, 2003; Sneed, Hamagami, 

Mcardle, Cohen, & Chen, 2007). These studies have highlighted the interdependent 

relationships amongst parenting, residence, finances, education, employment and 

romance during emerging adulthood which reflect the lack of linearity in pathways 

toward adult roles and responsibilities in these areas. For example, Cohen et al. (2003) 

noted that the developmental trajectory of emerging adults is characterized by a process 

of moving back and forth between increasing and decreasing dependency in residence, 
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finances, romance and parenting, instead of a linear progression toward adulthood. In  

Ha, Overbeek, De Greef, Scholte, & Engels (2010), romantic relationships during 

emerging adulthood may serve as a means of compensating for negative parent-child 

relationships.  

Furthermore, studies have began to examine the continuity of the romantic 

relationship process over the span of adolescence and emerging adulthood (Collins & 

van Dulmen, 2006; Tanner, 2006). Although Arnett (2006) regarded romantic 

relationship during emerging adulthood as distinctive and exploratory in nature, other 

researchers have highlighted the continuity of earlier relational experiences, 

particularly those with parents and friends, as having prominence for romantic 

outcomes during this particular stage of life development. For example, Collins and van 

Dulmen (2006) noticed that some of the underlying relational issues persist from 

adolescence through to emerging adulthood but may be manifested in different forms 

and managed in different ways as individuals mature.  For instance, emerging adults 

experience fewer conflicts with parents than in their earlier years with improvements in 

conflict resolution which they learn through friendships and romantic relationships. 

This reflects the importance of further examining the experiences of emerging adults in 

intimate relationships, particularly that with their family (Regalia et al., 2011; Tanner, 

2006) in order to better understand the antecedents of a healthy romantic relationship 

during emerging adulthood.   

2.3.2  Impacts of parental interactions on how emerging adults develop 

romantic relationships.  

The social learning theory (Bandura, 1973) suggests that early patterns of 

interaction with family members continue to be modelled to some degree when 
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individuals establish relationships outside their family. Previous research shows that 

the socialization practices of parents in early adolescence are linked to the quality of 

romantic relationships during emerging adulthood, for instance, parental behaviors 

were found to be a significant predictor of later interpersonal competence (Conger et al., 

2000). Observation of parental behavioral interactions provides important information 

to emerging adults on how to relate to a romantic partner. Studies such as Jacquet and 

Surra (2001) and Trotter (2011) have suggested that young adults whose parents have 

interpersonal problems show more difficulties in both personal emotional regulation 

and interpersonal relationships, such as displaced anger and frequent criticizing, and 

tend to have difficulties in sustaining relationships and marriages. Children who endure 

highly conflictive parents and are exposed to intense and poorly resolved conflicts 

demonstrate more maladjustment, as they internalize and externalize  problems 

(Jouriles, Rosenfield, Mcdonald, & Mueller, 2014), appraise threats and self-blame 

(Mcdonald & Grych, 2006). Children who are exposed to more serious types of 

conflicts that are greater in intensity, longer in duration and less likely to be resolved 

tend to develop a stronger sense of insecurity, and feel more hopeless, angry and 

anxious (Cummings, Schermerhorn, Davies, Goeke-Morey, & Cummings, 2006).  

Furthermore, research has also suggested that children of divorced parents face a 

greater risk of experiencing marital and relationship difficulties themselves (Amato & 

Booth, 2001; Cui et al., 2011; Keeports & Pittman, 2017). The possibility of the 

intergenerational transmission of divorce means that children who grew up in a divorced 

household tend to face a higher risk of divorce (Wolfinger, 2003; 2011). When parents 

have problems in their relationships, such as difficulties in communicating, resolving 

conflict and withholding criticism, it is likely to increase the possibility that their 
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children will adopt similar patterns in their own romantic relationships. Cui et al. (2011) 

found that parental conflict and divorce are negatively associated with the quality of 

romantic relationships as reported in a sample of 285 young adults  (Mage =19.25, SD = 

1.25).  In addition, the negativity that is associated with parental divorce may also deter 

emerging adults from entering into marriage.  In a study by Jacquet and Surra (2001), 

young women with divorced parents reported more ambivalence, conflict and negativity 

as well as less satisfaction and trust in their romantic relationships. There is also 

evidence that links parental divorce to higher incidences of emotional and behavioural 

problems than average (Amato & Booth, 2001; Amato & Cheadle, 2008).  

2.3.3  Early attachment experiences and intimacy.              

The attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) provides a framework for understanding 

how meaningful interactions with caregivers who are part of the attachment system in 

early life, especially one‘s mother, may affect assumptions, beliefs and expectations of 

the availability of others in other types of close relationships. This attachment security 

serves as a mental representation that guides an individual to reconcile distress due to 

separation and facilitates future relationships (Bowlby, 1969; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). 

In terms of attachment styles, securely attached individuals have the capacity to 

self-soothe under anxiety in stressful situations, and feel comfortable with intimacy and 

autonomy with feelings of fulfilment when s/he reaches maturity. Conversely, children 

who suffer from weak and inconsistent parenting tend to develop secondary strategies to 

manage the anxiety associated with real or imagined threats, and seek support from their 

caregivers through anxiety or avoidance (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; 

Lopez & Brennan, 2000). Anxious and insecure attached individuals respond to stress 

through hyper-activation of the attachment system (Cassidy & Shaver, 2008) and tend 
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to be preoccupied with the availability of attachment figures as well as easily distressed 

by separation from them (Fraley & Shaver, 1998). They tend to seek the kind of 

emotional closeness with their partners that would address their need for attachment 

security (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Avoidant individuals mostly suppress their 

attachment needs when they are under stress, and tend to avoid intimacy with others by 

denying the importance of attachment relationships  (Lopez & Brennan, 2000). Bowlby 

(1979) proposed that secure attachment enables autonomy and the exploration of the 

environment apart from meeting the need for comfort and protection. The findings in 

Kenny and Sirin (2006) lend support to the role of parental attachment as a contributor 

to the internal working model of self among emerging adults and their perception of 

parental attachment has a significant influence on their self-worth and depression.  

In romantic encounters, romantic love amongst adults with secure attachment 

histories is more likely to produce trusting, supporting and long-lasting love 

relationships than those with avoidant and anxious attachment histories (Hazan & 

Shaver, 1987).  Besides, adults with avoidant and anxious histories tend to demonstrate 

extreme emotions, obsession, strong sexual attraction and jealousy in establishing 

romantic relationships (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Researchers have continued to find 

linkages between attachment history and romantic intimacy. For instance, the findings 

in Phillips et al. (2013) supported the linkage between parental care and fear of intimacy 

in two samples of emerging adults (combined N=299; Mage=24.97). The results 

indicated that emerging adults who reported having a warm and caring relationship with 

at least one of their parents are less likely to experience fear of intimacy.  

According to Firestone and Laing (1990), a child tends to be securely attached and 

tolerant of intimacy as an adult if his or her parents are genuinely loving and attuned. 
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However, an emotionally over-involved parent may leave a child emotionally 

impoverished as excessive concern and worry for the child may damage his/her sense 

of self and autonomy, as well as development of relationships later on in life (Nelson, 

2010). Erikson (1968) contended that identity development is a prerequisite for the 

establishment of intimacy in young adulthood and his assertion was supported by other 

empirical researches (e.g., Beyers & Seiffge-Krenke, 2010; Arnett, 2004; Côté, 2000). 

During the adolescent and emerging adult years, identity formation and the 

development of the capacity for intimacy are critical psychosocial tasks (Erikson, 1968; 

Arnett, 2000, 2004).  In terms of individual development, the individuation and 

differentiation processes are important for emerging adults to move toward 

independence and identity development (Bowen, 1978; Regalia et al., 2011a). The 

increasing importance of romantic relationships during emerging adulthood may 

simultaneously affect the role of other close relationships during this phase of 

development, such as friends and parents.  However, there are knowledge gaps in  the 

current literature as little is known about the mechanisms that might explain how earlier 

experiences with parents and family of origin are associated with individual 

functioning in romantic relationships later on during emerging adulthood. The impacts 

of the family of origin during emerging adulthood, particularly on the process of 

differentiation, will be further addressed in Chapter 3.  

2.4  Summary 

This chapter draws on three important themes in contemporary research on 

emerging adulthood and the role of romantic relationships during this emergent phase. 

The first theme addresses the newly minted phase of emerging adulthood in order to 

provide a better understanding on its distinctive features in relation to the achievement 
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of adulthood. Premised on the theoretical foundations of Arnett (2000), the author has 

highlighted some of the fundamental and cultural characteristics of emerging adulthood, 

particularly the importance of the ―relational capacity‖ of Hong Kong emerging adults 

in conceptualizing adulthood. This shows the reciprocal nature of the influence of 

significant relationships, such as those with parents, peers and romantic partners, on the 

developmental course of emerging adulthood. The second theme provides an overview 

of the conceptual linkages between emerging adulthood and romantic relationships, 

and highlights the central role of romantic relationships in one‘s identity development 

and the challenges of initiating and developing intimate relationships inherent in the 

fear of intimacy. The last theme examines the role of family and parental influence as 

important precursors of romantic relationships in emerging adulthood. Drawing from 

the social learning and attachment theories, the impacts of parental relationship patterns 

and early attachment experiences with parents are predictive of the quality of the 

romantic relationships of emerging adults. However, it is also important to emphasize 

the advantages of researching the continuity of the attachment process over time, 

particularly to identify the underlying processes and mechanisms that change the 

influence of parental emotional attachment on romantic outcomes. This subject will be 

further addressed in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 3. Differentiation of Self during Emerging Adulthood: The Impact 

of Intense Parental Emotional Attachment 

During emerging adulthood, the ability of emerging adults to balance 

connectedness and separateness with their family of origin and extend this ability to 

build and maintain an intimate romantic relationship is regarded as a critical 

developmental task (Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Regalia et al., 2011; Tanner, 2006). 

Drawing on the family systems perspective, the capacity of an individual to achieve 

romantic intimacy is closely linked to the differentiation process with his/her family of 

origin (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Differentiation is a reciprocal process in 

which the capacity of emerging adults to assume the role of an autonomous person is 

subjected to the capacity of the family, especially that of the parents, to allow their child 

to develop his/her own sense of self and autonomy. Intensive parental involvement has 

become a widespread phenomenon in contemporary societies in recent decades. Instead 

of concerns that parents are not giving enough to their child, parents are in fact giving 

more than enough. Bowen (1978) considered that ―too much attachment‖ between 

parents and their child creates negative consequences towards the development of a 

person by limiting the capacity of an individual to develop his/her own self. In this 

chapter, the author first provides an overview of the theoretical foundation of the 

Bowen theory which serves as the backbone to guide the conceptualization of the 

research study, and addresses the role of differentiation of self in the development of 

emerging adulthood. The author then discusses the phenomenon of intensive parental 

involvement in emerging adulthood by building on the propositions made by Bowen on 

unresolved emotional attachment and other critical concepts, such as emotional fusion, 

emotional cutoff and the family projection process. An examination of the theory and 
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literature will contribute to the development and definition of the conceptual and 

operational construct of ―parental emotional attachment‖ towards the development of a 

scale in this study and fill the current conceptual and methodological gaps in this 

emergent area. 

3.1 Bowen Theory and Emerging Adulthood 

The Bowen theory has been regarded as one of the fundamental approaches in 

family therapy (Charles, 2001; Lam & Chan-So, 2015; Miller, Anderson, & Keala, 

2004; Skowron, 2000). In the 1960s, Murray Bowen (1978) developed a theory through 

clinical research with schizophrenic patients and their families at the National Institute 

of Mental Health (NIMH), based on studies in biology, evolution and the natural 

sciences. Most of the conventional therapeutic models regard individuals as the unit of 

study by focusing on the symptom bearers. However, the Bowen theory shifts the focal 

point to the relationship system and its underlying emotional processes. The theory 

emphasizes on the importance of examining systems holistically without centering on 

the pathology of an individual (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Bowen asserted that ―My family 

systems theory is a specific theory about the functional facts of emotional functioning‖ 

(Bowen, 1978, p. 359). The importance of collecting functional facts allows an 

individual to gain more emotional objectivity and neutrality in the midst of anxiety and 

to be more responsible for his/her own part. 

Amongst the different family systems approaches, the Bowen theory has had a prominent 

role in the development of family therapy with its distinctive theoretical assertions for 

understanding family and individual functioning from a systemic and multigenerational 

perspective. Its impactful effectiveness for marital and family counseling attests to its popular 

use by helping professionals in Chinese societies (Lam & Chan-So, 2015). Lam and Chan-so 
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(2015) conducted an empirical examination of the cultural relevance of the Bowen theory for 

Hong Kong by validating the Chinese version of the Differentiation of Self inventory (C-DSI). 

They proposed a culturally specific five-factor structure for the C-DSI with the subscale 

―Fusion with Others (FO)‖ further divided into FO and ―Fusion with Family (FF)‖, which 

reflects the unique influence of family relationships on the differentiation of self at the 

individual level among the Chinese. 

The Bowen theory contends that progressive differentiation from one‘s own 

family-of-origins (especially parents) is an important rite of passage to reach adulthood and 

achieve intimacy (Bowen, 1978; Conger et al., 2000; Cui et al., 2011; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). 

To put the Bowen theory into context, emerging adulthood can be viewed as the 

evolution of the emotional process at both the familial and societal levels. The Bowen 

theory provides a systemic lens for viewing the functions of individuals within the 

context of family and society by examining the underlying emotional processes and the 

degree of anxiety that are found in the systems. The theory describes the interplay of 

emotional processes in the family and society without viewing the individual as the 

―cause‖ of a specific condition and focusing on the pathology of a particular individual 

(Kerr & Bowen, 1988).  Instead, the Bowen theory highlights the importance of 

viewing relationships in a systemic and reciprocal manner, and understanding the part 

that each individual plays in interactions. This systems thinking may shed some light on 

gaining a better understanding of the magnitude of emerging adulthood and promoting 

the growth of individuals and their families, as well as society as a whole. By adopting 

Bowen‘s theoretical perspective, emerging adulthood can be viewed as the outcome of 

different interwoven factors, such as the genetic makeup of an individual, emotional 

process of a family across generations, level of anxiety in the environment and level of 

emotional maturity of an individual (i.e., level of differentiation of self). It provides a 
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good framework for understanding the developmental phase of emerging adulthood 

through some of its foundational and interlocking concepts.  

3.1.1  Role of emotional maturity in human functioning. 

Premised upon the natural systems theory, the Bowen theory offers a wider lens for 

understanding the facts and factors that affect the functioning of individuals in the 

family emotional system. Bowen (1978) posited three guidance systems to understand 

human functioning, namely the emotional, feeling and intellectual systems (Bowen, 

1978, p.363). He maintained that most human functioning is governed by the emotional 

system which is characterized by instinctive impulses and automatic responses. He 

stressed the instinctive and reflex-like nature of ―emotions‖ which are not synonymous 

with feelings. To Bowen (1978), the feeling system serves as a link between the 

emotional and intellectual systems by processing emotions in more cognitive and 

conscious ways.  Bowen believed that both humans and animals are governed by the 

emotional system but humans alone are able to separate stimulus from response by 

activating the intellectual system which ―is the main difference between man and the 

other lower forms of life‖ (Bowen, 1978, p.356).  Along this line of thought, Bowen put 

forth much effort to identify how people can become less reactive by cultivating their 

intellectual ability to reflect and develop emotional maturity (Kerr & Bowen, 1988).  

3.1.2  Family as an emotional unit. 

Another important theoretical assertion of the Bowen theory is to view the ―family 

as an emotional unit‖ in that individual members are seen as part of a unit rather than a 

separate entity. As Bowen stated, ―On one level each family member is an individual. 

But on a deeper level the central family group is as one‖ (Bowen, 1978, p. 74). Bowen 
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(1978) highlighted the emotional interdependence amongst individual members in that 

individual behaviors, feelings and thoughts are primarily shaped through family 

relationships. Bowen (1978) stated that family members appear to be living under the 

same ―emotional skin‖ in which emotional interdependence is natural and found in all 

families in varying degrees. In other words, the family is a system of interconnected 

and interdependent individuals in which each can be better understood through the 

context of the relationships.  By adopting a systems perspective and examining the 

reciprocal nature of interactions amongst family members, both parents and their 

children can view their own role in the relationship and assume responsibility for 

potential changes.   

3.1.3  Two counterbalancing forces: togetherness and separateness. 

Bowen (1978) proposed that there are two instinctually counterbalancing life 

forces (i.e. forces toward togetherness and separateness) that underlie interdependent 

relationships. The force of togetherness propels a person to seek support, approval and 

love, and ―remain emotionally connected and to operate in reaction to one another‖ 

(Kerr & Bowen, 1988, p.95); while the force of individuality compels a person to 

become more self-directed and emotionally autonomous with ―the ability to think, feel 

and act for himself‖ (Kerr & Bowen, 1988, p.95). These two life forces are not 

adversarial but work together to achieve a functional equilibrium. Bowen (1978) 

proposed that the force towards togetherness will be strong when the level of anxiety in 

the emotional system is high, and symptoms will emerge.  

Built upon the foundational concepts of the two life forces and the view that the 

family is an emotional unit, Bowen (1978) further proposed eight interlocking concepts, 
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namely differentiation of self, triangle, nuclear family emotional process, family 

projection process, multigenerational transmission process, sibling position, emotional 

cutoff  and societal emotional process. All of the these are interrelated and each can be 

explained by the other. Amongst the eight concepts, differentiation of self is regarded 

as the cornerstone concept of the Bowen theory (Charles, 2001; Miller et al., 2004; 

Papero, 1990; Skowron, 2000; Skowron & Friedlander, 1998) which is positioned as 

the central concept in this study within the context of emerging adulthood. 

3.1.4  Differentiation of self during emerging adulthood. 

Emerging adulthood is characterized as a time for individuals to foster their sense of 

individuality and autonomy while developing and maintaining mature and intimate 

relationships with significant others (Bowen, 1978; Skowron, Stanley, & Shapiro, 

2009). Emerging adults have been referred by different monikers, such as 

―Generation-X‖ (born between 1961 and 1980) who are the offspring of the ―Baby 

Boomers‖ (born between 1943 and -1961), as well as the millennials (or Generation-Y; 

those born after 1980).  As highlighted in the study of Ng et al. (2017), emerging adults 

were said to engage in a meaning-making and self-affirming process which allows them 

to define and re-define their sense of self and future direction through different discrete 

life experiences and significant relationships. Amongst the different types of close 

relationships, the family has a predominant influence on individual development 

(Collins & van Dulmen, 2006; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Tanner, 2006; Titelman, 2003). 

The role of the family is critical to the ability and capacity of an individual to become 

an autonomous and responsible adult.  It has been suggested both theoretically (Bowen, 

1978; Bowlby, 1969) and empirically that the family of origin has substantial influence 

on socio-emotional development during the emerging adult years (e.g., Goldberg, 2013; 
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Lopez & Brennan, 2000; Peleg-Popko, 2004; Scabini, 2006; Skowron et al., 2009), 

although the ties that link the past and present parent-child relationship have been found 

to gradually weaken over time (Tanner, 2006). Aside from developing capacity by 

becoming a self-sufficient person (Arnett, 2004; Nelson et al., 2004), emerging adults 

are also engaging in a differentiation process to distance themselves from their family of 

origin by assuming an age-appropriate degree of autonomy, taking personal 

responsibility for age-appropriate tasks, and navigating their transition to adulthood 

outside their family by establishing connections with important others in non-family 

contexts. During emerging adulthood, both parents and child face the prospect of 

mutual differentiation and a gradual release from the bonds of innate interdependence. 

The developmental task of family differentiation has been often discussed in the 

literature in terms of family functioning in relation to the identity development and 

interpersonal functioning of an individual (Regalia et al., 2011). Before further 

addressing the role of differentiation in emerging adulthood, the processes of 

differentiation and separation-individuation will be elaborated in the following section 

to provide a better understanding on their differences as both concepts are often used 

interchangeably yet have very different meanings.   

3.1.5  Conceptual confusion: differentiation and separation-individuation. 

The constructs of differentiation and separation-individuation have been discussed 

interactively in the developmental and family literature and central for understanding 

the interplay between individual functioning and the family system (Allison & Sabatelli, 

1988). However, these two constructs differ in how they define some important aspects 

of mature autonomy that a person strives to achieve in order to attain adulthood. The 

construct of separation-individuation (Paris, 1976) is generally referred to as the ability 
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of an individual to psychologically separate from the parents and develop a sense of 

identity as a separate individual (Hoffman, 1984).  Individuation is more applicable at 

the individual and intrapsychic level, which implies the degree to which a person comes 

to see him/herself as a separate and distinct entity within his/her relational contexts (e.g., 

family and society).  Having achieved a satisfactory level of individuation allows a 

person to move from a position of dependence on his/her parents to one of autonomy 

(Regalia et al., 2011) which is particularly important for identity formation during 

adolescence development (Allison & Sabatelli, 1988; Anderson & Sabatelli, 1992; 

Erikson, 1968; Scabini, 2006). Bowen‘s concept of differentiation of self embeds both 

intrapersonal and interpersonal aspects by shifting the individual perspective to a 

systems perspective. The concept focuses on the underlying emotional processes in a 

family, which involves a balance between the two counterbalancing forces of 

togetherness and separateness among family members. In other words, both 

separation-individuation and differentiation comprise the same dimension of 

individuality which is the ability of an individual to assume an autonomous and a 

separate identity, yet differentiation also takes into consideration the dimension of 

connectedness in establishing relationships with others in an interpersonal realm.  

3.1.6  Differentiation of self and emotional maturity of emerging adults. 

In the process of growing up, Bowen (1991) said that ―Every human infant starts 

life fully dependent on others, specifically on the family of origin. Growing up involves 

progressive development of individual characteristics, and aspects of increasing 

independence. The development of self occurs, in the case of each person, in and 

through networks of relationships with other members of the family system‖ (as cited in 

Titelman, 2003, p. 208). According to Bowen (1978), mature functioning in the process 
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of growing up is subjected to differentiation between both parents and children. In other 

words, mature functioning reflects the reciprocal nature of the differentiation process 

between both the emerging adult and his/her family as a whole. The concept highlights 

the role of family relationships and interactions in influencing the capacity of a child to 

display age-appropriate autonomy, take personal responsibility for age-appropriate tasks 

and establish intimate connections with significant others (Kerr & Bowen, 1988; 

Skowron, Holmes, & Sabatelli, 2003; Skowron et al., 2009). 

Bowen (1978) postulated that differentiation of self has two levels: intrapsychic 

and interpersonal. The intrapsychic level refers to the ability of a person to separate 

thinking from feeling so that s/he can remain calm, thoughtful and non-reactive in the 

midst of stress and pressure. A person with a higher level of differentiation can connect 

with his/her feelings and emotions without being dominated by them, and his/her actions 

are guided by thoughtful principles while maintaining flexibility to respond to realistic 

needs. On the contrary, a person with a less differentiation of self tends to be controlled 

by emotions and subjective thoughts without the ability to think flexibly and logically 

about the circumstances and relationships. Such an individual is easily overwhelmed by 

his/her emotions and feelings without the ability to remain calm and non-reactive in 

response to stress and pressure.  

In the intrapersonal realm, differentiation of self serves as an important indicator to 

predict the capacity of an emerging adult to cope with the instabilities and uncertainties 

during their exploration of worldviews and to achieve adulthood in a thoughtful and 

self-directed manner. It is characterized by the ability of an individual to be aware of 

his/her own emotions and regulate them, as well as engage in logical thinking without 
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being overwhelmed by emotions or stress. A well differentiated emerging adult can 

support the views of others without polarizing the differences in their exploration of 

worldviews. According to Kerr and Bowen (1988), greater differentiation of self is 

thought to lead to greater emotional regulation, highlighting the efforts of an individual 

to become more neutral, objective and thoughtful in managing his/her emotionality. 

Bowen (1978) stressed the importance of managing one‘s emotionality by fostering 

emotional neutrality (i.e., being non-reactive yet connected) in relationships by being 

more of an observer of oneself without being over-sensitive to the attention, 

expectations, approval and distress of others.  For example, a well differentiated 

emerging adult is likely to have the capacity to face his/her own disappointments or 

those of others by self-soothing and self-reflection without reactively quitting a task or 

terminating a relationship right away. Skowron and Dendy (2004) supported this 

theoretical linkage between differentiation of self and self-regulatory control in a study 

with a sample of 225 adults. In their study, participants with greater ability to take an 

I-position (i.e., having a clearly defined sense of self and asserting thoughtful principles 

in the presence of pressure) with less emotional reactivity in their relationships each 

predicted greater effortful control in terms of attentional and behavioral self-regulation. 

On an interpersonal level, differentiation of self refers to the capacity of a person to 

experience autonomy and independence while staying connected and intimate with 

others in relationships.  According to Bowen (1978), a more differentiated person would 

adopt the I-position which is characterized by the ability to take a thoughtful and 

responsible stance and maintain a solid sense of self in intense emotional relationships 

without being easily affected by the emotions, thoughts and reactions of other people. A 

well differentiated person can manage his/her own emotional reactivity and make 
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thoughtful decisions based on personal convictions, even when pressured by others. On 

the flip side, a poorly differentiated person depends heavily on the acceptance and 

approval of others by giving up his/her own ideas with vague personal boundaries and 

responsibilities; or in contrast, s/he can be dogmatic and intolerant of the differences 

amongst people, giving others a sense of rigidity. In the interpersonal realm, 

differentiation of self is thought to be associated with the ability of an emerging adult to 

define his/her self while at the same time have the ability to maintain connected and 

meaningful relationships with significant others, especially his/her parents. That is 

because, ―(f)rom a Bowen theory perspective, there can be no self without the other‖ 

(Titelman, 2014, p.26). The maturity of an emerging adult can be better understood 

through the context of relationships within the family of origin, particularly during 

his/her launching phase to adulthood. Studies on emerging adulthood have revealed that 

―establishing a relationship with parents as an equal adult‖ is one of the most highly 

ranked criteria in how young people conceive their transition to adulthood (Arnett & 

Galambos, 2003; Arnett, 1998).  By adopting the Bowen theory perspective, the focus 

shifts from the power structure between emerging adults and their parents to the 

development of peer-like relationships, to the emotional process that underlies the 

changing nature of parent-child relationships during this particular period of time. The 

key to a successful transition lies in the capacity of both the emerging adult and his/her 

parents to balance the interplay of togetherness and separateness, which requires each 

individual to identify a new way to relate to each other. For example, a 

well-differentiated emerging adult may explore his/her career prospects without 

intentionally accommodating the expectations of his/her parents. This individual can 

take the opinion of his or her parents into thoughtful consideration in an objective way 
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instead of reactively rejecting their opinions or simply following their will to avoid 

dealing with the tension and stress in the face of their disappointment. To become an 

emotionally mature adult, an emerging adult may need to realistically adjust his/her 

dependence on his/her parents while the parents might need to pull back from some of 

the responsibilities for their emerging-adult children (Aquilino, 2006).  

Kerr and Bowen (1988) maintained that poorly differentiated individuals tend to 

depend on others to function and easily develop both psychological and physical 

symptoms under stress. Overall, the extant literature agrees that greater differentiation 

of self leads to more satisfaction with relationships (Peleg, 2008; Skowron, 2000), less 

chronic anxiety (Skowron & Friedlander, 1998), higher psychological wellbeing 

(Bartle-Haring & Probst, 2004; Kim-Appel, Appel, Newman, & Parr, 2007; Peleg, 

2005; Peleg-Popko, 2004; Skowron & Schmitt, 2003; Skowron, Wester, & Azen, 2004) 

and fewer physiological symptoms (Peleg & Rahal, 2012).  

3.1.7  Rethinking conceptions of adulthood and differentiation. 

Even though some of the criteria that are mostly endorsed by emerging adults as 

important indicators of achieving adult status as discussed in Chapter 2 (Arnett & 

Galambos, 2003; Nelson et al., 2004) like ―being financially independent‖, and  

―making independent decisions‖, there are some questions that warrant further 

reflection: Are emerging adults who have achieved all of the highly endorsed criteria 

regarded as highly differentiated? Are emerging adults who have made independent 

decision qualitatively equivalent to a mature adult? What if the decisions that he/she 

made are just an act against the will of his/her parents? From the perspective of the 

Bowen theory, real maturity rests on whether an individual makes decisions that are 
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guided by well thought-out principles and not impulsiveness in the midst of tension and 

stress, or simply based on the ‗right‘ feeling,  or trying to please others or rebel against 

them.  It is the emotional process that matters rather than solely the achievement of 

behavioral outcomes. According to Bowen (1978), managing the self in relationship and 

emotional processes is a critical step for improving the level of differentiation. 

Managing the self focuses on the effort made by an individual to understand his/her own 

family of origin in order to identify some patterns of adaptive behaviors of parents and 

other family members in response to anxiety and tension, and gain awareness aware of 

how these adaptive patterns has been passed on to the current generations. Managing the 

self stresses the importance of enhancing the ability of an individual to carry out 

self-reflective responses in the midst of stress and distress through increased 

self-awareness, responding in accordance with well thought out values and principles, as 

well as reducing the level of anxiety.  

Bowen mentioned, ―It is average for the human to ―pretend‖ a state [of maturity] 

which has not been attained. In certain situations, every person is vulnerable to 

pretending to be more or less mature than he or she really is‖ (as cited in Brown, 2017, 

p.26). When the maturity of an individual is only found at a superficial level, s/he may 

easily become reactive and act impulsively to reduce the tension or discomfort at the 

moment.  In other words, emerging adults have to function with responsibility in some 

parts of their lives but not in others, particularly under high stress and pressure from 

social groups. It is important to examine the degree that the solid self plays in the process 

of growing up and relationships.   
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3.2  Pseudo Maturity: The Role of Emotional Fusion and Emotional Cutoff. 

Apart from defining differentiation of self at both the intrapersonal and 

interpersonal levels,  Bowen (1978) also identified two components of self, which are 

the ―solid self‖ (or basic self) and the ―pseudo self‖ (or functional self). The solid self of 

a person is linked to the processes of the relationship system developed by multiple 

members of each generation (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). The solid self embeds the 

I-position stances characterized by well thought-out principles even during stressful 

and adverse conditions without easily being swayed by other opinions or pressure. The 

solid self does not take part in the exchanges of self or anxiety in relationships by 

thoughtfully responding to other‘s emotions even in the midst of pressure. According to 

Kerr and Bowen (1988), a person with higher basic level of differentiation with the 

ability to differentiate between facts and feelings allows him/her to have a more 

accurate perception of reality, thus having the ability to maintain intimacy in human 

relationships. The pseudo self, on the contrary, is more centered on feelings and easily 

influenced by relationships with a tendency to yearn for love and approval. According 

to Bowen (1978), a person with less basic self may easily engage in emotional fusion 

and cutoff.  

3.2.1  Emotional fusion. 

The term ―fusion‘‘ originates from biology, and ―describe the ways cells 

agglutinate and the way they separate to start new colonies of cells‖ (Kerr & Bowen, 

1988, p.362). As mentioned by Titelman (2003), Bowen‘s proposition of fusion is 

defined as ―the emotional oneness or emotional stuck- togetherness‘ between family 

members‖ (p. 21). It is a central theme embedded throughout the eight concepts of 

Bowen‘s theory. As operationally defined by Skowron and Friedlander (1998), fusion 
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reflects the presence of emotional over-involvement and/or over-identification with 

one‘s parents or significant others. Furthermore, Brown (1999) differentiated fusion 

from the concept of enmeshment in the Structural Family Therapy (Minuchin, 1974). 

Fusion refers to the underlying emotional process in relationships whereas enmeshment 

refers to the overall structure of family relationships. Fusion, to a certain extent, 

functionally serves to bind family members together in an interdependent fashion 

which is driven by the life force of togetherness for survival and attachment 

needs (Bowen, 1978). However, it may reduce one's own sense of self in relationships 

when there is too much togetherness amongst individuals. According to Kerr and 

Bowen (1988), a person with a lower basic level of differentiation can easily let go of 

his/her principles in emotional fusion and under pressure by becoming more like others 

or demanding others to achieve the sameness. S/he is easily threatened by conflicts and 

the expectations of others. All families have some degree of fusion that is driven by the 

togetherness force. When life challenges take place in the family, the members tend to 

congregate others into a togetherness by exerting all sorts of efforts. In a fused 

relationship, a person may easily give up his/her self to others by being accommodating 

or conciliatory so as to gain approval from others. In other cases, a person may appear 

to be under-functioning by being unrealistically dependent on others and not 

shouldering his/her own responsibilities. A poorly differentiated person may also 

become overly involved in the welfare of others and over-functioning with heightened 

reactivity to issues or problems, or by being dogmatic, dominant and superimposing 

(i.e., borrowing self from others). This process of the trading of self (i.e., one party 

giving self and the other party borrowing self from others or extending self onto 

others) represents strong emotional interdependence amongst individuals, 
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characterized by a tendency of high emotional reactivity and the inability for each to 

resume his/her own responsibilities and maintain realistic personal boundaries.  

3.2.2  Reactive distance and emotional cutoff. 

According to Bowen (1978), an intense level of fusion may lead to emotional 

cutoff which serves as an attempt to reduce anxiety through extreme emotional 

distancing from an intensely fused relationship. Emotional cutoff may take the forms of 

―internal mechanisms or physical distancing‖ (Bowen, 1978, p. 535) which can be 

manifested by physically staying away from any contact or psychologically 

withdrawing and isolating from others in order to manage the intensity of fusion and 

anxiety in relationships. Although cutoff may temporarily stabilize a system and 

maintain harmony on the surface, nevertheless, it aggravates the emotional 

undercurrent of every individual in the system by leading to greater anxiety and 

intensifying the emotional process. Despite the differences in the forms of distancing 

mechanisms, the emotions that underlie each type of distancing mechanism can be 

similar in degree of intensity. Nelson (2013) found that avoidant emerging adults have 

a larger number of different psychosocial problems, such as depression, emotion 

dysregulation and relationship difficulties, compared to non-withdrawn emerging 

adults. In addition, Wang, Rubin, Laursen, Booth-Laforce and Rose-Krasnor (2013) 

found that individuals with a preference for solitude internalize difficulties (e.g., 

depression, anxiety) and experience emotion dysregulation during early and late 

adolescence (which partially overlaps with emerging adulthood).  

As Bowen (1978) mentioned, ―the person who runs away from his family of origin 

is as emotionally dependent as the one who never leaves home. They both need 
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emotional closeness, but they are allergic to it‖ (p. 382). In other words, emerging 

adults who live separately from their parents does not necessarily mean that they have a 

higher degree of differentiation and independence. More important indicators are 

whether they live away from their parents based on a thoughtfully made decision and 

function in a way that is responsibly and emotionally mature, as well as maintain 

meaningful contact with family members. Although moving away from home is mostly 

regarded as one of the ambivalent ways to acknowledge adult status and independence 

(Kins, Mol, & Beyers, 2014),   studies have shown that living away from parents does 

not necessarily lead to greater independence and individuality. For example, Lamborn 

and Groh (2009) showed that the current living status of emerging adults (N=285, Mage 

= 22) has no significant correlation with their separation (i.e., emotional autonomy) 

from their parents. In addition, detachment, which is defined as unhealthy autonomy 

through maladaptive distancing from parents, was found to be negatively related to 

adjustment in emerging adulthood. Lamborn and Groh (2009) emphasized that 

separation from parents become more adaptive when the family environment is more 

supportive and connected, which further lends support to the theoretical assertions of 

both the attachment and family systems theories (Bowen, 1978; Bowlby, 1969). In the 

Bowen theory, both fusion and cutoff represent a lower level of differentiation which is 

greatly subjected to the level of anxiety found in the family system (Kerr & Bowen, 

1988). 

3.2.3  Role of anxiety in emotional functioning. 

According to Bowen (1978), the functioning of an individual is better understood 

through the context of their relationships and the level of anxiety that is found in the 

systems. In the Bowen theory, anxiety is regarded as an important variable of the 
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functioning of individuals, families, organizations and societies. Bowen (1978) defined 

anxiety as emotional reactivity to real or imagined threats of which ―acute anxiety is fed 

by fear of what is, whereas chronic anxiety is fed by fear of what might be‖ (Kerr & 

Bowen, 1988, p. 113).  According to Bowen (1978), the level of chronic anxiety and the 

level of differentiation of self are two main variables that exist in parallel with human 

functioning. He proposed that the level of differentiation of self is significantly 

correlated to chronic anxiety as ―chronic anxiety increases as level of differentiation 

decreases‖ (Kerr & Bowen, 1988, p.117). Several studies have examined this 

proposition by using the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI; Spielberger, Gorsuch, 

Lushene, Vagg, & Jacobs, 1983) which measures anxiety as a trait to reflect the chronic 

aspects of anxiety based on Bowen‘s conceptualization. Consistent with Bowen‘s 

proposition, these studies lend support to the negative association of chronic anxiety 

with differentiation (e.g., Haber, 1993; Maynard, 1997; Skowron & Friedlander, 1998; 

Tuason & Friedlander, 2000). For example, Skowron and Friedlander (1998) found a 

correlation of -.67 between trait anxiety and differentiation of self as measured by the 

Differentiation of Self Inventory (DSI; Skowron & Friedlander, 1998) in a sample of 

313 adults (Mage=36.8, SD= 9.69) in the United States. Other studies have also found 

that differentiation of self is negatively correlated with separation (Peleg, Miller, & 

Yitzhak, 2014), test (Peleg-Popko, 2004) and social (Peleg, 2005) anxieties.  

When overwhelmed by emotionality, lower differentiated individuals are less 

adaptive to stress which causes constant anxiety about stressful life events. As Kerr and 

Bowen (1988, p. 283) emphasized, ―The higher the level of differentiation, the greater 

the capacity for emotional objectivity, even during highly stressful periods‖. During 

emerging adulthood, emerging adults need to adapt to and cope with various 
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simultaneous transitions both within and outside the realm of the family, such as 

school-to-work transition, independent living with reduced familial support and 

engaging in new social relationships outside the family (e.g., roommates, colleagues, 

romantic partners). These transitional changes may lead to an increase in both chronic 

and acute stressors (Bell & Lee, 2008; Bland, Melton, Welle, & Bigham, 2013; Hicks & 

Heastie, 2008; Howard, Galambos, & Krahn, 2010; Seiffge-Krenke, 2011; 

Seiffge‐Krenke, Aunola, & Nurmi, 2009).  

According to Harrison (2013), ―manifestations of anxiety in forms of emotional 

and symptoms reflect the family systems‘ efforts to adapt to changes that challenge 

familiar patterns of relating and reacting‖. The capacity to manage stress is a critical 

aspect of differentiation of self. During times when anxiety is high, intellect functioning 

is easily overcome by emotionality which subsequently affects the functional level of 

differentiation of self. According to Bowen (1978), some behavioral patterns may 

emerge in order to alleviate the anxiety. In other words, individual behavioural 

symptoms may serve to reduce anxiety in the family as a whole. For example, an 

emerging adult may develop psychological symptoms (e.g., depression) or behavioral 

problems (e.g., running away) to diffuse the tension and anxiety that stem from the 

relationship difficulties of the parents by shifting the attention of the parents away from 

their marital conflict to the ‗problems‘ of the emerging-adult child. Bowen (1978) 

posited that a particular member, especially the one with lower level of differentiation, 

is more vulnerable to stress and tension. S/he tends to absorb most of the anxiety and 

consequently manifests symptoms in the forms of emotional, physical, behavioral and 

relationship problems.  Skowron, Stanley and Shapiro (2009) carried out a study with a 

sample of 132 emerging adults (Mage=19.3, SD= .74), and showed that those who are 
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better differentiated with better emotional regulation and emotional contact with others 

reported less psychosocial and interpersonal distress than those who are less 

differentiated or experience emotional cutoff.  

Bowen (1978) offered a natural systems framework to provide a better 

understanding of the role that anxiety plays in the emotional systems. In the Bowen 

theory, symptoms are not viewed as the pathology of an individual, but rooted in the 

reciprocal influences of emotional reactions amongst family members to adapt to stress 

and challenges in the environment and relationships. Instead of focusing on the 

relationship between the individual and stressors, Bowen (1978) considered family as 

an emotional unit in which individual members mutually transfer anxiety to each 

another when one of them encounters any environmental triggers. Anxiety plays an 

important part in influencing the reciprocity of emotionality in family systems, 

particularly in the parent-child dyad. Out of anxiety, parents tend to be highly involved 

in the life  of their child in order to create a ―greenhouse‖ (Leung & Busiol, 2016) that 

would save them from any dangers and prepare them for a better future. However, this 

trend of parental over-involvement may further undermine the capability of a child to 

develop his or her individuality, as well as result in strong emotional interdependence 

in the parent-child relationship that prevents the differentiation process of the child.  

The following section will further address the phenomenon of parental 

over-involvement in emerging adulthood and its impacts on individual development.  

3.3  Parental Over-involvement during Emerging Adulthood 

The extant literature has suggested that maintaining strong ties with parents is 

beneficial to the development of an individual (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 
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1978; Bowlby, 1969; Fingerman et al., 2012; Fingerman, Miller, Birditt, & Zarit, 2009).  

A critical question raised by Locke, Campbell, and Kavanagh (2012) may shed some 

light on the possible drawbacks of parental over-involvement, which is can a parent do 

too much for his/her child? Studies have shown that there are detrimental effects on the 

development of emerging adults when there is an excessive amount of parental 

attachment.  

In recent decades, the social sciences literature has taken note that there is an 

emergence of parental over-involvement in the life of their children both locally and 

internationally, and consequently more research has focused on the different forms of 

overinvolved parenting, which has been referred to as overparenting (Segrin et al., 2012, 

2013) or helicopter parenting (Fingerman et al., 2013; LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011; 

Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012). For instance, Segrin et al. (2013) defined 

over-parenting as ―the application of developmentally inappropriate levels of control 

and tangible assistance to late adolescents and emerging adults‖ (p. 570). Apart from 

excessive parental involvement through for instance, giving advice, overparenting also 

involves risk aversion and anticipatory problem solving by the parent, and excessive 

affectional involvement with the children. Locke et al. (2012)  examined the concept of 

overparenting from the dimensions of parental demandingness (i.e., supervision and 

disciplinary efforts) and responsiveness (i.e., supportive of the needs of their children). 

The results showed that excessive parental involvement mainly applies to 

responsiveness and only partially to demandingness. For instance, parents are high in 

demandingness in over-scheduling the routine of the child, but low in demandingness 

in their expectations for their child to face setbacks and shoulder responsibilities.  
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To some extent, helicopter parenting shares the basic components of overparenting, 

such as risk aversion and problem-solving by parents. Ginott (1971) defined ―helicopter 

parenting‖ as the over-involvement of parents in the life of their children by solving 

their problems, making important decisions for them, and intervening in their conflicts 

(Nelson, Padilla-Walker, & Nielson, 2015). LeMoyne and Buchanan (2011) identified 

additional characteristics of helicopter parenting, including micro-managing the daily 

life of their child and over-involvement of parents in the school life and career of their 

child. These issues are generally marked by the intensive involvement of parents in the 

life of their children as parents do more for their children nowadays. However, 

Padilla-Walker and Nelson (2012) stated that helicopter parenting is an identifiable 

form of parenting in emerging adulthood which differs from behavioral and 

psychological control. They argued that helicopter parenting does not allow for the 

emotional or psychological autonomy of the child and thus less regarded as a form of 

psychological control. However, Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Duriez and Goossens (2006) 

countered this claim by citing the presence of psychological control in helicopter 

parenting as the separation anxiety of parents serves to limit the independence and 

separateness of their child. Research gaps have however emerged in these discussions 

due to the paucity of investigations on how parents affect the emotional autonomy of 

their child, particularly during emerging adulthood. The emotional aspects of parental 

over-involvement therefore remain an important area for further investigation, which 

will be addressed in this study in a later section.  

3.3.1  Parental over-involvement in Hong Kong. 

The archetype of ―monster parent‖ has become prevalent in Hong Kong with 

several defining attributes, includes controlling their child, focusing on academic 



 

58 

 

results, discouraging individual thought and even insisting that their child is always 

right (Wat, 2011). How this trend emerge in Hong Kong and what are the underlying 

concerns?  

In the Chinese culture, parenting is characterized by a high degree of parental 

control with intensive parental support and sacrifice (Leung & Shek, 2013). There is a 

Chinese saying that goes ―yang er yi bai sui, chang you jiu shi jiu‖ which means when 

parents raise a child for 100 years, they worry about the child for 99 of those years. 

Historically, China‘s one-child policy had spawned generations of ―Little Emperors‖ 

who are indulged by two parents and four grandparents (Leung & Busiol, 2016). Some 

of the parents in Hong Kong, especially those with only one child, try their best to 

ensure that their child does not lag behind his/her peers under the competitive education 

system and the child‘s best interests are well protected. The phenomenon of monster 

parenting is intensifying in Hong Kong as many parents have been very hard on their 

child to ensure that s/he can secure a place in higher education. With a very narrow 

definition of success, passing local public examinations has become a predominant 

goal for many Hong Kong parents with the aim to give their children the best in future 

career prospects. In a telephone survey conducted by the Chinese University of Hong 

Kong in 2016 with a sample of 751 parents, 34.8% of the respondents support the 

notion that children should be ―winning at the starting line‖. This mostly refers to the 

expectations of the parents help their child gain entry into a prestigious school by 

strengthening their potential and academic ability. To do so, they spend exorbitant 

amounts of money on extracurricular activities and exercise books for their child. 

However, this over solicitousness and overprotectiveness does not necessarily foster 

the wellbeing of children. Hong Kong students tend to be more narcissistic than their 
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counterparts in Western countries, with a mean score of 3.89 compared to that in 

studies carried out in the United States (M=2.90), Australia (M=2.81) and the United 

Kingdom (M=2.36) as measured by the narcissism index (Fung, 2013). Besides, Ngai, 

Xie, Ng, and Ngai (2018) also found that parental overprotection is negatively 

associated with emotional and altruistic prosocial behaviors (e.g., helping, comforting, 

sharing and volunteering) of adolescents in a sample of 1988 adolescents (Mage = 14.6, 

SD = 1.8).  

The influence of parental over-involvement persists during emerging adulthood. A 

recent study by Leung and Shek (2018) examined a sample of  642 emerging adults 

(Mage=18.34; SD=1.22). Both Chinese paternal and maternal over-parenting were 

found to have a significantly negative relationship with the self-efficacy of Hong Kong 

emerging adults. Furthermore, a positive relationship between paternal and maternal 

over-parenting and the narcissistic behavior of emerging adults was also observed.  In 

other words, excessive parental involvement in the forms of excessive care, excessive 

affective involvement and anticipatory problem solving will prevent emerging adults 

from putting forth enough effort to cope with problems and obstacles. Besides, 

excessive parental involvement may also prevent emerging adults from having a 

realistic view of him/herself, and instead, have an inflated view of their abilities and 

qualities.  

It is paradoxical that parents have nothing but good intentions in preventing their 

child from encountering harm and preparing them for brighter future, yet disable them 

so that they are unable to become an autonomous individual. Resolving some degree of 

independence from their parents is necessary for emerging adults to progressively 

cultivate the development of individual characteristics and independence. According to 
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Kerr and Bowen (1988), once the parents are governed by anxiety and fear, they 

become incapable of evaluating and responding to the real needs of their child. Instead, 

they may project their own fears and perceptions onto their child which may result in 

impaired functioning of their child in long-term. Bowen‘s theorizing of the symbiotic 

attachment between parents and their child, together with other interrelated theoretical 

concepts, such as  societal emotional regression and the family projection process, may 

have important implications on the current trend of parental over-involvement in Hong 

Kong. 

3.3.2  Evolution of parental involvement. 

Bowen (1978) seemed to have the perspicacity to foresee the current trend of 

parental over-involvement when he added his eighth concept of societal emotional 

regression to his theory. He addressed emotional processes at a societal level by 

observing a downward spiral in family functioning during anxiety-driven regression in 

society. To put the Bowen theory into context, emerging adulthood can be viewed as the 

evolution of emotional processes at both the familial and societal levels. According to 

Bowen (1978), societal emotional processes insinuate that we are in an anxiety-driven 

period of societal regression in human functioning. During the regression period, it is 

challenging for families to raise children as the loosening of standards in society poses 

more difficulties for less-differentiated parents to draw the line with their children. The 

prevalence of drug and alcohol abuse gives parents more things to worry about with 

their emerging-adult children and they tend to make decisions emotionally out of the 

moment to reduce anxiety (Kerr, 2003). As a result, the parent-child involvement is 

much more intense and prolonged into the adult life of the child, thus preventing the 

child from maturing autonomously.  
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In contemporary society like Hong Kong, parenting is characterized by 

micro-management and constant attention to every detail in the life of a child and 

his/her every daily activity. Although  Nelson et al. (2015) emphasized that both 

autonomy and parental support are crucial for facilitating the growing up process of 

emerging adults, their results showed that the over-involvement of parents negatively 

affects the self-worth of the child and increases risky behavior, such as binge drinking. 

Their results also suggested that a high level of parental warmth (as measured by 

parental availability to talk and spend time together) helps to reduce the negative effects 

of helicopter parenting but cannot eliminate them completely. Excessive parental 

control of the daily life components of a young person and psychological control, such 

as invalidating the thoughts and feelings of a young person, are linked to low 

self-esteem, inability to make commitments, and increased anxiety, depression and 

alcohol use (Luyckx, Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Goossens, & Berzonsky, 2007; Nelson et 

al., 2011). Instead of solely assessing the forms of parenting practices, some academics 

have begun to adopt a different lens for understanding the phenomenon of overinvolved 

parenting by examining the degree or intensity of parental involvement. LeMoyne and 

Buchanan (2011) described helicopter parenting as ―appropriate parenting 

characteristics taken to an inappropriate degree‖ (p.405).  This resonates with the 

influence of the intensity of ―unresolved emotional attachment‖ in Bowen (1978) 

which is considered to be an important indicator of impairment of individual 

functioning. Instead of worrying about inadequate attachment between parent and child, 

the Bowen theory focuses on resolving the degree of intense mutual emotional 

attachment in order to enhance the capacity of an individual to progressively mature 

and increase his/her emotional independence. Under this shift in theoretical orientation 
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on attachment, a new way of thinking has surfaced for the understanding of parental 

emotional involvement during emerging adulthood. The following section examines 

how the Bowen theory and attachment theory differ in how they see the role of 

attachment in the growing up process.  

3.4  Too Much or Too Little Attachment 

Attachment is a natural state of symbiosis between mother and infant which is 

necessary for survival (Bowen, 1978; Bowlby, 1969; Titelman, 2003). The role of 

attachment plays an important part in the growing up process, formation of self and 

development of intimate relationships. In the Bowen theory, the concept of unresolved 

emotional attachment is important for determining the capacity of individuals to achieve 

individuality during the growing up process.  Individuality involves the notion of 

attachment in the parent-child relationship which is the degree to which a child is able to 

separate himself or herself from emotional dependence on significant others, 

particularly with his or her mother. According to Kerr (2015), failure to understand the 

differences between the attachment theory and Bowen theory can be a major obstacle to 

best understanding Bowen theory‘s key concept -- the process of differentiation of self.  

In Chapter Two, the influence of early attachment experiences on the capacity of an 

individual for intimacy from the perspective of the attachment theory is discussed, in 

which (Bowlby, 1969) theorized that secure attachment enables autonomy and the 

exploration of the environment apart from serving to soothe one‘s need for comfort and 

protection. Kerr (2015) emphasized that the attachment theory assumes that ―too little 

attachment‖ and the ―wrong kind of parenting‖ as problem generating. Evidence from 

(Kenny & Sirin, 2006) supports parental attachment as a contributor to the internal 
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working model of the self among young adults and their perception of parental 

attachment has significant influence on their self-worth and depression However, 

findings from other studies on family cohesion and intimacy are inconsistent with the 

theory and show that parental attachment is negatively correlated with social trust and 

exploration (Choi, 2012) and secure attachment does not facilitate psychological 

separation during adolescence (Schwartz & Buboltz, 2004). While attachment theorists 

contend that individuals with emotional problems receive too little love and support 

from their families, Bowen viewed the intense involvement of people with each other as 

problem generating (Bowen; 1978; Kerr, 2015). Bowen (1978) argued that it is not 

necessary true that more love and support facilitate the differentiation of a person as s/he 

becomes over-dependent on others and emotionally fused. The Bowen theory assumes 

that two instinctually and biologically rooted life forces (togetherness and separateness) 

exist in every human being which propels the child and the family to remain emotionally 

connected and operate in reaction to one another (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). No one can 

entirely separate from his or her family of origin as the togetherness force drives family 

members to be engaged in emotional oneness in how they tend to think, feel and act as a 

group. In this regard, Bowen (1978) asserted that one‘s early attachment to parents is 

never fully resolved. The degree of one‘s ―unresolved emotional attachment‖ to one‘s 

parents influences the degree to which one fuses to other people and the degree that one 

can maintain intact individuality.  

3.4.1  Unresolved emotional attachment and family projection process. 

The concept of ―unresolved emotional attachment‖ refers to the degree to which a 

person is unable to emotionally move forward toward increasing independence, to be a 

self and define a self in relationships to important others (Titelman, 2003). Conceptually, 
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unresolved emotional attachment refers to the emotional programming that governs a 

person‘s behaviors by transmitting the emotional strengths and weaknesses of the family 

to the generations that follow (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). This emotional programming can 

be intensified through the ―family projection process‖, which describes how parents 

primarily transmit their emotional problems to their child through excessive emotional 

involvement (Bowen, 1978). In the Bowen theory, the concept of the family projection 

process suggests that once parents are governed by anxiety and fear, they are incapable 

of evaluating the real needs of their child. Their fears and perceptions shape the 

development of their child and s/he may develop heightened emotional sensitivity to the 

fears and perception of the parents, and try to adapt to the emotions and expectations of 

the parents (Kerr, 2003).  Bowen (1978) described the family projection process as ―a 

process by which parents project part of their immaturity to one or more of their 

children… The child who is the object of the projection process is the one most 

emotionally attached to the parents, and the one who ends up with a lower basic level of 

differentiation from the parents‖ (p. 477). By focusing on the child, the parents can 

project their own anxiety and problems through excessive emotional involvement with 

their child. 

The inability to resolve unresolved emotional attachment and the exposure to such 

attachment in the emotional projection process may lead to an increase in the level of 

anxiety of a child and their degree of emotional fusion in relationships which may 

further undermine his or her capacity for differentiation and achieve healthy intimacy in 

the long-term (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Bowen considered excessive parental attention 

and monitoring as attempts to remedy a deficiency that the parents had felt in their own 

upbringing; that is, their own ―unresolved emotional attachment‖. There is a great deal 
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of variation in the way unresolved emotional attachment is manifested during the 

emotional projection process (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). For instance, some anxious and 

low differentiated parents tend to take control over their child‘s life in the attempt to 

protect them; some tend to focus on the negative attributes of their child by criticizing 

and correcting him/her; some tend to give in easily to their child‘s tantrum to relieve the 

immediate tension; others tend to lean on their children emotionally to receive comfort 

from marital conflict; and others tend to validate themselves by overpraising the  

achievements of their child (Bowen, 1978; Brown, 2017; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Bowen 

(1978) addressed the parallels between familial and societal emotional functioning 

which are rooted in the concept of societal emotional process, extending the systemic 

view from family to society as a whole. Societal emotional process describes how the 

emotional process governs human behavior at a societal level, promoting both 

progressive and regressive periods in a society (Kerr, 2003). During societal regression, 

society in general is characterized by an increased focus on the child culturally as much 

anxiety exists about the future generation. Parents, encouraged by the popular media and 

the marketplace, strive to invest and create a bubble environment for their child. 

Contemporary critics prod parents to do more of what they have already been doing by 

advocating for more focus on children (Kerr, 2003). Stressed and anxious mothers may 

feel overwhelmed and insecure about taking care of their children. According to Bowen 

(1978), parents who are governed by anxiety and a low level of differentiation easily 

adopt ―groupthink‖ and tend to act to relieve the anxiety of the moment rather than act 

on principles and a long-term view. When parents are overwhelmed by anxiety with a 

low level of differentiation, they are easily influenced by group pressure and other 
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anxious parents by immersing themselves into the life of their child to avoid the risk of 

being blamed by critics. 

3.4.2  Anxiety and its role in parental emotional over-involvement. 

The role of anxiety in human functioning has been discussed in Section 3.2.3,  in 

which Bowen (1978) highlighted the impact of anxiety in the family system that may 

reinforce emotional interdependence between family members. Anxiety and fear play a 

critical role in intensifying the emotional involvement of parents (Kerr & Bowen, 1988; 

Nelson, 2010). Previous research has shown that excessive parental control is 

repeatedly linked to high levels of anxiety (Klein & Pierce, 2009; Nelson, 2010; 

Reitman & Asseff, 2010). Anxiety compels parents to protect and do more for their 

child to the extent that the actions may not be age appropriate (LeMoyne & Buchanan, 

2011; Nelson, 2010).  Rooted in the unresolved emotional attachment issues of the 

parents and subjected to anxiety, some parents are likely to ―feel‖ the need to give more 

love, attention and support to their child even though they have actually devoted 

enough time and effort (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Under certain circumstances, some 

parents tend to perceive more vulnerabilities in their child especially if they suffer from 

a disability  (Stokes, Mowery, Dean & Hoffmna, 1997) and chronic illness (Holmbeck 

et al., 2002). However, a study by Thomasgard and Metz (1997) shows that most 

overprotective parents tend to perceive more vulnerabilities in their child than the 

actual case. Parents who are overly focused on their child may try to maintain 

involvement in his/her life by being over-controlling and over-protective (Kerr & 

Bowen, 1988; Nelson, 2010). In fact, appropriate levels of parental involvement are 

associated with various positive influences in emerging adulthood, especially when 

parents are involved when there is a genuine need from their child, which provides 
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emerging adults with a greater sense of freedom to make decisions (Somers & Settle, 

2010), and achieve a higher level of academic attainment (Wolf, Sax, & Harper, 2009). 

Although parental support continues to be crucial for facilitating the growing up 

process of emerging adults, however, excessive parental involvement will have adverse 

effects on them. As mentioned earlier, over-involvement negatively affects the 

self-worth of emerging adults and increases risky behaviors, such as binge drinking 

(Nelson, Padilla-Walker, & Nielson, 2015). Furthermore, excessive parental control 

inhibits self-competence and results in a higher anxiety level in the child (Affrunti & 

Ginsburg, 2012). In addition, parental over-involvement may lead to negative 

outcomes in the child, including higher levels of depression and anxiety (Schiffrin et al., 

2014). According to Sideridis and Kafetsios (2008), overprotective parenting is 

predictive of greater perceived fear and stress in emerging adults. In addition, excessive 

parental involvement in a young person‘s daily life is linked to low self-esteem, 

inability to make commitments in identity formation, and increased anxiety, depression 

and alcohol use (Luyckx et al., 2007; Nelson et al., 2011). Taken together, these studies 

emphasize the transmission of parental anxiety to the next generation, which has 

possible impacts on the functioning of the offspring, especially on the individual level 

of anxiety. The inability to differentiate from the parents leads to a downfall that may 

linger for a lifetime including having heightened emotional sensitivity in dealing with 

other relationships outside the family.  

During the emotional projection process, a child may inherit problems through 

his/her relationship with his/her parents, particularly in terms of his/her sensitivity for 

the approval and attention of others, difficulties in dealing with expectations, taking 

responsibility for other‘s happiness or blaming others for one‘s own unhappiness, and 
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tolerating anxiety and responding thoughtfully in the midst of emotional arousal (Bowen, 

1978; Brown, 2017; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). These emotional sensitivities may increase 

vulnerability to psychological symptoms and may also result in certain maladaptive 

functional patterns in the parent-child relationship and later relationships outside the 

family. In other words, a child grows up with less capacity to be a self by depending on 

others to find his/her way in life, and this becomes more obvious when anxiety and 

relationship tensions arise.  

Any significant increase in parental anxiety triggers the dysfunctional behaviors of 

the child and in return, adds to the anxiety to the parents. This cyclic pattern of anxiety 

can turn into a lifelong pattern of poor functioning of the child. In the Bowen theory, the 

level of chronic anxiety and the level of differentiation of self are two important 

variables that exist in parallel in human functioning; that is, the level of anxiety can be 

managed by enhancing the level of differentiation (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Bowen 

(1978) advocated for parents to turn their focus away from the child, understand the 

reciprocal nature of interactions and reflect on their role in the family system by 

adopting a systemic perspective. The level of differentiation of self that a child can 

achieve is determined very much by his/her family. Bowen contended that the basic 

building blocks of a ―self‖ are inborn, but family relationships during childhood and 

adolescence primarily determine the amount of ―self‖ that a child can develop (Kerr, 

2003, p.7). Therefore, it is important that emerging adults have the ability and capacity 

to act autonomously and independently of their parents, as those who perceive that their 

parents are supportive of their autonomy, as opposed to exerting control over their 

decisions, more easily adjust to their transition into adulthood (Chirkov & Ryan, 2001). 

Bowen (1978) stated that excessive parental control over the behavior of their child to 
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alleviates the anxiety in the marital dyad but unfortunately, transmits anxiety to the 

child and has possible impacts on the functioning of the child, as well as his/her future 

relationship patterns. This intrusion from parental involvement is found to have adverse 

impacts on various aspects of individual development during the emerging adult years, 

such as psychological well-being (LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011), emotional 

competence (Kwon, Yoo, & Bingham, 2016), adaptive traits (Segrin et al., 2012, 2013) 

and even attitude toward marriage (Willoughby et al., 2015). 

3.5 Understanding Intimate Relationships of Emerging Adults through 

Multigenerational Lens of Bowen Theory 

Research has shown that parent-child and romantic relationships mutually 

influence each other during emerging adulthood and are interconnected (Regalia et al., 

2011). However, few studies have examined the link between parental 

over-involvement and romantic outcomes of emerging adults. Of the few, Willoughby 

et al. (2015) concluded that helicopter parenting is influential to the beliefs and 

attitudes of emerging adults on their preference for being single and the timing of 

marriage. In their sample of 779 unmarried emerging adults (Mage=19.51, SD=1.69), 

those who experienced intensive helicopter parenting tend to prolong their single status 

due to the desire to explore their role and identity for adulthood. Therefore, Willoughby 

et al. (2015) concluded that parental over-involvement limits the capacity of emerging 

adults to develop their identity before they enter into marriage. Nevertheless, the link 

between parental over-involvement and romantic outcomes in emerging adulthood has 

not received proper attention and warrants further investigation.  

As discussed in Chapter Two, the findings on the impacts of parental interaction on 

the development of romantic relationships of emerging adults (Section 2.3.2), and the 
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theoretical foundations are often linked to the parameters of the attachment theory 

(Bowlby, 1969), and the social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) in particular.  The 

intergenerational transmission process which is supported by the social learning theory 

mostly involves behavioral and cognitive mechanisms, such as modeling of behaviours 

and socialization by parents (Dennison & Kœrner, 2006). In the Bowen theory, the role 

of emotions is emphasized in the ―multigenerational transmission process‖ and anxiety 

is regarded as the principle emotion that serves to regulate the emotional distance 

amongst family members and contribute to the formation of both functional and 

dysfunctional family patterns (Bowen, 1978). Bowen (1978) regarded the nuclear 

family emotional system as a multigenerational phenomenon. Parents function in ways 

that result in their children achieving about a similar degree of differentiation from 

them that they achieved from their parents. Parents with highly intense emotional 

attachment to their own parents tend to repeat this pattern in their marital choices and 

relational patterns which they have learnt from their family of origin and then pass  

similar patterns to their children (Kerr, 2003; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Richardson, 2010). 

The multigenerational transmission process is responsible for repeating this family 

projection process (see Section 3.3.2) over multiple generations (Titelman, 2003, p.35). 

The focused child with intense emotional attachment to his/her parents will have a 

lower basic level of differentiation of self from his or her parents in the 

multigenerational transmission process which fundamentally influences his or her 

ability and capacity to develop the self and move forward toward increasing 

independence and developing romantic intimacy.  
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3.5.1  Intense parental attachment and the multigenerational transmission 

process. 

When a child is approaching adulthood, a natural way that s/he can manage the 

intensity in the parent-child relationship is to direct the emotionality to a partner (Kerr 

& Bowen, 1988; Richardson, 2010; Titelman, 2012). Bowen (1978) posited that the 

child will marry a partner with a similar level of differentiation of self and their children 

will demonstrate lower levels of differentiation and then over the next generations 

through the multigenerational transmission process. As Bowen (1978) said,  

“Multigenerational trends in functioning reflect an orderly and predictable 

relationship process that connects the functioning of family members across 

generations… includes emotions, feelings, and subjectively determined 

attitudes, values and beliefs that are transmitted from one generation to the 

next.” (Kerr & Bowen, 1988, p.224) 

Although studies in the extant literature have shown little and no support for the 

assumption made by Bowen that individuals select a partner with similar levels of 

differentiation of self (Kosek, 1998; Skowron, 2000), a few studies have provided 

substantial support that the level of relationship functioning is transmitted from one 

generation to the other. Rosen, Bartle-Haring and Stith (2001) examined the mediation 

role of differentiation of self in the intergenerational transmission process for violence 

in the family of origin and dating violence in a sample of 411 emerging adults 

(Mage=20.4). The results showed that differentiation of self has a significant mediation 

role in the transmission process, which increases the explained variance from 10% to 

30% in the proposed path model. However, Tuason and Friedlander (2000) found that 

level of differentiation of self of the parents is not predictive of that of their child. 

Nevertheless, Bowen (1978) refuted these inconsistencies by suggesting that the 

intensity of the family projection process changes the transmitted levels of 
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differentiation and patterns of functioning from parents to child. In addition, the level of 

anxiety also plays a critical role in intensifying the projection process, thus resulting in 

the differences in the level of differentiation of self in different children. Bowen (1978) 

said, ―some children grow up to have more differentiation… than their parents, some 

grow up to have less differentiation than their parents, and others grow up to have about 

the same level of differentiation as their parents‖ (as cited in Kerr & Bowen, 1988, p. 

225). Nevertheless, this assertion about the emotional projection process and 

multigenerational transmission process remains largely untested, particularly in the 

local Chinese context. Yet it is meaningful to understand the specific functioning 

patterns that being transmitted from parents to child, particularly in the primary 

parents-child triangle. These adaptive patterns in the nuclear family triangle may serve 

as an important predictor of the future functioning of an individual in intimate 

relationships.  

3.5.2 Transmitting adaptive attachment patterns in primary triangle to intimate 

romantic relationships.  

In the Bowen theory, the triangle is defined as the basic emotional molecule in the 

family (Bowen, 1978; Titelman, 2012), which serves to bind and manage anxiety in a 

two-person relationship by involving a third person. In the family system, the father, 

the mother and the child together form the basic primary triangle. The level of chronic 

anxiety and the patterns of emotional attachment in this primary triangle influence the 

level of emotional maturity and adaptive patterns of an adult-child with his/her spouse 

and children in their own triangle (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). According to Richardson 

(2010), a stable marital dyad helps to promote an open and balanced relationship 

between the spouse and child, whereas an unstable and anxious marital relationship 
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contribute to distance and/or conflictual patterns in the primary triangle. After a child is 

born, it is common for one spouse to shift his/her attention from the partner to the child, 

especially when the levels of anxiety and tension escalate in the relationship. The 

involvement of the child helps to dilute the tension in the marriage. According to 

Bowen (1978), it is more common for the mother and child to hold the inside positions 

and the father the outside position of the triangle, especially when the marital 

relationship is tense. However, the inside and outside positions in the triangle continue 

to shift according to the flow of the tension, and some predominant patterns will emerge. 

The stability and flexibility of the primary triangle are subjected to the levels of 

differentiation of self and anxiety,  as well as the intensity of emotional attachment of 

each individual (Bowen, 1978; Titelman, 2012).   

The individual and family functionings of an adult child are critically influenced 

by the primary triangle in many ways (Kerr & Bowen, 1988).  First, the level of anxiety 

of the parents found in the primary triangle can be projected onto the child through the 

family projection process. As discussed previously (see Section 3.3.2), the focused 

child who absorbs the parental anxiety will develop heightened emotional sensitivity in 

relationships and is more vulnerable to stress and anxiety, although the child serves to 

stabilize the marital relationship of the parents. This focused child may also have less 

capacity to develop his/her own self than his/her parents. Furthermore, the emotional 

process and interactions in the primary triangle also affect the levels of differentiation 

of self and adaptiveness of the child (Bowen, 1978; Titelman, 2012). With a lower level 

of differentiation of self, the child finds it more difficult to adapt to any perceived 

changes in intimate relationships and more vulnerable to fear and anxiety toward any 

shift in the positions in any triangle (Titelman, 2012). Bell & Bell (1982) present 
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evidence that when a child is triangled, s/he pulled in to ―save‖ the marriage can leave 

other sibling ―free‖ to develop naturally. Over time, families develop relatively stable 

patterns of triangling, and common patterns may be identified from generation to 

generation (Bowen, 1978; Pillari, 1991). Previous research studies that have 

investigated the influence of the triangle on the functioning of adolescents show that 

higher intensity of the triangling process is associated with less emotional maturity 

(Bell & Bell, 1982), difficulties with intimacy (West, Zarski, & Harvill, 1986), negative 

opinions and feelings about marriage (Larson, Benson, Wilson, & Medora, 1998), low 

ego development of female adolescents (Bell, Bell, & Nakata, 2001), and poor ability to 

psychologically adjust in the face of parental conflict (Grych, Raynor, & Fosco, 2004).   

According to Bowen (1978), couples with higher level of differentiation of self can 

better sustain their own individuality while being responsibly and intimately involved 

with their partner or important others. A stable marriage tends to promote stability and 

flexibility in the primary triangle even after a child is born. Better differentiated parents 

are unlikely to alleviate their own anxieties in the marital dyad through excessive 

involvement in their child‘s life. A more adaptive and non-reactive primary triangle is 

characterized by a lower level of fusion and anxiety in the marital dyad, thus giving the 

child the capacity to grow autonomously to be a self of his/her own. A child with a 

higher level of differentiation of self is believed to enjoy greater autonomy in an 

intimate romantic relationship without experiencing fears of rejection, abandonment 

and engulfment (Bowen 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988).  Instead of making a project out 

of the child and continuing the vicious cycle, Bowen (1978) asserted that it is important 

for parents ―to make a project out of themselves‖ (p. 95). Parents must resolve their 

own emotional attachments to their family of origin through the differentiation process. 
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Their child has to be able to foster their independence while maintaining emotional 

closeness with significant others by differentiating from his/her family of origin 

throughout the developmental process.  

The Bowen theory provides a systemic lens to understand the epidemic of parental 

over-involvement by addressing the reciprocal influence between the marital and 

parent-child relationships in a multigenerational context without solely centred at the 

current interactions between the parents and child. This provides an important 

implication for the conceptualization of this research, particularly on the development 

of the Parental Emotional Attachment Scale (PEAS). In developing the PEAS as a 

measurement in the current study, the conceptualization framework is guided by the 

Bowen theory, which suggests that the multigenerational emotional process of the 

family of origin needs to be examined, such as unresolved emotional attachments, the 

family projection process and primary triangle. Instead of merely focusing on the 

behavioral and cognitive transmission processes, Bowen highlighted the role of 

emotions in the transmission process by viewing the family as an emotional unit with 

intricate underlying emotional processes. In summary, what transpires in the marital 

dyad will influence the emotional functioning, adaptive patterns, emotional reactivity, 

attitudes and beliefs about intimate and marital relationships of the emerging adults 

(Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Richardson, 2010), and the role of differentiation of self is likely 

to mediate the impact of parental emotional attachment and romantic relationship 

outcomes. The development of PEAS focuses on the potentially unique effect of 

excessive parental attachment by examining the latent factors that guide the underlying 

emotional processes, with reference to Bowen‘s theoretical conceptions of emotional 
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fusion, cutoff, triangle, family projection process and functional patterns. The 

conceptual framework of this research will be presented in Chapter Four.  

3.6  Summary 

Drawing on the perspectives of the Bowen theory, the role of differentiation of self 

during emerging adulthood has been examined in this chapter, particularly on its 

underlying influence on emotional functioning and relationship patterns, such as 

emotional fusion, distance and cut-off. By adapting system thinking, the development 

of emerging adults can be seen in an entirely new light by shifting the focus from the 

individual to a reflection of the emotional process within the larger family system, 

especially on the influence of emotional interdependence between parents and child. 

The emergent phenomenon of parental over-involvement in recent decades signifies a 

dysfunctional parent-child reciprocity in which parents tend to revolve their life around 

and even live their life through the child. While the attachment theory highlights the 

importance of sensitive and reliable parenting which can provide an individual with the 

capacity to experience autonomy and intimacy, the Bowen theory offers a contrasting 

perspective on understanding the influence of intense parental attachment on the 

development of an individual.  The theory highlights the possible setbacks of emotional 

over-involvement of parents that tend to limit the capacity of their child to grow up 

progressively, leaving them emotionally dependent on, distant from or rebellious 

towards their parents. Parents with a high intensity of unresolved emotional attachment 

and a low level of differentiation of self tend to emotionally invest in their child, and so 

much of their thoughts, worries and attention go to the child as they lose sight of 

devoting their effort instead to seek out the problems that are within and between 

themselves. Anxiety plays a significant role in intensifying the emotional projection 
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process between parents and child (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Contemporary critics prod 

parents to focus more on children (Kerr, 2003). According to Bowen (1978), parents 

who are governed by anxiety and a low level of differentiation easily adopt 

―groupthink‖ and tend to act to relieve the anxiety of the moment rather than act on 

principles with a long-term view. When parents with a low level of differentiation are 

overwhelmed by anxiety, they are easily influenced by group pressure and thus 

immerse themselves into the life of their child without thoughtfully and objectively 

understanding his/her needs. Following this line of thought, Bowen (1978) viewed ―too 

much attachment‖ as a contributor to the dysfunctions of a child. A child who is highly 

attached to his/her parents has less capacity to develop his or her own self characterized 

by a heightened sensitivity to the emotional needs and reactions of the parents. In 

addition, a high level of chronic anxiety may also lead to impairment of functioning 

towards being an autonomous adult. An awareness of the reciprocity of interactions and 

the underlying emotional processes in the family can shed new light for understanding 

parenting issues and children‘s problems. At the heart of systems changes is looking for 

a way to manage anxiety and managing the self in relationships in the midst of arousal 

(Bowen, 1978).   
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Chapter 4. Parental Emotional Attachment and Fear of Intimacy: The 

Mediating Role of Differentiation of Self 

The family systems theories contend that an important milestone in reaching 

adulthood and achieving intimacy is the progressive differentiating from one‘s own 

family of origin,  especially one‘s parents (Bowen, 1978; Conger et al., 2000; Cui et al., 

2011; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). The Bowen theory maintains that the development of 

intimate relationships is inherently linked to the process of differentiation of self 

(Bowen, 1978). The level of differentiation of self is fundamental for determining how 

much self an individual can achieve, and also implies the capacity of an individual to 

maintain a sense of self in intense emotional relationships, such as during dating and in 

marriage. Less differentiated individuals are more emotionally reactive to tension and 

have difficulties in maintaining an autonomous self in intimate relationships (Bowen, 

1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). As noted in Chapter 3, an individual enters an intimate 

relationship with varying levels of differentiation of self that have been developed from 

his/her family of origin, and the level of differentiation of each partner in the 

relationship is regulated by the level of unresolved emotional attachment with his/her 

own parents  (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). In this chapter, the conceptual framework of this 

research work will be presented, including the conceptualization of the development of 

the PEAS. The influence of parental emotional attachment on the fear of romantic 

intimacy of emerging adults is examined through the interactive effects of 

differentiation of self. Different hypotheses are proposed based on the literature review 

in the previous chapters. 



 

79 

 

4.1 Conceptual Framework 

Building on the theoretical assertions of the Bowen theory which have been 

elaborated in the previous chapters, it is asserted that the fear of romantic intimacy is 

influenced by the level of differentiation of self and the amount of chronic anxiety, 

while the intensity of parental emotional attachment and the anxiety that goes along 

with such intensity fundamentally contribute to the ability to be a self in intimate 

relationships based on the level of differentiation of self. Bowen (1978, p.382) said, 

―the more intense the unresolved emotional attachment …The lower the level of 

differentiation‖. Therefore, individuals with low levels of differentiation of self will not 

be able to adopt an ―I-position‖ and will be more vulnerable to anxiety, which result in  

a greater tendency to emotionally fuse with others, act more based on emotional 

reactivity and become emotionally and physically distant and cutoff (Kerr & Bowen, 

1988). In families with lower levels of differentiation, the child may experience a 

certain level of anxiety and fear when s/he grows up and moves toward progressive 

differentiating from the family of origin and develops intimacy with a romantic partner. 

According to Bowen (1978), the intensity of the anxiety in response to fear or stress 

may impair the functioning of both individuals in an emotionally connected 

relationship, and further affect their level of differentiation of self. A model is 

developed here based on the theoretical constructs of the Bowen theory, namely, 

unresolved emotional attachment and differentiation of self, to better illustrate the fear 

of intimacy in heterosexual romantic relationships in emerging adulthood; see Figure 1. 
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Figure 1.  Proposed model that illustrates the mediating role of differentiation of self between 

parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy of emerging adults 

4.2  Hypothesized Factors for Parental Emotional Attachment Scale  

Since the concept of unresolved emotional attachment involves a variety of 

manifested forms that have to be understood in a multigenerational and systemic 

context, the term ―parental emotional attachment‖ is adopted in this study to reflect 

some of the manifestations of a symbiotic and undifferentiated relationship between the 

parent and emerging-adult child. The shortcomings of current measurements in 

measuring the construct of parental emotional attachment (see Chapter 6) have been 

taken into consideration. Therefore, the author has taken the liberty of developing and 

validating a self-reporting instrument called the ―Parental Emotional Attachment Scale 

(PEAS)‖ for emerging adults between the ages of 18 and 29, with the aim to: (a) assess 

the emotional intensity of parental attachment, and (b) test theoretical assumptions in 

the proposed model. The development and findings of the PEAS will be discussed in 

Chapter 6. Emotional fusion,  emotional cutoff, the parent-child triangle, emotional 
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dysfunctions (as discussed in Chapter 3), and the family projection process are included 

as the hypothesized factors for the PEAS to adequately measure parental emotional 

attachment, as discussed in the following sections.  

4.2.1  Parental emotional fusion.  

Emotional fusion is defined as ―the emotional oneness‖ between family members  

(Titelman, 2003, p. 21). This hypothesized factor represents the strong emotional 

interdependence between parent and child, and characterized by the prevalence of high 

emotional reactivity in the relationship and inability of each individual to manage his or 

her own emotions, especially when anxiety soars. As a result, the emerging-adult child 

tends to develop heightened sensitivity to a parent and vice versa. In emotional fusion, a 

parent can hardly separate him or herself from his/her child and unable to consider the 

child as a separate individual.  

4.2.2  Parental emotional cutoff.  

Emotional cutoff refers to the process in which an emerging adult attempts to shield 

him/herself from emotional fusion through geographical separation or psychological 

withdrawal to flee from the relationship tensions with his/her parents (Bowen, 1978). 

This hypothesized factor represents the peak of emotional tension in the family in that a 

child has to shield him/herself from his/her family physically and/or emotionally. 

However, emotional cutoff is simply avoidance of intense attachment which is the 

denial of unresolved emotional fusion and conflict with the family. Individuals who 

experience intense emotional cutoff with their family are likely to have parental/family 

problems with similar emotional patterns and even greater emotional intensity in their 

own marriage, and there is a greater likelihood that their children will experience an 
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even more intense cutoff with them (Titelman, 2003).  As Bowen (1978) said,  ―the 

unresolved emotional attachment is handled by the intrapsychic process of denial and 

isolation of self while living close to the parents; or by physically running away; or by a 

combination of emotional isolation and physical distance‖ (p.382). 

4.2.3  Parental emotional triangling.  

Triangling is a process in which ―a third person becomes involved in the tension of 

the twosome, creating a triangle (Kerr & Bowen, 1988, p.135). This process helps 

parents to manage their anxiety by drawing in or focusing on their child. This 

hypothesized factor therefore refers to the tendency of the parents to involve an 

emerging-adult child into their marital relationship and/or relationships with other 

family members, especially when there is distance and conflict in any dyad. The child 

may become overly sensitive to the emotions, expectations and approval of the parents, 

at the expense of resolving the relationship tension and difficulties in the marital dyad or 

other family relationships.  

4.2.4  Emotional under-functioning / over-functioning of parents. 

According to Bowen (1978), excessive control of the parents over the behavior of 

their child will alleviate the anxiety in the marital dyad but at the same time, transmits 

their anxiety to the child and has possible impacts on the functioning of their child. This 

hypothesized factor signifies the dysfunctional patterns of under-functioning/ 

over-functioning reciprocity, particularly when the levels of anxiety are high.  A parent 

who is under-functioning is not able to perform his/her duties and relegate his/her 

authority to the child but instead relies on the child to manage things for him/herself, 

such as making decisions, or  managing stress and relationship tension. As a result, the 
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child may become overly responsible for the needs and feelings of the parent. On the 

other hand, a parent may be over-functioning by being over-involved with the tasks or 

feelings of the child, and over-responsible for them, so that the child will adapt and 

remain under-functioning. Both under/over-functioning of a parent operates in a 

reciprocal way with the child, which creates a certain degree of fusion between the two 

of them.  

4.2.5  Parental emotional projection.  

Through the family projection process (see Section 3.3.2), anxious parents tend to 

focus on their child in order to dilute their own immaturity and marital tension, which 

increases the relationship sensitivity and vulnerability of the child to the level of clinical 

symptoms (Bowen, 1978). This hypothesized factor describes how parents primarily 

transfer their emotional problems to their child by projecting their fears and perceptions 

onto the emerging-adult child which in turn shape their beliefs and behaviors. As a result, 

the child embeds the fears and perceptions of his/her parents while growing up, which 

results in reduced capacity to become an autonomous individual.  

4.2.6  Parental emotional separateness.  

Instead of focusing on the child, Bowen (1978) stressed the importance for parents 

to ‗define self‘ and ‗manage self‘ in relationships, especially in the midst of anxiety and 

tension. This hypothesized factor therefore refers to the ability to identify one‘s own 

guiding principles which need to be well thought out, to be an objective observer of 

one‘s own emotional functioning and reactivity, to develop one‘s I-position (i.e., the 

ability to speak for oneself with a thoughtful stance) and to regulate one‘s own emotions. 

A parent who has a higher level of emotional separateness can focus more on managing 
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him or herself in relationships without shifting the attention or problems to the child. 

Consequently, this gives the child more capacity to grow up as an autonomous 

individual without living under the subjective perceptions of his/her parents.  

4.3  Parental Emotional Attachment and Chronic Anxiety 

According to Bowen (1978), intense unresolved emotional attachment is based on 

two important variables: the level of differentiation of self and the level of anxiety. 

Intense unresolved emotional attachment generates more anxiety in the family system 

in that individuals tend to have a low level of differentiation of self. As Bowen (1978, p. 

537) said, ―All things being equal, the life course of people is determined by the amount 

of unresolved emotional attachment, the amount of anxiety that comes from it, and the 

way they deal with this anxiety‖.  In this study, it is hypothesized that parents who have 

higher levels of emotional attachment will find that the attachment negatively affects 

his/her level of differentiation and leads to a higher level of chronic anxiety. Therefore, 

parental emotional attachment is positively correlated with the level of chronic 

anxiety (Hypothesis 1). This hypothesis is used to test the convergent validity of the 

PEAS.  

4.4  Demographic Factors and Parental Emotional Attachment 

Some important demographic characteristics which may have effects on the 

emotional functioning of an individual are included (Bowen, 1978; Kerr, 2003), 

including occupational and educational accomplishments, birth order and some data on 

the educational level and  marital relationship of the parents. 
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4.4.1  Age and parental emotional attachment. 

It is hypothesized that the intensity of parental emotional attachment of emerging 

adults may be gradually reduced as they get older. By the time that emerging adults 

enter their 20s, their parents are supposed to be relatively free of obligations to take care 

of them as they are moving toward independence and assuming an adult status. It is 

therefore hypothesized that the intensity of parental emotional attachment differs in 

accordance with age groups (Hypothesis 2a).   

4.4.2  Gender and parental emotional attachment.  

An important factor that may also affect the parental emotional attachment of 

emerging adults is gender. Previous studies have suggested that there are gender 

differences in the effects of the family of origin experience on interaction patterns and 

identity formation during adolescence and young adulthood (Bartle-Haring, 1997). It 

has been found that parental attachment plays a more important role in identity 

formation among females as opposed to males (Schultheiss & Blustein, 1994). Besides, 

found that attachment tends to be more prominent in the personality development of 

women but not men. However, the Chinese culture is characterized by a preference for 

male children so that Chinese families prefer sons over daughters due to expectations of 

the continuity of the patriarchal family and the traditional cultural reliance on sons as a 

means of support in old age. Therefore, it is anticipated that that male emerging adults 

may experience more intense parental emotional attachment with their mother than 

their female counterparts in Chinese societies. It is hypothesized that there is a gender 

difference in the intensity of parental emotional attachment (Hypothesis 2b).  
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4.4.3  Sibling position and parental emotional attachment.  

With reference to the work by Toman (1961) on sibling position, Bowen (1978) 

pointed out that the sibling position in one‘s family of origin demonstrates which child 

will be chosen in the projection process and not all children in the same family are 

separated emotionally from their parents to the same degree because the parent-child 

relationship differs for each child. Usually the firstborn or youngest child receives the 

greatest amount of the family projection process and becomes the recipient of anxiety 

from the parents. The firstborn child often receives the expectations and/or anxiety of 

the same-sex parent, whereas the youngest child is often vulnerable to functioning in a 

dependent position (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Titelman, 2003). It is 

anticipated that parents would attach more intensely to the only, first or youngest child. 

Therefore, it is hypothesized that the intensity of parental emotional attachment will 

differ depending on the sibling position (Hypothesis 2c).  

4.4.4  Employment status and parental emotional attachment. 

Financial independence from parents is regarded as one of the top five criteria of 

achieving an adult status as endorsed by most emerging adults in various studies 

(Arnett, 2003; Badger et al., 2006; Sirsch et al., 2009). Securing a full time job allows 

an emerging adult to become financially self-sufficient. It is anticipated that parents 

who can hold back some of their emotional attachment from their emerging-adult child 

will allow the latter to adopt financial responsibility in an age-appropriate way. It is 

therefore hypothesized that the intensity of parental emotional attachment will 

differ depending on the employment status of emerging adults (Hypothesis 2d).  
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4.4.5 Educational level and parental emotional attachment. 

According to Immordino-Yang and Damasio (2007), cognitive abilities, such as 

learning, memorizing, paying attention and socializing, are closely related to emotion 

processes. However, intense parental emotional attachment may prevent the motivation, 

engagement and self-regulation of an individual during the learning process with an 

inappropriate level of emotional stressors and triggers. It is assumed that emotionally 

mature parents allow their child to develop higher levels of emotional processing, 

which benefits their cognitive functioning, and so they become more academically 

successful. Therefore, it is hypothesized that emerging adults with a higher 

education achievement are recipients of a lower level of parental emotional 

attachment (Hypothesis 2e).  

4.4.6  Educational attainment of mother and parental emotional attachment. 

Parental attachment has a long-lasting impact on the cognitive development of a 

child with regard to his/her ability to learn and capability to regulate emotions. 

Research has shown that adolescents with better educated parents are significantly 

more adequate personally than those whose parents are either illiterate or have a low 

level of education (Pant & Singh, 2017). In addition, adolescents with a highly 

educated mother are found to be significantly more emotionally progressive and 

socially adjusted, whereas the educational level of their father was found to have no 

significant influence on their emotional development. It is therefore anticipated that a 

mother with a higher level of educational attainment is likely to have better intellectual 

ability which results in higher emotional functioning. Therefore, the intensity of 

parental emotional attachment is hypothesized to differ with the education level 

of the mother (Hypothesis 2f).  
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4.4.7 Quality of relationship between parents and parental emotional 

attachment. 

As discussed previously in Chapter Two, previous studies have suggested that 

young adults with parents who have interpersonal problems show more difficulties in 

their personal emotional regulation and marital relationship, such as displacing anger 

and frequent criticizing, and tend to find it difficult to sustain their marriage (Jacquet & 

Surra, 2001; Trotter, 2011). According to Bowen‘s concept of the parent-child triangle 

(see Section 3.2.6), what transpires in the marital dyad will influence the emotional 

functioning, adaptive patterns, emotional reactivity, and attitude towards and beliefs 

about intimate and marital relationships of the emerging adults (Kerr & Bowen, 1988; 

Richardson, 2010). An unstable and anxious marital relationship may also contribute to 

distance and/or conflictual patterns in the primary triangle, and one spouse tends to 

shift his/her attention from the partner to the child, especially when the levels of anxiety 

and relationship tension are escalated (Bowen, 1978; Titelman, 2012). It is therefore 

hypothesized that the intensity of parental emotional attachment is correlated with 

the quality of the relationship between the parents (Hypothesis 2g). 

4.5  Parental Emotional Attachment and Differentiation of Self 

According to Bowen, the degree of unresolved emotional attachment is based on 

two important variables: the level of differentiation of self and the level of chronic 

anxiety (Bowen, 1978; Richardson, 2010). Previous studies have found that a low level 

of differentiation is closely related to a high level of chronic anxiety (Maynard, 1997; 

Peleg-Popko, 2004; Priest, 2015) and emotional fusion with the family of origin is 

strongly related to individual anxiety (Benson, Larson, Wilson, & Demo, 1993). 

However, there has been a paucity of studies that examine the direct relationship 
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between parental emotional attachment and differentiation of self. The inability to 

rectify unresolved emotional attachment may lead to an increase in the level of anxiety 

of the emerging adult, and the degree of emotional fusion in relationships may further 

undermine the capacity for differentiation of self (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Therefore, it is 

hypothesized that parental emotional attachment is negatively correlated with 

differentiation of self (Hypothesis 3).  

4.6  Parental Emotional Attachment and Fear of Intimacy 

The emotional attachment patterns and intensity in one‘s family of origin serve as 

very important frames of reference for guiding changes in developing the self and 

establishing intimate relationships (Bowen, 1978). An intense level of parental 

emotional attachment reduces the capacity to achieve emotional maturity and maintain 

an autonomous self in an intimate relationship, characterized by the fear of 

abandonment or intrusion, and the ability to remain calm and respond appropriately to 

relationship tension (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Skowron, 2000). It is 

therefore hypothesized that parental emotional attachment  is positively correlated 

with the fear of intimacy (Hypothesis 4). 

4.7  Differentiation of Self and Fear of Intimacy 

The development of intimate relationships is inherently linked to the process of 

differentiation of self (Bowen, 1978). The level of differentiation of self is fundamental 

for determining how much self an individual can achieve. It also implies the capacity of 

an individual to maintain a sense of self in an intense emotional relationship, such as 

dating and marital relationships. Less differentiated individuals tend to experience 

anxiety and fear in intimacy and are considered to be more emotionally reactive to 
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tension and have difficulties maintaining an autonomous self in intimate relationships 

(Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). It is therefore hypothesized that differentiation 

of self is negatively correlated with the fear of intimacy (Hypothesis 5). 

4.8  Mediating Role of Differentiation of Self  

The mediation model offers an explanation for how or why two variables are 

related (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Hayes, 2013).  The differentiation of self is proposed as 

a mediating variable based on the assumption that differentiation of self is a continuum 

and changeable over time (Bowen, 1978, Kerr and Bowen, 1988). For clinical 

applications, the mediation model in this study is used to measure the underlying 

mechanisms of change (i.e., differentiation of self) which are considered to be critical 

for changing the influence of an independent variable (i.e., parental emotional 

attachment) on the outcome variable (i.e., fear of intimacy). The mediation model 

provides evidence of the effective components of intervention (MacKinnon, Krull, & 

Lockwood, 2000) as well as tests the theoretical assumptions of differentiation of self 

in terms of the constructs that are responsible for changes (Judd & Kenny, 1982). It is 

therefore hypothesized that differentiation of self mediates the relationship between 

parental emotional attachment (the predictor variable) and fear of intimacy (the 

outcome variable) (Hypothesis 6). 

4.9  Predictive Variables and Fear of Intimacy  

Additional hypotheses are proposed for the predictive effects of parental emotional 

attachment, differentiation of self, and various socio-demographic variables on fear of 

intimacy. These socio-demographic variables include age, gender, marital status, 
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quality of the relationship between the parents, household income and sibling position. 

The hypotheses are as follows. 

H7 Parental emotional attachment is a significantly negative predictor of fear of 

intimacy. 

H8 Differentiation of self is a significantly positive predictor of fear of intimacy. 

H9a Age is a significantly positive predictor of fear of intimacy. 

H9b Gender is a significantly positive predictor of fear of intimacy. 

H9c Marital status is a significantly positive predictor of fear of intimacy. 

H9d Parental relationship status is a significantly positive predictor of fear of 

intimacy. 

H9e Household income is a significantly positive predictor of fear of intimacy. 

H9f  Sibling position is a significantly positive predictor of fear of intimacy. 

4.10  Summary 

In this chapter, the author has presented the conceptual framework and hypotheses 

of this research study. Building on the theoretical assumptions of differentiation of self 

in Bowen (1978), a model has been developed to explain for the fear of intimacy in 

heterosexual romantic relationships during emerging adulthood. With reference to the 

literature, it is anticipated that the intensity of parental emotional attachment would 

affect the level of fear of intimacy of emerging adults. The role of differentiation of self 

is also expected to mediate the relationship between parental emotional attachment and 

fear of intimacy. In addition, different dimensions of parental emotional attachment, 

such as parental emotional fusion, parental emotional cutoff, parental emotional 
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triangling, parental emotional under-functioning/ over-functioning, parental emotional 

projection and parental emotional separateness, are proposed for the development of 

the PEAS (see Chapter 6). Individual ability to be a self in intimate relationships 

depends on the intensity of parental emotional attachment and the accompanying level 

of chronic anxiety (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Therefore, the level of chronic anxiety is 

included as a variable to examine the convergent validity of the PEAS.  
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Chapter 5. Research Methodology 

The ability to develop romantic relationships has a significant impact on the 

development of emerging adults (Arnett, 2000a; Fincham & Cui, 2014). Moreover, this 

ability has a reciprocal influence on the process of differentiating from one‘s family 

(Regalia et al., 2011). A better understanding of this process in the developmental 

phase of emerging adults can be obtained by using a mixed methods approach which 

combines both narrative and standardized data and serves as a good means for the 

development and validation of a new instrument called the Parental Emotional 

Attachment Scale (PEAS). The PEAS is a self-rating scale that measures the intensity 

of emotional attachment of parents from the perspective of the emerging adult. This 

research is carried out in three phases, namely: (a) substantive validity phase for 

development of PEAS through qualitative interviews; (b) structural validity phase with 

two pilot quantitative studies; and (c) external validity phase on the validation of factor 

structure of the PEAS and to test for the hypothetical model. In this chapter, the author 

first discusses the rationale for using a mixed methods research design in this study 

along with its philosophical underpinnings of pragmatism and its limitations. Second, 

the author examines the applicability of a sequential exploratory mixed methods design 

in the development and validation of the PEAS through three phases of study. Finally, 

the author presents the implementation of the tasks for each phase, including sampling, 

data collection and statistical analysis.  

5.1 Mixed Methods Research Design 

Mixed methods research is regarded as the ‗third methodological movement‘ 

under the pragmatic paradigm (Creswell & Clark, 2007; Denzin, 2010; Gambrel & 
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Butler, 2013; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009)  and the subject of contention in the 

paradigm war between the proponents of quantitative and qualitative methodologies 

(Gambrel & Butler, 2013). The mixed methods approach combines the collection and 

analysis of both qualitative and quantitative data in a single study (Creswell & Clark, 

2011; Guetterman, Fetters, & Creswell, 2015). According to Guetterman, Fetters and 

Creswell (2015), qualitative data can provide contextualized information because 

‗what‘ happened, ‗why‘ and ‗how‘ an event occurred,  and ‗what‘ the event means are 

addressed, while quantitative data are used to establish causality, generalizability or the 

magnitude of the phenomenon concerned. When the two are combined, the research 

questions and hypotheses can be more holistically addressed by providing a better 

understanding on both the processes and outcomes (Bazeley, 2012; Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2009). The mixed methods approach therefore draws on the strengths of 

exploring a complex phenomenon by understanding the depth of lived experiences 

while generalizing findings from standardized tests or measures (Crewell, Clark, 

Gutmann, & Hanson, 2003).  

Creswell and Clark (2011) indicated that mixed methods research involves 

processes that connect, mix, merge or embed both qualitative and quantitative data. 

However, the integration of qualitative and quantitative data has posed such practical 

challenges that often researchers collect both types of data without integrating them 

(Guetterman et al., 2015). Fetters and Freshwater (2015) stated that to truly integrate 

both qualitative and quantitative methods is ―to produce a whole through integration 

that is greater than the sum of the individual qualitative and quantitative parts‖.   

Crewell et al. (2003) identified six different mixed methods research designs by 

reviewing the underlying paradigms and data analysis procedures. The six designs 
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included three sequential (i.e., exploratory, explanatory and convergent) and three 

concurrent (i.e., triangulation, nested and transformative) designs, which take into 

consideration the priority given to the qualitative and quantitative data as well as the 

stage at which the data are integrated (Hanson, Clark, Petska, Creswell, & Creswell, 

2005). Mixed methods research has received increasingly more attention in the social 

sciences field because of its ability to generate more in-depth insights through both 

qualitative and quantitative methods in establishing a better understanding on  human 

phenomena (Gambrel & Butler, 2013). 

5.1.1 Pragmatic orientation of mixed methods research. 

As pragmatism is regarded as the philosophical roots of the mixed methods 

research methodology (Gambrel & Butler, 2013), what are its key philosophical 

features? What are its practicalities in guiding the design of mixed methods research? 

According to Morgan (2007), pragmatism regards research as a human experience that 

is based on the beliefs and actions of the researcher who is situated in a particular 

circumstance.  In view of the different worldviews derived from lived-experiences, 

pragmatism believes that the ever changing nature of reality renders the importance of 

emphasising ―shared meanings and joint action‖ (Morgan, 2007). As Morgan (2007) 

stated, ―pragmatism points to the importance of joining beliefs and actions in a process 

of inquiry that underlies any search for knowledge‖. In other words, pragmatism places 

primary importance on how researchers approach and answer research questions within 

which the appropriate integration of methods can be designed. Specifically, researchers 

set meaningful goals and appropriate methods for their research by engaging in a 

―mixed methods way of thinking‖ (Greene & Hall, 2010) and ―moving back and forth 

between the data sets‖ (Feilzer, 2010). 
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Furthermore, pragmatism also emphasises on the ―transferability‖ of research 

implications in that the concepts can be transferred to different contexts 

(Shannon-Baker, 2016). Under the pragmatic approach, research concepts are helpful if 

they are able to produce practical outcomes (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 

Pragmatism regards that outcomes transcend beyond ―problem-solving‖ to incorporate 

a meaning making process (Denzin, 2010; Shannon-Baker, 2016). When researchers 

adopt a pragmatic approach, they are expected to maintain objectivity throughout the 

process of collecting and analysing data while incorporating their own reflections 

during the research process and in the outcomes. It is particularly important that they 

self-reflect on their own attitude, values and biases, and how these might affect their 

own understanding and interpretation of the research design and process.   

In considering the appropriate methodological means for inquiry in this study, 

pragmatism has had a significant influence on the conceptualization process. The 

author has self-reflected on some meaningful questions and asked: ―in what ways does 

parental emotional attachment inform practitioners on how they understand the 

influences of parental emotional functioning on emerging adults?‖, ―how can this study 

contribute to understanding on the differentiation process of emerging adults?‖, and 

―how will the findings serve as a vehicle for the future development of (romantic) 

relationship education and counselling of emerging adults in Hong Kong?‖ At the same 

time, it is also critical to periodically reassess the research questions of this study as 

Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) stated, ―research methods should follow research 

questions in a way that offers the best chance to obtain useful answers‖. 
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5.1.2 Rationale for using mixed methods research. 

There are two main objectives in this study, which are to develop an indigenous 

scale (i.e., the PEAS) to measure the intensity of parental emotional attachment and to 

examine the influence of parental emotional attachment on fear of intimacy during 

emerging adulthood.  The key for the success of scale development rests on its ability to 

accurately and reliably operationalize unobservable latent constructs (Clark & Watson, 

1995). Scale development starts with  a clear conceptualization of the target constructs 

(Clark &Watson, 1995). Qualitative research is useful for furthering understanding and 

providing descriptions of individual experiences of certain phenomena in rich detail 

(Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). In this study, one of the research question concerns 

how parental emotional attachment is manifested in the relationship between parents 

and emerging adults, and the results will contribute to developing an initial item pool 

for the PEAS. The qualitative component of this study serves to determine how 

emerging adults interpret the construct of parental emotional attachment with reference 

to their interactions with their parents and offer a more diverse perspective for 

exploring the dimensions of parental emotional attachment. By building on the 

qualitative data, an initial item pool is developed which will then be applied in 

subsequent quantitative analyses for the psychometric evaluation of these items in the 

validation of the scale. According to Creswell and Clark (2011), mixed methods 

sequential exploratory research is a holistic tool for the development of a scale because 

it involves two phases; the core of the work in the initial quantitative phase (i.e., 

collecting the numeric data) and then followed by the supplemental component or the 

qualitative phase (collecting the text), which elaborates on or clarifies the first phase. 

Since the mixed methods approach is a planned endeavour, Morse and Niehaus (2009) 
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suggested that researchers may have to consider and determine an entire supplementary 

component and the point of interface of the qualitative and quantitative data or findings 

if some gaps and inadequacies of the methods can be foreseen in the design stage of the 

study. Given that parental emotional attachment is a systemic concept rooted in the 

multigenerational emotional process in family systems, one of the greatest challenges 

in developing the PEAS is the inherent difficulty of systemically measuring a construct 

in a reliable and valid way. As there is the possibility of error with the use of single 

quantitative method, qualitative data could further substantiate the quantitative results 

by providing insights into some of the interrelated themes during the analysis (Bazeley, 

2004), as well as elucidating some of the possible non-linear influences of parental 

emotional attachment on the romantic outcomes of emerging adults. Therefore, a mixed 

methods sequential exploratory design will serve this study well. 

Besides, the majority of studies that examine the changes in romantic relationships 

in emerging adulthood has largely applied quantitative methods and focused on the 

causalities for romantic outcomes (Chow & Ruhl, 2014; Cui et al., 2011; Feldman, 

Gowen, & Fisher, 1998; Regalia et al., 2011). The use of qualitative studies to provide a 

better understanding of the relationship process and dynamics during this emerging 

phase of development is relatively lacking in the literature (Milevsky et al., 2014), 

particularly in the context of Hong Kong. In this regard, qualitative research could 

contribute to providing a more holistic picture on the romantic experiences of emerging 

adults and in particular, their emotional reciprocity and adaptive patterns with their 

parents which are further replicated in other intimate relationships (Kerr & Bowen, 

1988). Therefore, the deconstruction of the boundaries of the cross-sectional design of 

this study with the incorporation of qualitative data by documenting the sequential 
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patterns and changes during interaction processes will enrich current understanding on 

reciprocal emotional processes in the relationships of emerging adults with their 

parents and partners.  The qualitative data will contribute to answering the two 

following research questions: (a) in what ways is parental emotional attachment 

manifested in the relationship process between Chinese parents and emerging adults in 

Hong Kong? and (b) how do emerging adults in Hong Kong describe their romantic 

experiences in relation to their family-of-origin experiences?  

While qualitative research can shed light on the romantic experiences of emerging 

adults and their intricate interrelationships with family of origin experiences (Bowen, 

1978; Collins & van Dulmen, 2006; Milevsky et al., 2014), quantitative research is 

useful for testing and validating the hypothesized correlations between parental 

emotional attachment and the romantic outcomes of emerging adults (which are 

measured by the degree of fear of intimacy in this study). According to Johnson and 

Onwuegbuzie (2004), quantitative methods can test and validate the constructed 

theories of how phenomena occur by examining the impacts amongst different 

variables. The differentiation of the self is thought to be critical for developing the 

interpersonal competence and emotional functioning of emerging adults (Skowron, 

Stanley, & Shapiro, 2009). However, this presumption has not been tested in the 

context of the Hong Kong Chinese. Since the role of culture and ethnicity has already 

been highlighted in the differentiation process of individuals (Lam & Chan-So, 2015; 

Skowron & Friedlander, 1998; Skowron & Schmitt, 2003), the differentiation of the 

self may therefore correlate differently with romantic outcomes under collective 

cultures as compared to those under individualistic cultures in Western countries.  
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In this regard, a quantitative study may be paramount for testing and validating the 

hypotheses in this study and allow predictions to be made by addressing the two 

following research questions: (a) does parental emotional attachment (predictor 

variable) affect the fear of intimacy (dependent variable) of emerging adults? and (b) 

does differentiation of the self (hypothesized mediating variable) mediate the 

relationship between parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy? 

5.1.3 Limitations of mixed methods research. 

Although the mixed methods approach has many advantages, there are still several 

challenges when using a mixed method design. First, the use of a mixed methods design 

to develop a psychometric scale is an iterative process of analyzing, coding, and 

integrating qualitative data with quantitative data, which is very time-consuming and 

can be costly (Bazeley, 2004, 2012; Driscoll, Appiah-Yeboah, Salib, & Rupert, 2007; 

Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Besides, the approach requires researchers to learn 

multiple methods and have the ability to combine each method effectively because 

integration is an important element in mixed methods research (Creswell & Clark, 

2011). According to Driscoll et al. (2007), the main disadvantage of merging both 

qualitative and quantitative data is when researchers ―quantitize qualitative data‖ by 

counting the numbers of times that a qualitative code occurs. This causes possible 

drawbacks with loss in the depth of the qualitative data when qualitative codes that are 

multi-dimensional are changed to dichotomous variables. Besides, another challenge of 

conducting mixed method research is interpreting conflicting results when there is no 

convergence or agreement between the quantitative and qualitative results (Driscoll et 

al., 2007). Despite the complexities in examining the phenomenon under investigation 

with the mixed methods approach (Slonim-Nevo & Nevo, 2009), Wagner et al. (2012) 
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provided some useful insights into the reciprocal use of both qualitative and 

quantitative data. They presented a case study on the impacts of withdrawal on risk 

injection behaviors in which qualitative results were used to inform the construction of 

a quantitative scale. However, conflicting findings were found on the importance of the 

impacts of withdrawal in their study. Therefore, Wagner et al. (2012) highlighted the 

importance of creating a reciprocal dialogue between qualitative and quantitative data, 

in which the former can be used to refine subsequent phases of quantitative studies, 

such as refining the scale to reconcile the results. However, this solution may not be 

feasible under the budget constraints and the short timeframe of this study. However, it 

is possible to avoid conflicting results by paying careful attention to the 

conceptualization of the constructs. Wagner et al. (2012) pointed out that discrepancies 

may result due to the inability of quantitative questions ―to accurately measure the same 

construct that was discussed in the qualitative interviews‖. In order to make better use 

of the mixed methods approach in this study, the author will avoid quantitizing the 

qualitative data by maximizing the reciprocal use of both qualitative and quantitative 

data. For example, instead of solely using qualitative data to generate an item pool for 

the PEAS, some parts of the interviews on the adaptive patterns of emerging adults in 

the primary parental triangle and romantic experiences can help to substantiate the 

quantitative results in the final discussion. In addition, the qualitative data may help to 

refine the quantitative research questions, especially in terms of the hypotheses made 

on the correlations amongst the different variables.  

In addition, prior to conducting the interviews, the author gained a clear theoretical 

and conceptual understanding of the construct of parental emotional attachment 

through the direction and supervision of a local experienced clinical practitioner of the 
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Bowen family systems theory. Besides, each statement in the initial item pool is refined 

from time to time after receiving feedback from both local and international experts of 

the Bowen family systems theory. It was anticipated that in doing so, the author could 

better exemplify the theoretical concept of ―unresolved emotional attachment‖ and 

clearly incorporate the concept in both the qualitative and quantitative studies. 

5.1.4 Research design.   

The mixed methods sequential exploratory research design is particularly useful 

for this research study which endeavours to develop a self-administered instrument for 

assessing parental emotional attachment (Creswell & Clark, 2007, 2011). With a mixed 

methods design, both qualitative and quantitative methods are used in a sequential 

order in which the collection of qualitative data precedes that of quantitative data. 

Building on the qualitative data, a new instrument called ―Parental Emotional 

Attachment Scale (PEAS)‖ has been developed and validated. In addition, both 

qualitative and quantitative data were merged in the results by using joint display 

(Guetterman et al., 2015) and qualitative data were also used to substantiate the 

discussions on the quantitative findings. Although typically more emphasis is placed on 

the qualitative data in a sequential exploratory design (Crewell et al., 2003), it is 

considered that the quantitative strand of this research has the important task of 

increasing the breadth of understanding of the research questions, particularly for 

developing and validating the newly developed PEAS and informing subsequent 

analyses that examine the correlations amongst parental emotional attachment, 

differentiation of the self and fear of intimacy. Therefore, priority is given to the 

quantitative strand of this study.  
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This research comprises several parts, including the development and validation of 

the PEAS, as well as a correlation analysis of parental emotional attachment in relation 

to other variables. The development of this scale and validation process consist of three 

consecutive phases: the substantive, structural and external validity phases, based on 

the construct approach proposed by Loevinger (1957). The characteristics of these three 

phases will be further addressed in Chapter 6 when the results of the development and 

validation of PEAS are presented. With regard to the mixed methods design, four 

sequential studies were undertaken based on four different samples, including a 

preliminary qualitative study, two pilot quantitative studies and a main study (see Table 

5.1). Subsequent analyses were also carried out to further examine the relationships 

amongst parental emotional attachment (as measured by the PEAS), differentiation of 

the self and fear of intimacy based on the same set of samples in the main study. The 

following section describes the sampling process, procedures, instruments and data 

analysis of each study.  
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Table 1.  

Summary of studies across substantive, structural and external validity phases  

Phase Study Aim Research Method Participant Procedure 

Substantive 

Validity  

Preliminary 

Study  

To generate items for 

Parental Emotional 

Attachment Scale 

(PEAS). 

 

To gather qualitative 

information on the 

influence of parental 

emotional attachment 

on romantic 

experiences of 

emerging adults.  

Semi-structured 

interviews 

24 participants from the general 

public in Hong Kong between 

the ages of 18-29 who are 

emerging adults  

 Additional items are generated and combined with the items that are 

derived from the literature review to form the initial item pool of PEAS. 

 Qualitative information is obtained on the influence of parental emotional 

attachment on romantic experiences of participants. 

 Face validation is carried out by two local experts of the Bowen theory to 

eliminate irrelevant items.   

 Linguistic equivalence of 108-item PEAS is translated into local dialect 

and accuracy checked. 

 Qualitative data also reveal additional themes that enrich the conceptions 

of ‗fear of intimacy‘.  

Structural 

Validity  

Pilot Study 

One 

To examine and select 

items for PEAS 

Written 

questionnaires 

(108 item pool for 

PEAS) 

291 participants between the 

ages of 18-29 who are local 

students of universities in Hong 

Kong.  

 By building on the qualitative data, the initial 108-item pool for PEAS is 

piloted through written questionnaires.  

 Reliability of the items is checked and validated through an exploratory 

factor analysis (EFA). 

 Both the EFA and expert opinion are applied to examine the list of items 

for content validation. 

 Experts also assess the items, eliminate irrelevant items, include extra 

items to cover omissions, collapse related items and eliminate 

double-barrier items, which result in a 58-item pool for PEAS.  

 Pilot Study 

Two 

To examine the factor 

structure of PEAS and 

refine items.  

Written 

Questionnaires 

(58 item pool for 

PEAS) 

332 participants, between the 

ages of 18-29 who are local 

students of universities in Hong 

Kong. 

 Internal consistency is determined. 

 The list of items is subjected to an EFA to determine the construct and 

definition of factors.  

 Expert opinion is then utilised again to review relevance 

representativeness and clarity of items for further revisions.  

External 

Validity  

Main Study To re-evaluate the 

factor structure and 

validate the PEAS.  

Written and online 

questionnaires 

(34-item pool for 

PEAS) 

755 participants from the 

general public in Hong Kong 

between the ages of 18-29 who 

are emerging adults 

 Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is conducted to validate the retained 

items. 

 Convergent validity is tested. 

  To test the hypothetical 

model 

   Hypothetical models are tested.  

 Through merging (i.e., the two data sets are brought together for analysis), 

the qualitative data collected in the preliminary study substantiate the 

quantitative findings for testing the theoretically hypothesized correlations 

amongst the key variables in the extended study. 
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5.1.4.1 Ethical considerations.  

Prior to the commencement of the study, the author read the current research ethics 

guidelines of the Hong Kong Baptist University and accepted responsibility for the 

conduct of the procedures in accordance with the University‘s Committee on the Use of 

Human & Animal Subjects in Teaching and Research (HASC). The author has 

attempted to identify all of the risks related to this research that may arise in conducting 

the study, obtained the relevant ethics approval, and acknowledged her obligations and 

the rights of the participants. 

5.2 Substantive Validity Phase: Development of Pool of Items for PEAS   

The substantive validity phase focuses on justifying the need to develop the PEAS, 

conceptualizing the construct and generating an initial item pool (Simms & Watson, 

2007). A preliminary qualitative study was conducted to gather qualitative information 

in order to enrich the item pool which exemplifies the construct of parental emotional 

attachment for scale development. Additionally, qualitative data on the influence of 

parental emotional attachment on the romantic experiences of emerging adults were 

also collected to substantiate the quantitative results and overall discussion.  

During the early stages of scale development, clear conceptualization and 

definitions are important to clarify the breadth and scope of the construct (Clark & 

Watson, 1995). Besides, it is also important to transform the theoretical concepts into 

operational definitions (Netemeyer, Bearden & Sharma, 2003). Potential statements 

were taken from previous work in the literature related to parental emotional 

attachment that refer to the theoretical importance of this construct. A list of items was 

generated as the initial item pool of the scale in four ways; that is, through: (a) a 
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literature review; (b) secondary data from seven focus groups (N=45) which were 

previously collected by the author for other research purposes (Ng et al., 2017); (c) 

suggestions from two senior Bowen family therapists based on their clinical 

experiences, and (d) qualitative interviews that were conducted to identify additional 

items for the development of the PEAS. 

5.2.1 Sampling design and participants.   

In a sequential mixed method design, a potential challenge in sampling lies in the 

limitations of a subsequent method that may be derived from the initial method 

(Palinkas et al., 2015). According to Morse and Niehaus (2009), the initial method for 

selecting the sample of a qualitative study may result in an overly small sample and lack 

the randomization necessary to meet the assumptions made in the subsequent 

quantitative analysis. In this study, various important socio-demographic variables, 

such as age, gender and employment status, are considered to affect romantic outcomes 

during emerging adulthood. In addition to the mean differences in age at first marriage 

between the men and women, employment status can be a factor that also affects one‘s 

capacity to form romantic relationship. Besides, work status can further affect the 

capacity to initiate romantic relationships and establish a family (Grzywacz & Marks, 

2000). In addition, men and women may differ in their level of commitment to form 

romantic relationships during the emerging adult years (Kimmel, 2017), as men tend to 

choose career over an intimate romantic relationship before they are able to support a 

family financially due to differences in gender expectations. In consideration of the 

importance of these variables, a more diverse sample is essential for the qualitative 

study in order to adequately supplement the quantitative results.  
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Purposive sampling is a form of nonprobability sampling and used in the 

qualitative study. The strengths of purposive sampling are that the technique 

maximizes the ability of researchers to select ―information-rich‖ cases under the 

constraint of limited resources (Patton, 2002), as well as select interviewees who are 

likely to provide useful and suitable data (Leavy, 2014). Purposive sampling with  

maximum variation approach was adopted to select participants who best exemplify the 

characteristics of emerging adulthood in accordance with the purposes of this study. 

Maximum variation sampling was applied to ensure the diversity of the participants 

with different socio-demographic backgrounds in order to capture heterogeneity in 

experiences (Patton, 2002).  

To qualify for participation in the study, an individual had to be: (a) between the 

ages of 18 and 29 years old (to comply with the definition of emerging adulthood); (b) 

sufficiently proficient in Chinese or Cantonese to provide informed consent and 

articulate themselves; (c) able to meet the demographic characteristics based on their 

current relationship and employment statuses, and gender as presented in the sampling 

frame (see Figure 2).  

All of the participants in the qualitative study were recruited through campus email 

at the Hong Kong Baptist University (HKBU) and solicited through various sources 

through snowball sampling by: (a) asking current social work students to identify 

suitable candidates from their personal networks; (b) contacting previous colleagues 

from the author‘s previous agency of employment to invite the participation of staff and 

friends from both their professional and personal networks; and (c) inviting community 
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participants through church contacts. A HK$50 supermarket gift certificate was given 

to each participant who attended the interview as a token of appreciation.   

 

Figure 2: Sampling frame 

Participants for the qualitative study were selected based on the sampling frame 

presented in Figure 2, but flexibility was allowed to include additional cases for new 

concepts and themes that emerged to increase the richness of the results. Instead of 

restricting the sample size, it is more important to identify suitable participants and 

produce relevant, in-depth and comprehensive data in regard to the research questions 

as qualitative methods primarily emphasize  data saturation (Ritchie, 2014).  

A total of 24 participants were recruited through two waves of recruitment. In the 

first wave of the recruitment process, sixteen cases were selected through pre-interview 

screening. An initial phone call was made to each potential participant to provide 

background information about the research and assess their suitability based on the case 



 

109 

 

selection matrix and inclusion criteria. Some of the participants were eliminated due to 

their unease on sharing their family issues, emotional and psychological instability  (e.g. 

depression) and difficulties in articulating their thoughts and feelings. After a 

qualitative data analysis was carried out on the first wave of the interviews, eight 

additional case interviews were conducted in the second wave of the recruitment 

process. The aim was to look for any emerging themes and enrich the item pool of the 

PEAS. Table 2 shows the demographics information of the participants of the 

individual interviews. 

5.2.2 Data collection. 

Semi-structured interviews (N=24) with four follow up interviews were conducted 

in the preliminary qualitative study. Semi-structured interviews are defined by Kvale 

and Brinkmann (2008) as ―an interview with the purpose of obtaining descriptions of 

the life worlds of the interviewee in order to interpret the meaning of the described 

phenomena‖ (as cited in Brinkmann, 2014). The purpose of using semi-structured 

interviews was to obtain reflexive accounts in gathering the views from emerging 

adults on their subjective experiences in advancing their capacity for romantic intimacy 

with reference to their relationship patterns and dynamics with parents during their 

process of maturity.  

Good interview questions, which are mostly characterized as open-ended, neutral, 

non-directive, sensitive and clear (Patton, 2002) queries,  are conducive for facilitating 

the engagement of participants in free and comfortable expression, and allow 

researchers to gather a wealth of descriptions of how participants experience the world 

rather than drilling them into reflecting, speculating or theorizing on their experiences, 
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per Brinkmann (2014). In line with the Bowen theory for research work, the author has 

tried to avoid asking ―why‖ questions and including more systemic questions in order 

to collect more functional facts of the participants on some  of the observable behaviors 

in their interactions with their parents and romantic partners (or potential targets). A 

semi-structured interview guide was formulated in order to provide direction (see 

Appendix A). Each interview comprised four key areas, including questions that 

concern: (a) current romantic experiences, including emotional events, stressors and 

adaptive patterns; (b) relationship with parents, which focus on emotional adaptive 

patterns in the primary triangle (i.e., father-mother-emerging adult child); (c) parental 

influences on development of romantic relationships, including the presence of a 

secondary triangle (i.e., parent-emerging adult child-partner) and identifying evidence 

of intergenerational transfer patterns and values; and (d) efforts of self-management in 

relationships with parents and romantic partner. 
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Table 2.  

Demographics of individually interviewed participants (N=24)  

 

Pseudonym Age Gender Relationship status Employment 

status 

Number of past 

romantic 

relationships 

Sibling position Status of parents‟ 

relationship  

Relationship 

with mother 

Relationship 

with father 

Crystal 20 F Never dated Studying 0 Youngest Conflicted Fair Fair 

Tara 22 F Never dated Studying 0 Middle Fair Fair Distant 

Sarah 30 F Never dated Employed 0 Eldest Distant Distant Fair 

Jacky 20 M Never dated Studying 0 Only child Divorced Close Distant 

Human 26 M Never dated Employed 0 Eldest Good Good Good 

Terrance 24 M Never dated Employed 0 Eldest Fair Good Fair 

Bo 20 F Not currently in a relationship but dated before Studying 1 Eldest Good Good Good 

Carly  26 F Not currently in a relationship but dated before Employed 2 Only child Good  Close Good 

Nicky 25 M Not currently in a relationship but dated before Studying 10 Only child Close Close Close 

Ken 25 M Not currently in a relationship but dated before Employed 1 Eldest Divorced Fair Distant 

Jimmy 27 M Not currently in a relationship but dated before Employed 1 Eldest Divorced Good Fair 

Sue 21 F Currently in a committed relationship Studying 0 Youngest Good Close Good 

Yan 25 F Currently in a committed relationship Employed 1 Middle Conflicted Fair Fair 

Rae 27 F Currently in a committed relationship Employed 4 Eldest Conflicted Good Distant 

Emma 21 F Currently in a committed relationship Studying 2 Only child Divorced  Close Good 

Fish 23 M Currently in a committed relationship Employed 1 Youngest Close Good Fair 

Eric 25 M Currently in a committed relationship Employed 2 Youngest Good Good Good 

Shine 24 M Currently in a committed relationship Employed 0 Eldest Fair Good Good 

Shirley 20 F Currently in a casual relationship Studying 0 Only child Good Close Close 

Ella 22 F Currently in a casual relationship Studying 1 Eldest Conflicted Close Close 

Abby 22 F Currently in a casual relationship Employed 3 Only Child Good Close Fair 

Alice 28 F Currently in a casual relationship Employed 2 Youngest Good Fair Good 

Ian 20 M Currently in a casual relationship Studying 1 Eldest Good Good Good 

Richmond 24 M Currently in a casual relationship Employed 4 Youngest Conflicted Distant Fair 
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5.2.3 Procedures. 

The author contacted the targeted participants by phone and invited them to attend 

an individual interview, which took place in the counseling room at the Department of 

Social Work of the Hong Kong Baptist University. Each interview lasted for 

approximately two hours and if needed, the participants were provided with a break 

halfway through the interview.  The author also provided an explanation on the 

interview procedure and statement of confidentiality to the participant and addressed 

his/her concerns before the interview started. The participant was informed that his/her 

participation is voluntary and anonymous and that s/he could withdraw from the study 

at any time. Besides, the interview would be audiotaped and transcribed verbatim in 

Chinese for further data analysis. All data would be treated in a confidential manner for 

the utility of this study only. Before their interview, the participants were provided with  

an information statement, which outlined the purpose of the study, rights of the 

participant, confidentiality details and request for audio-recording (see Appendix B). 

Besides, the participants also provided written informed consent (see Appendix C) and 

completed a personal information sheet. At the beginning of the interview, the author 

assured each participant that the author would be interested in anything that s/he had to 

say, and s/he is the expert of his/her personal experiences, so that there are no right or 

wrong answers in the conversation. In order to start with more descriptive aspects of the 

experiences of the participants, each was requested to carry out an exercise on the ―pie 

of life‖ in order to visualize and indicate the priority of family and romantic 

relationship amongst the different areas of their lives. The exercise also served as an ice 

breaker for conversation. Each participant was then given a HK$50 supermarket gift 

certificate as a token of appreciation immediately after s/he completed the interview. 
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Each interview was transcribed word for word in spoken Cantonese right after 

completion in order to note any specific text used by the interviewees and take account 

of contextual details during the interviews (Bailey, 2008). 

5.2.4 Data Analysis.  

A directed approach to content analysis was adopted in order to extend the 

conceptualization of parental emotional attachment through the lived experiences of the 

participants in the context of Hong Kong. According to Hsieh and Shannon (2005), this 

approach would benefit further elaborations of a phenomenon or extend theoretical 

conceptions. Owing to the deductive nature of the directed approach, the analysis was 

guided through a structured process in which the researcher began by identifying key 

domains and themes with reference to the guiding theory and existing research work 

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In this study, the first domain concerns the manifestations of 

parental emotional attachment which serve to identify additional items for the 

development of the PEAS. Based on a literature review and consultation with local 

Bowen family systems theory experts, five hypothesized dimensionalities of the PEAS 

were identified based on Bowen‘s theoretical propositions of unresolved emotional 

attachment as discussed in Chapter 4, namely emotional fusion of parent, emotional 

cutoff of parent, emotional dysfunction, triangling, and emotional projection of parent, 

which served as the key themes to identify items for the PEAS. Besides, another 

domain which focuses on parental influence in the development of romantic 

relationships, consists of three main themes: (a) stressors in forming and maintaining 

romantic relationships, (b) intergenerational transfer of values and emotional adaptive 

patterns in romantic interactions; and (c) ways to manage the self in intimate 

relationships. Since qualitative data are useful for a better understanding on the 
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reciprocity of the emotional process that underlies relationships with romantic partners 

and how they transfer emotional adaptive patterns from the primary parental triangle to 

current romantic experiences, this part of the findings was used to substantiate the 

quantitative results of the proposed model as  it was observed that a change in the 

dynamics within and amongst different relationships (e.g. parent-child, friendships, 

romantic) takes place in a more systematic and reciprocal way rather than being linear 

in nature (Collins & van Dulmen, 2006; Tanner, 2006). During the data analysis, the 

author allowed themes to emerge from the data in order to comprehend and extend the 

conceptualization.  All of the transcripts were carefully reviewed and all highlighted 

text was coded by using the predetermined themes wherever possible. Text that could 

not be coded into one of these themes was coded with another label or as a subtheme. 

The author used Microsoft Excel©  to organise and analyse the qualitative data. After 

building on the qualitative data, additional items that were associated with the construct 

of parental emotional attachment were added into the initial pool of items. 

5.3  Structural Validity Phase: Development of PEAS through Two Pilot Studies 

The focus of the structural validity phase was to psychometrically evaluate and 

select the items with reference to the theoretical model that underlies the construct 

(Simms & Watson, 2007).  During the item selection process, it is important to consider 

the goal of the scale development and the theoretical conceptualization of the target 

construct (Clark & Watson, 1995). Loevinger (1957) coined the term ―structural 

fidelity‖ to signify the importance of a scale that reflects the latent trait variances, as the 

internal structure of a scale (i.e., the inter-item correlations) should parallel the external 

structure of the targeted construct (i.e., correlations among manifestations of the 

construct).  
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In this study, the construct of parental emotional attachment is hypothesized to be 

multidimensional in nature in accordance with the underlying theoretical 

conceptualization of the Bowen family systems theory. Therefore, an internal 

consistency approach was applied on the strength of the theory in determining 

dimensionality (Clark & Watson, 1995; Simms & Watson, 2007). During this phase, 

two pilot studies were undertaken based on two different sets of samples for selecting 

the items of the 108 item-pool for the PEAS. 

5.3.1  Pilot Study One: item analysis of PEAS. 

With reference to the literature review, feedback from two family counselors and 

the results of the 24 individual semi-structured interviews, a pool of 108 items was 

generated. The purpose of Pilot Study One was to eliminate the redundant items.  

5.2.3.1. Participants and procedures.   

A convenient sample of 291 emerging adults were invited to take part in the study. 

They were recruited from two local universities (i.e., the Hong Kong Baptist University 

and City University of Hong Kong) and the Technological and Higher Education 

Institute of Hong Kong during the period of April to May 2017. The study inclusion 

criteria for the participants were that they had to be: (1) between 18-29 years old (to 

comply with the concept of emerging adulthood); (2) living in Hong Kong for at least 7 

years or more (so as to be considered as a Hong Kong permanent resident by law); and 

(3) able to understand Chinese or Cantonese sufficiently enough to give informed 

consent and complete the questionnaire.  
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The participants rated each item in the pool on a 6-point agreement Likert scale 

which ranged from 1 (very untrue of her) to 6 (very true of her). After the participants 

provided consent to proceed with the study, they were then each given a 

self-administered questionnaire, including the 108 item-pool PEAS and some 

socio-demographic questions that concerned age, gender, ethnicity, and employment 

and marital statuses. The questionnaire required a completion time of about 20 minutes. 

As incentive for the participants to participate in the survey, the author offered to 

donate $5 to a charity called ―Save the Children‖ for every completed questionnaire, up 

to $1000 in total for Pilot Study One. 

5.2.3.2  Statistical analysis.  

Cronbach‘s alpha was used to check the internal consistency of the PEAS. Internal 

consistency shows the degree of homogeneity of items in a scale; that is, the average 

correlation of items. The golden standard that indicates good internal consistency of a 

scale is a Cronbach‘s alpha coefficient that is greater than .80 (Cronbach, 1951; 

Nunnally & Bernstein 1994). Item level tests were also considered for assessing the 

scale mean and variance, corrected item-total correlation, inter-item correlation and the 

related Cronbach‘s alpha when an item was deleted to check for any redundancy among 

the items of the scale.  

Regarding the validity of the PEAS, it was first validated through content validity 

which involves testing the degree to which a scale actually measures the construct that 

is being examined (Clark & Watson, 1995; Field, 2013; Loevinger, 1957; Simms & 

Watson, 2007). Two local experts of the Bowen theory reviewed the items by rating 

each item on a four-point scale in terms of its relevance, clarity and representativeness. 
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Only items rated as highly relevant and representative were retained and those rated as 

irrelevant and unrepresentative were dropped. Items rated as unclear were also 

reworded. Items that were rated as slightly relevant and relevant were further consulted 

with the experts and considered for re-wording. As a result, the initial pool for the 

PEAS was reduced to 58 items.  

5.3.2 Pilot Study Two: exploratory factor analysis of PEAS. 

The purpose of Pilot Study Two was to refine the items and determine the 

dimensionality of the PEAS. To reduce research bias, the participants who were 

involved in Pilot Study One were excluded.  

5.3.2.1 Participants and procedures.   

A convenient sample of 332 emerging adults were invited to take part in the 

pre-pilot study. They were recruited from two local universities (i.e., the Hong Kong 

Baptist University and City University of Hong Kong) and the Technological and 

Higher Education Institute of Hong Kong in June 2017. Four student helpers were 

solicited to distribute written questionnaires in the canteens and public areas of each 

institute. Prior to the collection exercise, a debriefing session was conducted to 

familiarize the student helpers with the research purposes, operational procedures and 

ethical considerations. The study inclusion criteria for the participants were that they 

had to be: (1) between 18-29 years old (to comply with the concept of emerging 

adulthood); (2) living in Hong Kong for at least 7 years or above (so as to be considered 

as Hong Kong permanent resident by law); and (3) able to understand Chinese or 

Cantonese language sufficiently to give informed consent and complete the 
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questionnaire. The participants first provided informed consent to proceed with the 

study, and then each individual was given a self-administered questionnaire, including 

the 58 item-pool of the PEAS and the same socio-demographic questions used in Pilot 

Study One. The questionnaire required a completion time of about 20 minutes. As 

incentive for the participants to participate in the survey, the author offered to donate $5 

to ―Save the Children‖ for every completed questionnaire, up to $1000 in total for Pilot 

Study Two. 

5.3.2.2  Statistical analysis.  

Cronbach‘s alpha was also used to check the internal consistency, including the 

item-total and inter-item correlations, of the 58 items in the pool. Besides, the construct 

validity of the 58 items was assessed with an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) which 

aims to elucidate the underlying structure of a set of variables (Clark & Watson, 1995; 

Field, 2013). Construct validity refers to testing a scale in terms of the theoretically 

deprived hypotheses that concern the nature of the underlying variable or construct 

(Clark & Watson, 1995). Since parental emotional attachment is operationalized as a 

multi-dimensional construct, principal components extraction and a Varimax rotation 

were used to examine the factor structure of the PEAS in order to address factor-based 

validity. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) (measure) test for sampling adequacy and 

the Bartlett‘s test for sphericity were conducted to determine the appropriateness of 

using the EFA. A KMO value greater than .80 is considered to be acceptable for 

proceeding with the EFA (Kaiser, 1974). The extraction criterion is greater than .40 for 

each item loading to ensure that the item loadings are selected based on the most 

conceptually possible model  (Kline, 1986). Only factors with eigenvalues greater than 

one were retained (Kaiser, 1960).   
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Finally, a reduced list of 34 items with factor loadings of .4 or higher were retained. 

Two international experts of the Bowen theory reviewed the 34 items in terms of their 

wording, relevance and representativeness, and the proposed four-factor structure. 

5.4  External Validity Phase: Validation of PEAS  

The external validity phase concerns testing the translation of the PEAS to general 

practice. After identifying the subscales of the PEAS in Pilot Study Two, the main 

study was conducted which served to further evaluate the 4-factor structure of the 

PEAS (N=34) and its convergent validity and theoretically test the predicted relations 

amongst parental emotional attachment, differentiation of the self and fear of intimacy 

(as proposed in Chapter 4).  

5.4.1 Participants.  

A convenience sample of 755 emerging adults [337 males (44.6%) and 417 

females (55.2%)] between 18 and 29 years old (M= 21.76, SD= 2.89) were invited to 

take part in this study. In order to secure a more diverse sample, the participants were 

recruited through various activities during the period of June to July 2017 including: (a) 

distributing written questionnaires at two local universities (i.e., Hong Kong Baptist 

University and City University of Hong Kong) and the Technological and Higher 

Education Institute of Hong Kong, (b) snowball sampling through an online 

questionnaire (i.e., Google Form),  and (c) sending written questionnaires to social 

services centers and churches in the author‘s personal networks. Six student helpers 

were solicited to distribute the written questionnaires in the canteens and public areas of 

each institute. Prior to the collection exercise, a debriefing session was conducted to 

familiarize the student helpers with the research purposes, operational procedures and 
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ethical considerations. The study inclusion criteria for the participants were that they 

had to be: (1) between 18-29 years old (to comply with the concept of emerging 

adulthood); (2) living in Hong Kong for at least 7 years or more (so as to be considered 

as a Hong Kong permanent resident by law); and (3) able to understand Chinese or 

Cantonese sufficiently enough to give informed consent and complete the 

questionnaire. 

5.4.2 Procedures.   

The participants were instructed to read the information sheet carefully and 

provide written informed consent. After they had given their consent to proceed with 

the study, they were then each provided with a self-administered questionnaire which 

would require a completion time of around 30 minutes. As incentive for the participants 

to participate in the survey, the author offered to donate $5 to a charity called ―Save the 

Children‖ for every completed questionnaire, up to $1000 in total for the main study 

(See Appendix D). 

5.4.3 Instruments.  

The instruments used in this research study are provided in Table 3, which are the 

PEAS, and the Chinese versions of the Differentiation of Self Inventory (DSI), Fear of 

Intimacy (C-FIS), State-trait Anxiety Inventory (C-STAI), and a socio-demographic 

questionnaire. 

5.4.3.1  Parental Emotional Attachment Scale.  

The 34 items for the PEAS in the main part of the study were modified in 

accordance with the results of the EFA in Pilot Study Two and experts reviewed them 
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to reduce or retain items based on both their psychometrical and theoretical 

assessments. The 34-item PEAS was subjected to scale validation in the subsequent 

study. The PEAS is a self-rating scale which measures the intensity of parental 

emotional attachment from the point of view of the emerging adult. This scale includes 

a wide range of items that describe the various forms of behavioral manifestations 

during the interactions between parent and emerging-adult child. Parental emotional 

attachment is operationalized in a multidimensional manner, given that it incorporates 

different components based on Bowen‘s theoretical conceptualization of unresolved 

emotional attachment (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988).  It signifies emotional 

programming through family interactions which results in emotional sensitivity that 

governs parental behaviors in the form of attention, expectations, approval and 

sensitivity (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). The participants rated each item in the pool on a 

6-point agreement Likert scale which ranged from 1 (very untrue of her) to 6 (very true 

of her) to reflect how truthfully the statement describes their mother from their point of 

view.  The mean of all the items was calculated as the scale score. Higher scores 

indicate greater parental emotional attachment. 

To compute the full-scale score for the 34-item PEAS, first, the items in the 

Parental Emotional Separateness (PES) subscale were reversed. The full scale score of 

the PEAS was obtained by summing across all items and dividing by the total number 

of items (N=34). To facilitate a comparison of the full-scale and subscale scores, each 

subscale was computed by reversing the items in the PES subscale, then summing the 

item scores of each subscale and dividing by the number of items in each subscale. 

Higher scores signify greater emotional intensity of parental attachment. 
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5.4.3.2  Chinese version of the Differentiation of Self Inventory.  

The level of differentiation of the self was measured by using the Chinese version of 

the Differentiation of Self Inventory (C-DSI; Lam & Chan-So, 2015).  The original 

43-item DSI was developed by Skowron and Friedlander (1998) based on Bowen‘s 

theoretical differentiation of the self which has important consideration in the 

functioning of an individual (Bowen, 1978). The DSI measures the degree of emotional 

maturity at both the intrapersonal and interpersonal levels. As for concerns of its internal 

consistency and construct validity (Jenkins, Buboltz,; Skowron & Schmitt, 2003), 

Skowron and Schmitt (2003) revised the Fusion with Others subscale which resulted in 

the 46-item Differentiation of Self Inventory-Revised (DSI-R). The DSI-R consists of 

four subscales: the ―I-Position‖ (IP), Emotional Reactivity (ER), Emotional Cutoff (EC), 

and Fusion with Others (FO). The DSI-R has been found to have strong correlations 

with other measures of relationship adjustment and emotional regulation (Skowron, 

2000; Skowron & Schmitt, 2003; Skowron & Dendy, 2004).  

The DSI-R has been translated into Chinese and validated by Lam and Chan-So 

(2015) through  a series of studies based on samples of adults who are 25 and over in 

Hong Kong. The C-DSI consists of five subscales: IP (10 items), ER (12 items), EC (8 

items), and FO, in which the latter is differentiated as ―Fusion with Others (FO)‖ (5 

items) and ―Fusion with Family (FF)‖ (5 items). The IP subscale assesses the extent to 

which a person is able to define and express his or her own perspective and assert his/her 

principles in the face of anxiety and/or social pressure. A person with a high IP is able to 

manage his or her expectations of him/herself and others. The ER subscale assesses the  

ability of an individual to be aware of and regulate affects under the influence of external 

stimuli (Papero, 1990). A person with high ER tends to react to stimuli in a reflex-like 
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manner without thinking adequately and objectively. The EC subscale assesses the 

tendency to which an individual reactively distances him/herself from others physically 

or emotionally to deal with anxiety and tension and avoid being emotionally engulfed or 

abandoned (Bowen, 1978; Lam & Chan-So, 2015; Skowron & Friedlander, 1998). The 

FO subscale measures the degree of emotional intimacy with others. Individuals with 

high FO have a greater tendency to adopt the values and thinking of others without much 

thoughtful consideration of themselves, and a greater tendency to expect others to think 

and feel in their own way. According to Bowen (1978), people with high FO have a 

great extent of emotional involvement with significant others and difficulty in dealing 

with differences. In the C-DSI (Lam & Chan-So, 2015), the FO subscale is further 

differentiated as ―FO‖ and ―FF‖ which acknowledge the Chinese cultural emphasis of 

familistic orientation and the bilateral meaning of the self. The FF subscale is similar to 

the operational definition of FO, as it focuses on emotional over-involvement with 

family members.  

The number of items of the C-DSI was reduced from 46 to 40 with respect to 

item-scale correlation, in that four items with low item-total correlation were removed: 

Items 2 (r=.029), 32 (r=.070), 37 (r=0.010), and 42 (r=0-090), as well as two ambiguous 

items: Items 3 (I often feel inhibited around my family) and 40 (I feel things more 

intensely than others do) (Lam & Chan-So, 2015). The C-DSI has been found to be 

reliable with a Cronbach‘s alpha of .868, and high to moderate reliability for the five 

following subscales: IP = .805, ER = .803, EC = .721, FO = .759; and FF = .676. A 

test-retest score of .779 over a 2-month interval for the instrument as a whole was 

recorded. The coefficient of alpha for each of the five scales ranged from .633 to .745 

(Lam & Chan-So, 2015). In addition, the C-DSI has also demonstrated high reliable 
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construct validity and the five subscales have substantial correlations with the General 

Contentment Scale (GCS).  

In the study by Lam and Chan-So (2015), the validation of the DSI-R was based on  

adults who are 25 and older. However, the DSI or DSI-R has been adopted in many  

research work with adolescence and emerging adults (Chung & Gale, 2006; Knauth, 

Skowron & Escobar, 2006; Peleg-Popko, 2004; Skowron et al., 2004, 2009; Skowron 

& Dendy, 2004). 

5.4.3.3  Chinese version of State-Trait Anxiety Inventory.  

The State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI) was developed by Spielberger, Gorsuch, 

Lushene, Vagg and Jacobs (1983) which consists of two 20-item subscales to determine 

the presence of anxiety symptoms and propensity of anxiety in an individual. 

According to Spielberger et al. (1983), the State Anxiety subscale assesses the transient 

state of anxious emotional arousal in the present circumstances of an individual, 

whereas the Trait Anxiety subscale assesses his/her general tendency and personal 

characteristic to respond with anxiety to perceived threats in the environment. Changes 

were reported in state anxiety scores under experimentally induced stressors whereas 

the trait anxiety scores remained relatively stable (Spielberger et al., 1983). Although 

there have been discussions on an alternative factor structure for the STAI (Devito & 

Kubis, 1983; Shek, 1991), the two original subscales most resemble Bowen‘s definition 

of anxiety which is defined as emotional reactivity to real (i.e., acute anxiety) or 

imagined (i.e., chronic anxiety) threats (Kerr & Bowen, 1988, p. 113), which are thus 

retained in this study. All items of the STAI are rated on 4-point Likert scale on the 

frequency of particular symptoms from 1 (Almost never) to 4 (Almost always). State 



 

125 

 

anxiety items include: ―I feel calm; I feel secure‖ and ―I am tense; I feel strained‖. Trait 

anxiety items include: ―I feel pleasant; I feel satisfied with myself‖ and ―I feel nervous 

and restless; I wish I could be as happy as others seem to be‖.  A higher score indicates 

a higher level of anxiety. The STAI has been found reliable with high reliability of .92 

and .90 for the the State and Trait subscales, respectively (Spielberger et al., 1983). The 

recorded test-retest reliability coefficients ranged from .65 to .75 over a 2-month period 

for the STAI (Spielberger et al., 1983).  

The STAI has been used as a measure of anxiety in several studies to test its 

relevance to the construct validity of the differentiation of self through convergent and 

discriminant validities (e.g., Haber, 1993; Larson & Wilson, 1998; Skowron & 

Friedlander, 1998). As Kerr and Bowen (1988) stated, ―chronic anxiety increases as 

level of differentiation decreases‖ (p. 117). In the Bowen theory, chronic anxiety is 

regarded as an important variable parallel to the differentiation of the self. It is viewed 

as primarily produced within relationships and inherited from previous generations. In 

this study, the Chinese version of the STAI (C-STAI) is used (Shek, 1988; 1991), with 

both State and Trait subscales applied to test the convergent validity of the PEAS. The 

convergent validity assesses the degree to which two measures of theoretically related 

constructs are correlated (Simms & Watson, 2007). In 1988, Shek‘s study found that 

C-STAI was reliable (A-State = .90 and A-Trait = .81). Furthermore, the factorial 

structure of the C-STAT was confirmed by a confirmatory factor analysis (Shek 1991).  

5.4.3.4  Chinese Version of Fear of Intimacy Scale.  

The Fear of Intimacy Scale (FIS; Descutner & Thelen, 1991) is used to measure 

anxiety about close dating relationships regardless of relationship status.  For the 
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participants in this study who are still single, they were asked to rate the items by 

imagining that they are in a close dating relationship. This 35-item self-rating 

questionnaire is rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all characteristic of me) to 

5 (extremely characteristic of me). The sum of all the items is computed as the scale 

score, with a higher score indicating a greater fear of intimacy. The original English 

version of the FIS was found to have good construct validity and internal consistency 

(Cronbach‘s alpha of .93) with a one-month test-retest correlation of .89 (Descutner & 

Thelen, 1991).  

The reliability and validity of the Chinese version of the FIS (C-FIS; Ingersoll, 

Norvilitis, Zhang, Jia, & Tetewsky, 2008) was assessed in a sample of college students 

in China (n=343) and the United States (n=283) which demonstrated good reliability in 

the Chinese sample (Cronbach‘s alpha of .88). Although the original scale has been 

described as unidimensional (Descutner & Thelen, 1991; Hook et al., 2004), Ingersoll 

et al. (2008) identified three distinct components of the C-FIS which are ―Imagined 

Openness (IO)‖, ―Imagined Fear of Closeness (IFC)‖ and ―Past Fear of Closeness 

(PFC)‖ as tested by a CFA. The fit indices suggested that the three-factor model of the 

C-FIS is satisfactory (X
2
= 1962.6; GFI=.818; CFI=780; RMSEA=.062). In support of 

the construct validity of the C-FIS, the degree of fear of intimacy is correlated 

negatively with self-esteem and social support and positively with depression (Ingersoll 

et al., 2008). Therefore, the C-FIS is an appropriate tool that can be used for the Chinese 

population.  

The linguistic equivalence of the C-FIS to the local Cantonese dialect was 

considered and checked for accuracy by two bilingual experienced researchers and the 
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revised versions were piloted in this study to check its reliability, factor structure and 

validity. In this study, the Cronbach‘s alpha of the C-FIS is .843. The 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO measure) value for sampling adequacy is .91, and the 

chi-square value of the Bartlett‘s test for sphericity is 5088.158 (p< .000). The 

convergent validity was examined by correlating the C-FIS with the C-STAI. The 

results showed that the C-FIS is positively correlated to the C-STAI (r = .309), thus 

indicating good convergent validity of the C-FIS. 

5.4.3.5 Socio-demographic questionnaire.  

The socio-demographic information requested of the participants in a 

questionnaire included age, gender, ethnicity, and employment and marital statuses. 

Some important demographic information was also collected which are considered to 

reflect the functioning of an individual (Bowen, 1978; Kerr, 2003, 2007), including 

educational attainment, position in the family, and some information on the parents, 

including their education level, marital status and relationships, and the perceived 

closeness of the participants with their parents.  

5.4.4 Statistical analysis.  

SPSS 24.0 software was used for all of the statistical analyses except for the CFA. 

The CFA were conducted with Amos 22.0. Any value in which p<0.05 was considered 

statistically significant. The raw data were checked prior to data analysis and showed 

less than 5% missing data, and hence mean and median replacement for the missing 

data were carried out to ensure that all of the data were included. The demographic 

characteristics of the sample were presented as means, standard deviations (SDs) for 

the continuous variables as well as in number and percentages for the categorical 
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variables. The scores of the measures were calculated and presented as total  mean 

scores, standard deviations, skewness and kurtosis. Normality of the data was checked. 

Data would be transformed by squaring each of the value, if the data were highly 

skewed and with high kurtosis. 

5.4.4.1 Reliability.   

Cronbach‘s alpha was used to check the internal consistency of the PEAS. The 

internal consistency is the degree of homogeneity of which the items are measuring the 

same dimension to check the internal consistency of the scale. The golden standard for 

good internal consistency of a scale is a Cronbach‘s alpha coefficient greater than .80 

(Cronbach, 1951; Nunnally & Bernstein 1994). The item level tests were also 

considered to assess the scale mean and variance, corrected item-total correlation, and 

the related Cronbach‘s alpha when an item was deleted to check for any redundancy 

among the items of the scale.  

5.4.4.2  Construct Validity.   

In the main study, construct validity was assessed by using a CFA. The model fit 

was examined with reference to the raw and modified chi-square fit statistics (X2 and 

CMIN/DF), comparative fit index (CFI), incremental fit index (IFI) and root mean 

square error of approximations (RMSEA). It is important to emphasise here that the 

raw and modified chi-square fit statistics might be biased with sample size, whereas the 

IFI is relatively less affected by the sample size (Bergh, 2015). Both a CFI and IFI 

greater than .90 indicate a good fit, whereas an RMSEA value less than .06 indicates a 

good model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Schreiber, Nora, Stage, Barlow, & King, 2006).  
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5.4.4.3 Convergent Validity.   

Convergent validity assesses the degree to which two measures of theoretically 

related constructs are correlated (Clark & Watson, 1995; Field, 2013). The convergent 

validity was examined by correlating the PEAS with other measures. It was 

hypothesized that (a) parental emotional attachment (as measured by the PEAS) is 

positively correlated with chronic anxiety (as measured by the Trait Anxiety subscale 

of the C-STAI) and supports Bowen‘s assumption (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988) 

that high levels of unresolved emotional attachment within the family may lead to 

higher levels of chronic anxiety in an individual; and (b) parental emotional attachment 

is negatively correlated with self-esteem (as measured by the RES) in that intense 

emotional interactions between parent and children can prevent the successful 

transition of the latter into adulthood, particularly in terms of developing their sense of 

self (Carawan, Nalavany, & Jenkins, 2016;  Chung et al., 2014). 

5.4.4.4 Regression analysis.  

In this study, the relative importance of socio-demographic factors, parental 

emotional attachment and differentiation of the self are assessed on the basis of how 

much they add to the prediction of fear of intimacy. Hierarchical multiple regression 

was used to assess fear of intimacy as the outcome variable in the hierarchical multiple 

regression with the predictor variables entered in the following order in a theoretically 

grounded order (Petrocelli, 2003): socio-demographic factors (Step 1); parental 

emotional attachment (Step 2); and differentiation of the self (Step 3). This can 

determine the proportion of the variance in the variable of the fear of intimacy as 

explained by the other variables. Hierarchical multiple regression is useful for testing 

specific, theory-based hypotheses (Cohen, 2013), as well as the theoretical assumptions, 
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and assessing the influence of various predictor variables to predict the outcome 

variable (Petrocelli, 2003).  

5.4.4.5 Test for mediation.  

The mediator variable is used to explain the relationship between the predictor and 

outcome variables (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Frazier, Tix, & Barron, 2004). In this study, 

the differentiation of the self (as measured by the C-DSI) is hypothesized to be the 

mediator variable in that parental emotional attachment indirectly influences the fear of 

intimacy through the differentiation of self.  According to Frazier et al. (2004), 

mediators seek to answer ―how‖ or ―why‖ one variable predicts or causes an outcome 

variable. By hypothesizing the differentiation of self as a mediator, this study further 

explores how it serves as a means through which parental emotional attachment 

(predictor) influences the fear of intimacy (outcome variable) of an individual (Baron 

& Kenny, 1986). 

A path analysis was used to test the mediating effect of the differentiation of self on 

parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy. The mediational model was tested 

with a procedure proposed in Frazier, Tix and Barron (2004) to determine the 

mediating effect. Frazier et al. (2004) identified a few prerequisites for mediation 

analysis based on their literature review (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Hoyle & Robinson, 

2008; Judd & Kenny, 1982; Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998) including: (a) a significant 

relation between the predictor (i.e., parental emotional attachment) and the outcome 

variable (i.e., fear of intimacy), given that there is an effect to mediate; (b) a significant 

relation between the predictor (i.e., parental emotional attachment) and the mediator 

(i.e., differentiation of self); (c) the selection of a mediator that is likely to have similar 
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relations with the predictor and outcome variable, or even a stronger relation with the 

outcome than with the predictor, in order to maximize the power of the mediation test; 

and (d) high reliability of the measure of the mediator (i.e., C-DSI) to prevent 

underestimation of the effect of the mediator on the outcome variables.  

A series of path analyses were performed to test the mediating effect of the 

differentiation of self on the relationship between parental emotional attachment and 

fear of intimacy. The mediating effect of the differentiation of self was determined by 

using multiple regressions that involve three equations (Baron and Kenny, 1986): (a) a 

regression equation (i.e., parental emotional attachment) to predict the outcome 

variable (i.e., fear of intimacy); (b) a regression equation (i.e., parental emotional 

attachment) to predict the mediator (i.e., differentiation of self); and (c) a predictive and 

mediation regression equation for the outcome variable. The statistical analyses were 

conducted with an SPSS macro called PROCESS macro  ‗Model 4‘ (Hayes, 2013), 

which was used to investigate the mediation of the differentiation of self on the 

relationship between parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy. 

 
Figure 3.  Schematic of macro for SPSS, PROCESS, for processing ‗Model 4‘ for mediation 

(Hayes, 2013)  
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5.5 Summary 

A mixed-method sequential exploratory design is adopted in this study as it is 

useful for scale development and offers a more diverse perspective for exploring the 

dimensions of the construct of parental emotional attachment with qualitative data. In 

regard to the research design, the author has provided the rationale for using mixed 

methods and the ways that both qualitative and quantitative data can be combined for 

the development of the PEAS. A construct approach to scale development is adopted to 

systemically guide the flow of this study through three consecutive phases based on 

four different samples. The methods in each phase of the scale development and an 

extended quantitative study to test the hypothesized models have been elaborated in 

this chapter. The key challenge in this study is to measure the systemic construct of 

parental emotional attachment in a reliable and valid manner. Apart from making 

specific effort in the different stages of scale development and validation analysis, the 

author has also considered the entire supplementary component of mixing both 

qualitative and quantitative data in order to deliver credible and meaningful results. 
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Table 3.  

Instruments used in research. 
 

Variable Measure Subscale No. of 

items 

alpha  Validated in HK? 

Parental Emotional 

Attachment 

Parental Emotional Attachment Scale 

(PEAS) 

-- Self-developed 

Overall scale 

Parental Emotional Fusion 

Parental Emotional Separateness  

Parental Over-functioning 

Parental Emotional Projection 

34 

12 

7 

8 

7 

α = .89 

α = .89 

α = .78 

α = .78 

α = .74 

Yes 

Differentiation of Self Chinese version of Differentiation of 

Self Inventory  

(C-DSI; Lam & Chan, 2015) 

Overall scale 

I-position (IP) 

Emotional Reactivity (ER) 

Emotional Cutoff (EC) 

Fusion with Others (FO) 

Fusion with Family (FF) 

40 

10 

11 

8 

6 

5 

α = .87 

α = .81 

α = .80 

α = .72 

α = .76 

α = .68 

Yes 

Fear of Intimacy Chinese version of Fear of Intimacy 

(C-FIS; Ingersoll , 2008) 

Overall scale 

Imagined Openness 

Imagined Fear of Closeness 

Past Fear of Closeness 

35 

15 

15 

5 

α = .88 

α = .89 

α = .79 

α = .69 

Yes 

Anxiety  Chinese version of State-Trait Anxiety 

Inventory (C-STAI; Shek, 1991) 

Overall scale 

State-Anxiety Subscale 

Trait-Anxiety Subscale 

40 

20 

20 

α =.90  

α =.90 

α =.81 

Yes 

Socio-demographics  Socio-demographic questionnaire  Age, Gender, Educational level, 

Employment status, Marital status, 

Living conditions, Family position, 

Relationship status with parent(s), 

Mother‘s educational level, Father‘s 

educational level, Relationship with 

mother, Relationship with father, and 

Household income 

 

14 Nil Nil 
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Chapter 6. Development and Validation of Parental Emotional     

Attachment Scale  

In recent decades, the over-involvement of parents in the lives of emerging adults 

has become an emerging trend both globally and locally (Nelson et al., 2011; Nelson, 

2010; Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012). As discussed in Chapter Three on how the 

Bowen theory views the phenomenon of parental over-involvement from its theoretical 

understanding of unresolved emotional attachment, the purpose of the development of 

this scale is to capture the intensity of parental emotional attachment during 

interactions between parents and emerging adults. In this chapter, the author first 

provides the construct conceptualization and the justification for the development of a 

self-developed instrument called the Parental Emotional Attachment Scale (PEAS), 

and then presents the results of the development and validation process of the PEAS in 

three consecutive phases. First, the author presents the development of the item pool 

during the substantive validity phase by building on a literature review and qualitative 

data. Second, the author reports the results of two pilot studies in the structural validity 

phase on the process of item selection and psychometric evaluation of the items for the 

PEAS, including the results of an EFA.  

6.1 Development of Parental Emotional Attachment Scale  

Is it necessary to develop the PEAS? This is a very critical and fundamental 

question that the author had to answer before work on developing the PEAS was 

undertaken. She began with a thorough review of the related literature to identify 

previous efforts that measure and conceptualize the construct of parental emotional 

attachment during emerging adulthood. Despite the influential role of the emotional 
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attachment of the parents on the emotional functioning of their children and its 

consequential impacts on the psychosocial functioning of their children, there are few 

credible instruments that can measure this important construct in a definable and 

measurable way in Hong Kong. At the same time, indigenous studies that examine 

relationships with parents during the phase of emerging adulthood are scarce. A local 

study by Leung and Shek (2018) was conducted very recently to investigate the 

phenomenon of overparenting in Hong Kong during emerging adulthood. The 

conceptualization of the study stemmed from the concept of overparenting and its 

dimensionalities which are incorporated in both behavioral and affectional controlling 

parenting practices (e.g., close monitoring, excessive affective involvement). Although 

the PEAS still incorporates some of the major manifestations of parental 

over-involvement in the life of emerging adults (e.g., my mother will not let me take 

appropriate responsibility for myself), the scale also focuses the dimensions for the 

presence of the underlying emotional process during parent-child interaction (e.g., my 

mother always blames me instead of staying objective when we have conflicts).  

In addition, the development of the PEAS is theory-driven. Based on the 

theoretical propositions of the Bowen family systems theory (Bowen, 1978), the 

elements of emotional fusion, triangling and emotional projection of parent are also 

brought into the conceptualization. Some statements which exemplify the construct of 

parental emotional attachment are created after undergoing a literature review (e.g., 

Bowen, 1978; Brown, 2017; Kerr, 2003; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Noone & Papero, 2015; 

Skowron & Dendy, 2004; Skowron et al., 2009; Titelman, 2003). For instance, some 

items are created to  signify the emotional patterns in the primary triangle, such as ―my 

mother often involves me in conflicts between she and her spouse (or other family 
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members)‖, were included as a stable primary triangle that can promote a balanced 

relationship between each spouse and the child (Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Klever, 2009). 

Besides, some of the statements which stemmed from the concept of the ―family 

projection process‖ (Bowen, 1978) were included to describe the ways that parents 

transfer their emotional problems to an emerging adult which may impair the 

functioning and ability of the latter to become a self.  For example, items such as ―my 

mother tries to make up for her deficiencies in her younger years by preventing me from 

making the same mistakes‖.  In this case, the emerging-adult child may develop a 

heightened need for the approval of his or her mother and may face difficulties in 

meeting her expectations when the underlying emotional process is so intense. The 

PEAS has been therefore developed and validated with regard to the absence of similar 

measures that can adequately tap into the dimensions of the construct of parental 

emotional attachment based on the Bowen theory in order to improve the integrity and 

validity of future research studies that are designed to examine parental emotional 

involvement during emerging adulthood. 

6.2 Conceptualization and Operationalization of Parental Emotional Attachment.  

The theoretical basis of the parental emotional attachment construct rests on the 

concept of ―unresolved emotional attachment‖ in the Bowen family systems theory 

which signifies the symbiotic or undifferentiated relationship between parent and child 

as manifested in different forms of emotional fusion in relationships, such as emotional 

projection, emotional distancing, emotional dysfunction, emotional cutoff and 

emotional triangles (Bowen, 1978; Titelman, 2003). However, the author has avoided 

the direct use of ―unresolved emotional attachment‖ by taking into consideration that 

the scope of the PEAS may not be broad enough to fully capture and represent all of the 
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facets of this original construct in Bowen (1978). Bowen (1978) stated that unresolved 

emotional attachment can be manifested in a variety of ways and such attachment can 

have many degrees of intensity (p. 534). The manifestation of unresolved emotional 

attachment may vary at different stages of development and in different cultural 

contexts. Therefore, the PEAS only reflects some of its manifestations in the interaction 

between emerging adults and their parents in the Hong Kong context. Whether the 

PEAS can be generalized to different populations remains a question to be addressed in 

future studies. In this regard, the author has considered the use of ―parental emotional 

attachment‖ as the operational construct whereas the theoretical proposition of 

―unresolved emotional attachment‖ serves to guide the underlying conceptualization.  

In this study, the construct of parental emotional attachment is conceptually 

centered on the emotional fusion between parent and child, focusing on emotional 

intensity through different forms of behavioral manifestations within the interaction 

between parents and emerging adults. At the operational level, the definition of parental 

emotional attachment is defined as emotional programming through parent-child 

interactions which governs behaviours through the relational sensitivities of attention, 

expectations, approval and distress (Frost, 2016; Kerr, 2007). 

The PEAS is developed from the perspective of emerging adults by examining 

how they perceive their interactions with their mother. The PEAS mainly examines 

parental emotional attachment that is manifested through the behaviors and beliefs of 

mothers. Unresolved symbiotic attachment is used ―to describe the undifferentiation 

between people, particularly in reference to the mother-child relationship‖ (Kerr & 

Bowen, 1988, p. 68). In addition, the mother rather than the father is usually more prone 
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to excessive emotional involvement with the child because she is usually the primary 

caretaker (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). However, the role of father has also been addressed in 

the qualitative data in this study to better understand the reciprocal emotional process in 

manifestations of parental emotional attachment in the Discussion chapter. 

6.3 Substantive Validity Phase: Preliminary Study 

The purpose of the substantive validity phase is to define the construct of parental 

emotional attachment and create an initial pool of items for the PEAS.  Since the 

deficiencies in an item pool cannot be rectified later in the scale construction process 

(Clark & Watson, 1995), it is important to include all possible items in the initial stage 

of the development of the scale.  The initial item pool for the PEAS was developed 

from: (a) a literature review relevant to parental emotional attachment during emerging 

adulthood and the ―putative traits‖ of some alternative forms of parent-child interaction, 

such as overparenting and helicopter parenting; (b) secondary data obtained from seven 

focus groups (N=45) which were previously collected by the author for other research 

purposes with consent from the chief investigator of the project (Ng et al., 2017); and (c) 

the results of semi-structured in-depth interviews with twenty-four participants and 

four follow-up interviews.  

6.3.1 Characteristics of participants of semi-structured interviews.  

The sample of participants of the semi-structured interviews (N=24) consisted of 

almost an equal percentage of males (45.8%) and females (54.2%) who are between 18 

and 29 years old (Mage= 23.62, SD= 2.98). The participants are all Hong Kong Chinese 

(100%). About 42% are studying and 58% are working. A total of 45.8% are single and 

a quarter of them (25%) have never been in any relationship before, followed by those 
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who are single but have been involved in a relationship before (20.8%).  Over half 

(54.2%) are dating of which half of these individuals have a stable partner (29.2%) 

while the other half (25%) are currently involved in a casual relationship (i.e., defined 

as a dating relationship that is not exclusive in nature, in which the partners do not 

expect mutual commitment as in an exclusive relationship). Table 4 presents the 

socio-demographics of the participants in terms of frequency and percentage. The 

qualitative data will be provided with the quantitative results of the Pilot Study Two in 

a following section.  

6.3.2 Results of preliminary pool of items for PEAS.  

Together with a few recommended items from a family counsellor based on her 

clinical experience, an initial item pool (N=108) was generated to exemplify the 

construct of parental emotional attachment in the preliminary study. The recommended 

items are: ―q34. My mother snoops through my personal belongings‖, ―q35. My mother  

monitors my social media activities, such as email, Facebook, Twitter‖, ―q78. My 

mother tells me how to use my money‖, ―q92. My mother considers me as the 

messenger at home‖, ―q97. My mother is vigilant about my social life‖ and ―q98. My 

mother is vigilant about my health‖.  

Besides, the response format and instructions of the PEAS were also validated. The 

108 items for the PEAS (see Appendix E) were reviewed by two local family 

counselors who are experienced with the Bowen family systems theory and two 

experienced researchers in order to identify any confusion in the items and instructions, 

as well as any lacking items for an important dimension. The review by the experts 

provided the following key modifications. First, the response format of the PEAS was 
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modified from a frequency-based Likert scale from 1 (never) to 6 (always) to an 

agreement-based Likert scale from 1 (Very untrue of her) to 6 (Very true of her). This is 

because the use of a frequency-based Likert scale to rate items such as ―my mother 

always criticizes me‖ would be confusing as the frequency of the sample behavior is 

sampled twice. 

Table 4.  

Socio-demographics of Participants of Individual Interviews (N=24) 

Variable  Category Frequency Percentage 

(%) 

Gender Male 

Female 

11 

13 

45.8 

54.2 

Age 18-23 (Younger EAs) 

24-30 (Older EAs) 

11 

13 

45.8 

54.2 

Nationality Local Hong Kong Chinese 

Non-local 

24 

0 

100 

0 

Employment status Student 

Employed 

10 

14 

41.7 

58.3 

Relationship status Never dated 

Not currently in a relationship but 

dated before 

Currently in a committed 

relationship 

Currently in a casual* relationship 

6 

5 

 

7 

 

6 

25 

20.8 

 

29.2 

 

25 

Sibling position  Only child 

Youngest 

Middle 

Eldest 

6 

6 

2 

10 

25 

25 

8.3 

41.7 

Relationship status of 

parents 

Close 

Good 

Fair 

Distant 

Conflicted 

Divorced 

2 

9 

3 

1 

5 

4 

8.3 

37.5 

12.5 

4.2 

20.8 

16.7 

Relationship with mother  Close 

Good 

Fair 

Distant 

Conflicted 

8 

9 

5 

2 

0 

33.3 

37.5 

20.8 

8.3 

0 

Relationship with father Close 

Good 

Fair 

Distant 

Conflicted 

3 

9 

8 

4 

0 

12.5 

37.5 

33.3 

16.7 

0 

* In this study, casual relationship is defined as not exclusive in nature, in which the partners do not 

expect mutual commitment as in an exclusive relationship  

NOTE: EA = emerging adult 
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Second, some of the items, such as ―my mother complains about her spouse to me‖ is 

considered inapplicable to participants whose parents are divorced or parent is 

widowed. Therefore, these items were re-phrased to be more context-neutral, such as 

―my mother complains about her spouse (or other family members) to me‖. Third, some 

items contained words that are difficult to understand, such as ―my mother complisults 

me‖ and ―my mother wants me to complete her unfinished business‖. The suggestion 

was to use simple and direct wording by avoiding slang and convoluted phrases, such as 

―my mother always looks down on me‖.  Finally, one item was found to be 

double-barreled, which is ―It is hard for my mother to be separated from me for too far 

or too long‖. In this case, it would be difficult for the participants to respond to two 

issues with one answer. The suggestion was to separate the statement into two 

individual statements in order to prevent unnecessary errors that reduce the overall 

reliability and validity of the PEAS.  

6.4  Structural Validity Phase 

With a pool of 108 items generated in the substantive validity phase, the items were 

brought forward for a psychometrical evaluation with the use of two pilot studies that 

involved two different samples so as to refine the items and determine the 

dimensionalities of the PEAS.  

6.4.1  Pilot Study One.  

The item selection procedure of the 108-item PEAS was evaluated according to: (a) 

item-total correlation; and (b) inter-item correlations. An analysis of the item response 

distributions indicated that all items have a standard deviation within 2.  
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6.4.1.1  Sample characteristics. 

The sample (N=291) of Pilot Study One consisted of almost equal percentage of 

males (40.5%) and females (59.5%) who are between 18 and 29 years old (Mage= 20.27, 

SD= 3.50). The participants are mainly Chinese (98.6%) and locals (78.4%) who are 

born in Hong Kong or have resided in Hong Kong for at least 7 years (Myear= 18.88, 

SD= 3.5). Most of the participants have completed their tertiary education (65%) and 

the rest have at least a secondary education level (34%). Their personal income is 

mostly HKD 10,000 and less (95.5%). The majority are living with their parents (90.7%) 

and their parents are living together (80.8%). Most of their parents are not physically 

(92.1%) or financially (90%) dependent on them. Many of the participants felt that in 

general that they have a good relationship with both their father (44.3%) and mother 

(45%). Many also felt that their parents have a good relationship (45.0%). The majority 

are single and about a quarter have never been in any relationship before (28.8%), while 

about a third of them have a stable partner (32.6%), and a quarter of the participants are 

single but have been in relationship before (25.8%). About a third of the participants 

who are in a relationship or had been in relationship reported that they had no more than 

2 relationships, taking into consideration both their current and previous relationships 

(31.9%).  

6.4.1.2  Results of Pilot Study One. 

The Cronbach‘s alpha coefficient for the 108 item PEAS is .96. This suggests that 

the PEAS has high internal consistency (Cronbach 1951). In considering the items that 

were removed to improve the reliability of the PEAS, it was suggested that the 

reliability would increase to .97 if either q9, q18, q27, q30, q36, q45, q54, q63, q81, or 
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q90 were to be removed from the PEAS. The item-total correlation ranged from -.01 

(q72) to .69 (q59).   

However, the high Cronbach‘s alpha reflected the possibility that the item content 

is extremely redundant and narrow in content (John & Soto, 2007). Therefore, the 

following basic criteria for item selection are taken into consideration for this study: (a) 

a reasonably low inter-item correlation (r < .60) (John & Soto, 2007), and (b) a 

reasonably high corrected item-total correlation r > .40) (DeVellis, 2012). Some items 

that fell beyond these ranges are still retained in this study because of their theoretical 

relevance based on the feedback from the experts, such as q22. ―My mother covers up 

my mistakes for me‖.  Some of the items (N=50) were dropped due to excessive high 

inter-item correlation which suggested unnecessary redundancy in the PEAS and  may 

result in a very narrow scale with weakened connections with other exemplars of the 

same construct (Simms & Watson, 2007). Finally, 58 items remained in the pool.  

6.4.2  Pilot Study Two.  

The item selection procedure of the 58 items for the PEAS was evaluated in 

accordance with: (a) item-total correlation; (b) inter-item correlations, and (c) construct 

validity. An analysis of the item response distributions indicated all items with 

skewness and kurtosis values between -1.5 and 1.5, and had a standard deviation within 

1.5. 

6.4.2.1  Sample characteristics. 

The sample of Pilot Study Two (N=332) consisted of males (38%) and mostly 

females (62%) who are between 18 and 29 years old (Mage= 20.82, SD= 3.13). They are 
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mainly Chinese (99.4%) and locals (85.5%) who are born in Hong Kong or have 

resided in Hong Kong for at least 7 years (Myear= 19.87, SD= 3.13). Most of the 

participants have completed their tertiary education (61.8%) and the rest have at least a 

secondary level education (33.4%). The participants are mostly students (85.8%) with 

only a small percentage (8.7%) who are working full-time. The majority are living with 

their parents (89.5%).  Most of their parents are living together (74.7%) and a small 

percentage have parents who are divorced (12.3%). The majority have a personal 

income of HKD 10,000 and less (88.9%). Most of their parents are not physically 

(88.9%) or financially (85.8%) dependent on them. The participants generally felt that 

in general that they have a good relationship with both their father (60.0%) and mother 

(80.5%). Many also felt that their parents have a good relationship (69.0%). About a 

third of the participants are single and have never been in any relationship before 

(33.7%), while another third have a stable partner (37.3%), and close to a quarter are 

single but had been in relationship before (24.4%). A very small percentage (1.2%) are 

married.  

6.4.2.2  Results of Pilot Study Two. 

A statistical analysis on the 58 item PEAS showed high internal consistency with a 

Cronbach‘s alpha coefficient of .93. The item total correlation ranged from -.076 (q9) 

to .66 (q8). The inter-item and item-total correlations of the 58-item PEAS were 

examined again based on the following basic criteria for item selection in this study: (a) 

a reasonably low inter-item correlation (r < .60) (John & Soto, 2007) and (b) a 

reasonably high corrected item-total correlation r > .40) (DeVellis, 2012). Some of the 

items (N=15) were identified with high inter-item correlations  (r > .60 ). However, 
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they were retained due to theoretical relevance and underwent an EFA to further reduce 

the matrix of inter-item correlations to a set of factors (Simms & Watson, 2007).   

An EFA was conducted to explore the latent factor structure of the PEAS. Before 

conducting the EFA, some statistical assumptions of the EFA were tested (Hayton, 

Allen, & Scarpello, 2004). The KMO (measure) value for sampling adequacy is .88, 

and the chi-square value of the Bartlett‗s test for sphericity is 4344.26 (p< .000). These 

results demonstrate common factors in the 58-item PEAS. The EFA was then 

conducted by using a principal component analysis with varimax rotation in order to 

identify the latent dimensions that reflect the various aspects of the conceptualization of 

parental emotional attachment.  In this study, only items with a factor loading of at 

least .40 on a single factor were retained in the PEAS (N=34). Items with a 

communality less than .40 could be either unrelated to the other items, or suggest an 

additional factor (Costello & Osborne, 2005). A small factor loading value indicates 

items that contribute little to explaining the variance of the common factors and may 

result in substantial distortion and should be dropped from the analysis. Based on a 

series of EFAs, four factors were extracted with eigenvalues greater than 1 which 

explained for 46.81% of the total variance in the results. Table 6 presents the factor 

loadings of the PEAS. The four proposed factors are as follows. 

 Factor  One is composed of 12 items and accounts for 16.91% of the variance. It 

is defined as ―Parental Emotional Fusion‖ (PEF) which reflects the emotional 

over-involvement of a parent, including over-identification, triangling with and 

distancing from the emerging-adult child.  
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Factor Two consists of 7 items and accounts for 10.80% of the variance. It is 

defined as ―Parental Emotional Separateness‖ (PES) which reflects the capacity of a 

parent to clearly define his or her sense of self and be an emotional autonomous 

individual while staying connected to his or her emerging-adult child. 

Factor Three is composed of 8 items and accounts for 10.30% of the variance. It is 

defined as ―Parental Emotional Over-functioning‖ (PEO) which describes excessive 

empathy, oversolicitous behaviour and overprotectiveness toward emerging-adult child, 

thus resulting in the impairment of functioning of child.  

Factor Four comprises 7 items and accounts for 8.80% of the variance. It is 

defined as ―Parental Emotional Projection‖ (PEP) which denotes the automatic transfer 

of anxiety and problems from parent to emerging-adult child so that the child would 

fulfil the deficiencies of the parent and develop enhanced sensitivity to gaining the 

approval of their parent and the distress of their parents.  

The EFA showed that the PEAS is a multidimensional measure. The four-factor 

structure model of the PEAS is generally consistent with the conceptual hypothesized 

factors as identified based on the propositions of the Bowen theory (see Chapter 4). 

However, some items that were supposed to fall on the hypothesized factors of 

Emotional Cutoff and Triangling are poorly loaded (<.40), such as ―my mother avoids 

in-depth conversations with me‖ and ―my mother expects me to take her side when she 

has a conflict with her spouse (or other family members)‖. Some items were dropped 

after careful examination of the wording and their theoretical representativeness based 

on the feedback from the experts. Three items signified emotional distance and 

emotional triangle, such as ―my mother places distance between us when we have a 
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conflict‖ and ―my mother often involves me in conflicts between she and her spouse (or 

other family members)‖ were loaded on Factor 1 (i.e., PEF) which was theoretically 

justified. From the Bowen theoretical perspective, triangling is a process whereby two 

people manage an intensely fused relationship by drawing in a third person (Kerr & 

Bowen, 1988, p. 135). Besides, emotional fusion can evolve into emotional cutoff when 

the  emotional fusion between the parent and the child is overly intense (Bowen, 1978; 

Titelman, 2003). Therefore, items with a loading greater than .40 were retained on 

Factor 1 or PEF with face validation by a local expert of the Bowen theory. 

 



 

148 

 

Table 5.  

Factor loadings of 4 factors of 34-item Parental Emotional Attachment Scale for emerging 

adults between 18-29 years old (N=332) with varimax rotation. 

Exploratory Factor Analysis Component 

Item 1 2 3 4 

Factor 1: Parental Emotional Fusion (PEF) – 12 items 

q1 My mother often talks to me reactively without a very thoughtful response.  .755    

q2 My mother puts me down as if I have not done enough for her .712    

q3 My mother is very emotionally involved in my personal issues .710    

q4 My mother finds it difficult to accept my imperfections .686    

q5 My mother belittles my interests and dreams .623    

q6 My mother gets furious with me easily when she is stressed .615    

q7 My mother often involves me in conflicts between she and her spouse (or other 

family members) 

.610    

q8 My mother makes a lot of inaccurate and preconceived assumptions about me .607    

q9 My mother always blames me instead of staying objective when we have conflicts .591    

q10 My mother often complains about her spouse (or other family members) to me .549    

q11 My mother expects me to follow her will .544    

q12 My mother  distances from me when we have a conflict (or there is a conflict in the 

family) 

.473    

Factor 2: Parental Emotional Separateness  (PES) – 7 items 

q13 My mother respects my decisions even if she disagrees with them  .667   

q14 My mother will not take things personally when we have a conflict  .658   

q15 My mother respect my privacy  .636   

q16 My mother can calmly reject some of my unreasonable requests based on thoughtful 

principles 

 .607   

q17 My mother does not care about other people‘s impertinent opinions about me   .602   

q18 My mother respects my own way of living  .579   

q19 My mother can calmly respond to some of my negative emotions  .414   

Factor 3: Parental Emotional Over-functioning  (PEO) – 8 items 

q20 My mother always offers to help me even when I do not need it   .624  

q21 My mother worries excessively that I might get sick or hurt   .613  

q22 My mother will not let me take appropriate responsibility for myself   .604  

q23 My mother treats me like a kid   .581  

q24 My mother finds it difficult to be far away from me   .580  

q25 My mother worries a lot about my problems   .566  

q26 My mother is very sensitive about my opinions of her   .599  

q27 My mother covers my mistakes for me   .504  

Factor 4: Parental Emotional Projection  (PEP) – 7 items 

q28 My mother tries to make up for her deficiencies in her younger years by 

over-compensating for me 

   .621 

q29 My mother tries to make up for her deficiencies in her younger years by preventing 

me from making the same mistakes 

   .617 

q30 My mother wants me to live what she considers the ideal life    .597 

q31 My mother wants me to finish what she has been unable to complete    .570 

q32 My mother over-identifies with my feelings when I am sharing my personal issues    .529 

q33 My mother takes offense at people who may look down on me    .482 

q34 My mother tries to protect me from perceived negative influences of certain 

members of the family 

   .469 

 Eigenvalue 5.75 3.67 3.50 2.99 

 % Variance explained 16.90 10.80 10.30 8.80 

 Cumulative % variance explained 16.91 27.71 38.01 46.81 
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6.4.3  Subjective experiences of emerging adults on emotional attachment of 

parents.  

The findings from both the qualitative and quantitative studies are generally 

consistent with the conceptual factor structure of the PEAS. In this section, some of the 

quotes taken from the 24 semi-structured interviews in the preliminary study are 

provided for a more in-depth description of each factor of the PEAS.  

6.4.3.1  Parental Emotional Fusion.  

PEF is characterized as ―emotional oneness‖ between family members  (Titelman, 

2003, p.21). This factor captures the behavioural manifestations of emotional 

over-involvement of a parent in the life of their emerging-adult child through various 

ways including: (a) being emotionally reactive to any distress, rejection, disagreement 

and disappointment in the parent-child relationship when a parent is under stress and 

tension; (b) triangling the child into the parent‘s relationship with his/her spouse and 

other family members; and (c) over-identifying with the child‘s needs and feelings 

without responding objectively to his/her actual needs. In an emotionally fused 

relationship, a parent can hardly separate himself or herself from his/her child and 

unable to treat the child as an individual. PEF represents strong emotional 

interdependence between the parent and the child, characterized by the tendency to 

express high emotional reactivity in the relationship and the inability of each to manage 

his or her own emotions, especially when anxiety arises. As a result, the child tends to 

develop a heightened sensitivity to the parent and vice versa. A sample item that 

signifies emotional reactiveness based on the interviews is ―q6. My mother gets furious 

with me easily when she is stressed‖. For example, one of the interviewees, Carly, 

mentioned that she has developed heightened emotional sensitivity to her mother‘s 
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emotional reactiveness, as well as to other people outside the family as she was growing 

up: 

At a very young age, I was able to read other people‟s expressions 

because my mother would get mad easily and when she got 

angry…well…she didn‟t care how old I was, she would yell at me. It made 

me very anxious so at a young age, I could already tell when she was about 

to blow up. When she blew up, I would avoid her. So now that I‟m older, 

I‟m super sensitive to other people‟s emotions. (Carly, female, aged 26) 

When two people are emotionally fused, it is easy for one of them to find someone 

else to vent in order to manage the relationship tension especially when their anxiety is 

increased.  This scenario is well represented by a child who is caught between the father 

and the mother in the primary triangle. According to Bowen (1978), the reaction of an 

individual in the primary triangle reflects his or her efforts to assure their emotional 

attachment to significant others, including a parent who involves a child in the marital 

relationship and/or a child who takes sides in the conflicts of their parents, etc. A 

sample item that indicates an emotionally fused relationship in the primary triangle is 

―q7. My mother often involves me in conflicts between she and her spouse (or other 

family members)‖. For instance, Richmond said: 

“I have been caught between my dad and mom since I was a child…In 

those days when they (parents) disagreed, I would feel very troubled…For 

example, I used to hate going home, so that meant that I had to find a 

reason to get out of the house because if I went home, I would hear them 

arguing.  I felt uncomfortable about the whole thing because I was quite 

sure that they would involve me and say bad things about each other.  I 

didn‟t like that… it made me … really hate being there. I was happier 

spending time with my friends.  At least, I needed the space.” (Richmond, 

male, age 24) 

The triangling process reflects excessive anxiety and attachment in relationships. 

Although the process may help to relief tension in the short term, triangling may 
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intensify the emotional fusion amongst individuals and lead to the development of 

negative factors in functioning (Titelman, 2012).   

In addition, intensive emotional fusion may also lead to emotional cutoff through 

both physical and emotional distancing as attempts to reduce tension and anxiety in a 

relationship (Bowen, 1978; Titelman, 2003). A sample item that characterized the use 

of emotional cutoff or distance by a mother to deal with the tension from conflict with 

her spouse is ―q12. My mother places distance between us when we have a conflict (or 

there is a conflict in the family)‖. Tara reactively distanced herself from her mother in 

order to manage the emotionally fused relationship with her mother: 

My parents argue all the time. There was one time when they got into a 

really bad fight, and my mom was crying. When I saw her like that, I really 

wanted to comfort her. But my mom pushed me away because she wanted 

my dad. I felt sad and awful at the same time. After that, I closed up and 

now I won‟t tell her things about myself if I don‟t have to. (Tara, female, 

age 22) 

6.4.3.2  Parental Emotional Separateness. 

Emotional separateness is quite different from emotional fusion. It refers to the 

capacity to be an autonomous individual and remain thoughtful, being more 

responsible for himself or herself without being reactive to others under tension (Kerr 

& Bowen, 1988; Papero, 2011). When a parent has a higher level of emotional 

separateness, s/he can focus more on responsibly managing himself or herself in 

relationships without shifting the attention or problem to his/her child. As a result, the 

child has more capacity to develop his or her self and proceed to a more orderly mode 

of ―growing up‖ or ―growing away‖ from the family (Bowen, 1978, p. 96). The sample 

items are ―q13. My mother respects my decisions even if she disagrees with them‖ and 
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―q18. My mother respects my own way of living‖. In the case of Eric, his mother 

allowed him to mature as an autonomous individual:  

 

“My mom has been very helpful because she doesn‟t put limits on what I 

can do. Ever since I was a child, she would let me do whatever I needed to 

do. That‟s so important, I think. So that allowed me to do what I wanted to 

do and I don‟t live my life on her terms. Even though it‟s really tough to 

make a living in music in Hong Kong, my parents fully supported me, 

especially my mom. I minored in music, in audio recording, yet she still 

understood that it was what I needed. She doesn‟t spoil me very much, but 

whatever I needed when I was growing up, she would give it to me. She has 

never tried to control what I do and gives me the freedom to do whatever I 

want to do”. (Eric, male, age 25) 

In another case, Jimmy thought that it would be helpful for his parents to shift their 

emotional focus from catering to him to just supporting him. This reciprocal process 

allows a child to resume his/her own roles and responsibilities by doing his/her share 

around the house. Allowing children to take up their own responsibilities can facilitate 

their ability to take charge of their life and gives them more options.  Jimmy explained 

that:   

“I think nowadays parents are too protective of the younger generations.  

My parents allowed me to make mistakes.  I think that a person grows up 

when he or she learns from mistakes.  However, kids nowadays don‟t have 

the opportunity of experiencing set backs.  In the past, my parents had to 

work hard, and this made me who I am today, someone who can take care 

of myself, as long as I don‟t make big mistakes.  If you don‟t get the chance 

to make mistakes and everything is perfect all the time, it‟s like everything 

is arranged for you by other people, even how you think, and then you‟ll 

never be able to think for yourself.  The mothers of the previous 

generations purposely didn‟t indulge their children, and they didn‟t know 

how to intervene or teach their children.  There was no other way as they 

had to work for a living. That‟s why I‟m like this (independent) now.  Aye, I 

have to take care of myself, as long as I don‟t make any big mistake, it‟s ok.  

I grew up this way, and created opportunities to learn by myself”. (Jimmy, 

male, age 27) 
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6.4.3.3  Parental Emotional Over-functioning. 

PEO is when the parent is involved in reciprocal functional positions between 

him/herself and his/her child, takes greater responsibility for his/her child and tries hard 

to make up for the perceived deficiencies in the functioning of his/her child. As a result, 

the child may become under-functioning and is dependent on the parent. This factor 

reflects the difficulties in differentiating reciprocity between the parents and the 

emerging-adult child. Several of the participants described the challenges of being 

independent from their parents. The sample item is ―q20: My mother always offers to 

help me even when I do not need it‖. Shirley, who is living with her parents, described 

the excessive caring of her mother which prevented her from developing the capacity to 

make decisions and plan her own life: 

“I wanted to go on and study in college, and she (my mother) 

would …search for related information on the web…and gave me 

suggestions... when my friends saw how much she helped me... they said 

that I was rather dependent... actually totally dependent on her... but I 

actually don‟t feel that I‟m that dependent...maybe lazy instead. I like to 

depend on her, but when it comes to the point that I‟m on my own, I feel 

that ... I would be able to manage it... I can handle things, so…if she... 

always planned everything for me, actually sometimes I don‟t quite like 

it...” (Shirley, female, age 21) 

Besides, some of the parents are overly emotionally involved in their children 

especially in terms of their wellbeing. The sample item is ―q21. My mother worries 

excessively that I might get sick or hurt‖. As the only son in the family, Nicky is the 

focus of his mother: 

“My mom is always worried that I‟ll catch a cold, and checks to see if I‟m 

wearing warm enough clothing or whether I‟m tucked in at night. 

Sometimes she‟ll even throw clothes at me and say, „wear this‟. It‟s kind of 

annoying sometimes. I guess she loves me…a lot…I‟m her only son…but 

she doesn‟t spoil me as much  now that I‟m older…she used to spoil me a 

lot when I was a kid…whenever something happened, I would look to my 
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mom… I would tell my mom things that make me unhappy now, for example, 

if I broke up with someone, and then she would be unhappy with me 

(laughs)”. (Nicky, male, age 25) 

Apart from keeping a vigilant eye on his/her child, some of the parents tend to even 

infantilize his/her child by doing even the most simple tasks for him/her. The sample 

item is ―q23: My mother treats me like a kid‖. Take for example the case of Ella. Her 

mother does all her daily tasks for her:  

“Maybe it‟s because I‟m still studying, my family won‟t ask me to take on 

too many responsibilities. Instead they still take good care of everything for 

me…sometimes my mom will make breakfast for me before she goes to 

work, or congee when I‟m sick… She knows that I hate peeling oranges, so 

she‟ll peel them for me. I mean she‟s still taking good care of me, and 

doesn‟t treat me as like an adult very much.. I don‟t have to wash dishes at 

home…these are the good things about living with parents”. (Ella, female, 

age 22) 

6.4.3.4  Parental Emotional Projection. 

PEP describes the ways that a parent transfers his/her emotional problems to his or 

her emerging adult by projecting his or her own fears and perceptions onto the child. As 

a result, the child embodies the fears and perceptions of the parent. The sample items 

include ―q30: My mother wants me to live what she considers the ideal life‖ and ―q31: 

My mother wants me to finish what she has been unable to complete‖. Some of the 

parents had gone through some difficult times in their youth and did not wish their 

children to follow the same path. An example is Shine‘s mother, who worried that he 

would be disrespected by their relatives as she had been in the past. Like many parents, 

she felt that her most important task was to ensure that he received a good education 

which would give him a better future without experiencing the same hardships that she 

had experienced. As her way of showing love, she pressured Shine to be academically 

successful.  Shine described his experience as follows. 
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“In the past, my relatives laughed at my mom for being stupid, because she 

didn‟t do well in school. In fact, she was the worse among her siblings. I 

remember when I was very young, my relatives made fun of my mom and 

said: “Your son won‟t be smart as you‟re so stupid!” Actually I got quite 

mad when I heard that; my mom didn‟t have the money or the opportunity 

to further her education! I think that since I was very young, my family 

already had high expectations for me in school…. if I failed dictation or got 

low marks in English, my mom would spank me and my dad would scold me, 

so…family has had a great influence on how I think …They rarely praise 

me, maybe they think that‟s how they can motivate me, but…I often wonder 

how well I would have to do to get praised… I mean I did ok in my exams 

and even after I went out to work. And I‟m happy when my parents are 

proud of me! Maybe it‟s because I‟ve graduated from university, so every 

time I see...that my parents are very proud of me, sometimes they say that 

they feel fortunate in front of the relatives! Then I also feel very happy 

too.”   (Shine, male, age 24) 

Shine‘s sense of self-worth is based on the affirmation of his parents and he felt 

responsible for how others viewed his family as well as the happiness of his mother. 

Besides, he  has also developed heightened sensitivity to gaining approval and finds it 

difficult to meet expectations. In other words, the process of emotional projection was 

initiated by the emotional immaturity of a parent who used her child to fulfil her unmet 

emotional needs. According to Bowen (1978), the process of emotional projection 

within a family can be transferred across generations through both consciously teaching  

the child and undeliberate emotional programming.  

Sarah talked about her 'family curse' which involved most of the female members 

from the maternal side. They were ―cursed‖ and ended up divorced. She felt that she 

would also have this destiny.  Sarah saw that her mother put most of her energy into her 

family, even severing ties with her maternal family, but it was all in vain: 

“I remember when my mother cut ties with my aunt. Before that, my aunt 

used to come to our place, and chat with my mom. But they had an 

argument. I remember that my aunt was scolding my mom and my mom 

was crying. Then…my mom said to my aunt that night, all of you (maternal 

side of the family) are divorced, but me, I got lucky and have a happy 
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marriage. My mom knew at a young age that her parents didn‟t have a 

good relationship, and she also knew that for whatever reason, my aunt got 

divorced…so she felt that she was very lucky…we had family photos all 

over the place…since the family photos showed all four of us as a happy 

family, then maybe in the future, that‟s how it would stay...but it wasn‟t like 

that. She and my father ended up separating.” (Sarah, female, age 30). 

Sarah‘s mother fear of following the same destiny as the women in her maternal 

family (divorce) was a source of intense anxiety.  She devoted most of her attention and 

energy to her family in the hopes of keeping the family intact. As a result, she indirectly 

consumed the self of her husband and two daughters who involuntarily took part in her 

endeavours to maintain an intact family. However, her husband ended up separating 

with her due to the intense conflicts. At the same time, Sarah and her younger sister 

kept their distance from their mother and did not oppose her but instead gave in to her  

emotional bullying, such as cold anger and crying. Both Sarah and her mother engaged 

in the same type of emotional intensity to avoid the 'family curse', but in different forms. 

That is, they both feared divorce as a life experience; Sarah‘s mother tried to keep the 

family intact and Sarah avoided marriage. A sample item that signifies this tendency is 

―q34: My mother tries to protect me from perceived negative influences of certain 

members of the family‖.   

The qualitative interviews revealed the various manifestations of parental 

emotional attachment in the interactions between parents and their emerging adults. 

The four factors signify the important facets of parental emotional attachment including 

the level of emotional fusion between parent and child, the ability of the parent to 

emotionally manage himself or herself without projecting the emotions onto his or her 

child, the reciprocal functional positions between the parent and the child, and how a 

parent projects his or her problems and fears onto his/her child.  
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6.5  Summary 

In the chapter, the author has presented the major findings of three consecutive 

studies for developing and validating the PEAS. Drawing on a literature review and 

both primary and secondary qualitative interview data, a pool of items are generated to 

validate the construct of parental emotional attachment. The 34-item PEAS is 

developed through a content analysis by both local and overseas experts of the Bowen 

family systems theory, as well as item and factor analyses. The results show that the 

PEAS has high internal consistency (Cronbach‘s alpha= .888), and the reliability of its 

four subscales range from .738 to .892. An EFA yields four factors with 34 items, 

including PEF, PES, PEO and PEP, which  explain for 46.81% of the total variance. By 

using the qualitative data, the author has elaborated on each factor through the 

subjective experiences of the participants.   
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Chapter 7. Results of Main Study 

In the main study, the newly developed PEAS is further validated with a CFA and 

demonstrates convergent validity with a sample of 755 emerging adults in the external 

validity phase. The PEAS is then used to examine the hypothesized relationships (as 

stated in Chapter 4) amongst  parental emotional attachment, differentiation of self and 

fear of intimacy. The main purpose is to explore the influence of parental emotional 

attachment on the fear of intimacy of these emerging adults by examining the mediating 

effect of the differentiation of self. In this chapter, the author presents the validation 

results of the PEAS and their correlation with socio-demographic factors. Moreover, 

subsequent analyses are reported for the hypothesized relationships amongst parental 

emotional attachment, differentiation of self and fear of intimacy, the predictive effect 

of parental emotional attachment on fear of intimacy, and the mediating role of 

differentiation of self on the relationship between parental emotional attachment and 

fear of intimacy. In addition, the author also reports the predictive effects of several 

socio-demographic factors on fear of intimacy during emerging adulthood. 

7.1  External Validity Phase: Validation of PEAS 

In the external validity phase, a statistical analysis that assessed the dimensionality, 

reliability and validity of the PEAS and subsequent analyses on the predicted 

relationships amongst parental emotional attachment, differentiation of the self, anxiety 

and fear of intimacy were conducted. In the main study, the 34-item PEAS was 

examined through the following procedures: (a) confirming the factor structure with a 

CFA; (b) assessing the internal consistency; and (c) testing the convergent validity of 

the PEAS.  
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7.1.1 Sample characteristics. 

The sample (N=755) consisted of 337 males (44.6%) and 417 females (55.4%) 

who are between 18 and 29 years old (Mage= 21.76, SD= 2.89). They are mainly 

Chinese (99.1%) and locals (83.6%) who are born in Hong Kong or have resided in 

Hong Kong for at least 7 years (Myear= 20.73, SD= 3.80). Most of the participants have 

completed their tertiary education  (66.4%) and the rest have at least a secondary 

education level (29.9%) with only 0.1% who have a primary school education. The 

participants are mostly students (70.5%) with about a quarter who are employed 

(26.4%). The majority are single (60%) and about a third (30.6%) have never been in 

any relationship before, followed by those who are single but have been in a 

relationship before (29.4%). A considerable number of participants have a stable 

partner (35.2%) and only a small percentage (2.1%) are married. The majority are 

living with their parents (89.1%), while a small number (2.9%) live alone or with a 

partner (3.3%). Most of their parents are married and living together (78.5%) and a 

small percentage have parents who are divorced (9.7%). The majority have a personal 

income of HKD 10,000 and less (75.0%). Most of their parents are not physically 

(88.9%) or financially (81.9%) dependent on them. The participants generally felt that  

they have a good relationship with both their father (61.1%) and mother (81.8%).  

Many also felt that their parents have a good relationship (67.8%). Table 6 provides the 

socio-demographics of the participants (N=755).  
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Table 6.  

Socio-demographics of participants (ages 18-29) in main study (N=755)  

Characteristic N = 755 (100%) 

Age (average)  21.76 

Period of residence in Hong Kong (years) 20.73  

Gender   

Male 337 (44.6) 

Female 417 (55.2) 

Ethnicity   

   Chinese 748 (99.1) 

   Other 7  (0.9) 

Education level   

   Primary 1 (0.1) 

   Secondary 226 (29.9) 

   Associate degree 117 (15.5) 

   Bachelor degree 353 (46.8) 

   Master‘s degree and higher 31 (4.1) 

   Other 27 (3.6) 

Work status   

   Unemployed 22 (2.9) 

   Part-time work 37 (4.9) 

   Full-time work 148 (19.6) 

   Self-employed   14 (1.9) 

   Student 323 (42.8) 

   Student employed part-time 209 (27.7) 

   Vocational Training 1 (0.1) 

   Other 1 (0.1) 

Living arrangements   

Alone 22 (2.9) 

With Partner 25 (3.3) 

With Friend(s) 15 (2.0) 

With Parents 673 (89.1) 

Other 18 (2.4) 

No response 2 (0.3) 

Relationship status   

Single and never been in a relationship 231 (30.6) 

Single and have been in a relationship 222 (29.4) 

Stable partner 266 (35.2) 

Casual partner 19 (2.5) 

Married 16 (2.1) 

No response 1 (0.1) 
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Table 6. continued. 

Characteristic N = 755 (100%) 

Sibling Position   

Only child 180 (23.8) 

Youngest 291 (28.6) 

Middle 67 (8.9) 

Eldest 216 (28.6) 

No response 1 (0.1) 

Parents‘ marital status   

Married and living together 593 (78.5) 

Married but not living together 17 (2.3) 

Separated 13 (1.7) 

Divorced   73 (9.7) 

Remarried (father) 3 (0.4) 

Remarried (mother) 6 (0.8) 

Remarried (both father and mother) 10 (1.3) 

Widowed 33 (4.4) 

Other 7 (0.9) 

Relationship between Parents  

Very close 191 (25.3) 

Good 321 (42.5) 

Fair 170 (22.5) 

Distant 73 (9.7) 

Relationship with Father   

Very close 141 (18.7) 

Good 320 (42.4) 

Fair 180 (23.8) 

Distant 107 (14.2) 

No response 7 (0.9) 

Relationship with Mother   

Very close 267 (35.4) 

Good 350 (46.4) 

Fair 118 (15.6) 

Distant 19 (2.5) 

No response 1 (0.1) 

 Father‘s education level   

Primary or less  205 (27.2) 

Secondary 410 (54.3) 

Associate degree 28 (3.7) 

Bachelor degree   75 (9.9) 

Master‘s degree and higher 21 (2.8) 

Other 8 (1.1) 

No response 8 (1.1) 

Mother‘s education level   

Primary or less  223 (29.5) 

Secondary 424  (56.2) 

Associate degree 23 (3.0) 

Bachelor degree 62 (8.2) 

Master‘s degree and higher 15  (2.) 

Other 5 (0.7) 

No response 3 (0.4) 
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Table 6. continued. 

Characteristic N = 755 (100%) 

Personal income (HKD)  

10,000 and less 566  (75.0) 

10,001 to 20,000 84 (11.1) 

20,001 to 30,000 28 (3.7) 

50,001 to 70,000 1 (0.1) 

70,000 to 90,000 8 (1.0) 

90,001 and higher 3 (0.4) 

No response 65 (8.6) 

Household income (HKD)   

10,000 and less 37 (4.9) 

10,001 to 20,000 104 (13.6) 

20,001 to 30,000 159 (21.1) 

30,001 to 50,000 185 (24.5) 

50,001 to 70,000 83 (11.0) 

70,001 to 90,000 34 (4.5) 

90,001 and higher 35 (4.6) 

Missing 118 (15.6) 

Physically dependent parents   

No 671  (88.9) 

Yes 80  (10.6) 

No response 4 (0.5) 

Financially dependent parents   

No 618  (81.9) 

Yes 121  (16.0) 

No response 16 (2.1) 

 

7.1.2  Internal Consistency of PEAS. 

The results showed that the PEAS has very good internal consistency with an 

overall Cronbach‗s alpha coefficient of .88 for the 34-items, and high to moderate 

reliability for each of the four subscales: .89 for the PEF, .78 for the PES, .78 for the 

PEF, and .74 for the PEP. According to Clark and Watson (1995), a reliable instrument 

normally has average inter-item correlations  that fall somewhere between .15 

and .50. In this study, the mean inter-item correlation of the PEAS is .39, thus 

suggesting good internal consistency. The results indicate that the internal reliability of 

PEAS would slightly increase to .89 if q13, q16, q18 or q19 are removed from the scale. 

Nevertheless, these items are theoretically relevant as they demonstrate the importance 
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of the emotional maturity of the parents, and there would be only a slight improvement 

in the Cronbach‘s alpha score from .88 to .89 if they are removed. Therefore, they are 

retained. The item total correlations range from -.19 (q17) to .57 (q32). The reliability 

of the PEAS and its subscales are presented in Table 7.  

Table 7.  

Reliability of 34-item PEAS and Subscales (N=755).  

Scale and subscale Mean SD Cronbach‗s 

alpha 

PEAS – 34 items 
 

3.08 1.01 .88 

Factor 1: Parental Emotional Fusion  
(PEF) – 12 items 
 

2.75 .87 .892 

Factor 2: Parental Emotional Separateness  
(PES) – 7 items 
 

4.02 .90 .782 

Factor 3: Parental Emotional Over-functioning  
(PEO) – 8 items  
 

3.51 .95 .784 

Factor 4: Parental Emotional Projection  
(PEP) – 7 items 
 

3.27 .66 .738 

In addition, intercorrelations amongst the four subscales, and the subscale-full 

scale correlation were examined. The results indicated that there are significant 

correlations among the PEF, PES, PEO and PEP. The correlations range from low to 

moderate: .075 to .685. PEF is strongly negatively correlated with PES (r= -.685, 

p< .000), but has less correlation with PEO (r= .134, p< .000) and PEP (r= .227, 

p< .000). PES is marginally negatively correlated with PEO (r= -.079, p< .030) and 

PEP (r= -.075, p< .040). PEO is moderately correlated with PEP (r= .562, p< .000). 

The results are presented in Table 8 below. 
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Table 8.  

Correlations amongst Full-scale and Subscales of 34-item PEAS 

Variable PEAS PEF PES PEO PEP 

PEAS  

 
-- -- -- -- -- 

Factor 1:  

Parental Emotional Fusion (PEF)  
.833** -- -- -- -- 

Factor 2:  

Parental Emotional Separateness (PES)  
-.687** -.685*** -- -- -- 

Factor 3:  

Parental Emotional Over-functioning  (PEO)  
.579** .134*** -.079* -- -- 

Factor 4:  

Parental Emotional Projection  (PEP)  

 

.616** .227*** -.075* .562*** -- 

Mean  3.08 2.75 4.02 3.51 3.27 

Standard Deviation .66 1.01 .87 .91 .95 

 

7.1.3  Factor Structure of PEAS through CFA.  

To test the construct validity of the PEAS, a CFA was used to validate its four-factor 

structure that was derived from the results of the EFA based on the 34 items. The factor 

loadings from the CFA for the PEAS ranged from .44 to .83. The result of the model fit was 

tested with chi-squared and df ratio tests, the IFI, CFI and RMSEA. According to Hu and 

Bentler (1999), a value of CMIN/DF less than 2 is preferred and considered as acceptable if 

it is between 2 and 5. For the IFI, a value equal to or greater than 0.90 indicates an adequate 

fit for the model. For the CFI, a value greater than 0.90 indicates an adequate fit. Finally, an 

RMSEA value less than or equal to 0.05 is regarded as good fit, over .05 and up to 0.08 

indicates an adequate fit, and greater than 0.08 is a poor fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The 

results showed that the coefficients of X2,, CMIN/DF, IFI, CFI and RMSEA of the 

four-factor model of the 34-item PEAS are within acceptable levels, thus indicating good 

fit of the model (X2= 1584.25; df= 514; CMIN/DF= 3.082; IFI: 0.92; CFI= 0.92; and 

RMSEA=0.053). Figure 2 shows the structure of the four-factor model of the PEAS that 

provides the best fit. 
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Figure 2. Schematic of structure of the four-factor model of PEAS (N=755). 

Note: PEF=Parental Emotional Fusion, PES=Parental Emotional Separateness, PEO=Parental 

Emotional Over-functioning, PEP=Parental Emotional Projection 

 

7.1.4  Convergent validity.  

The convergent validity of the PEAS was examined by correlating the PEAS and 

its subscale scores with other instruments. It was anticipated that parental emotional 

attachment (as measured by the PEAS) would be positively correlated with the level of 

anxiety (as measured by the C-STAI): primarily, with the level of chronic anxiety; and 

secondly, with the level of acute anxiety (Hypothesis 1). The results showed that the 

PEAS and the four subscales have substantial correlations with the C-STAT 
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(Hypotheses 1a, 1b, 1c and 1d).  The PEAS is significantly positively correlated to 

anxiety (r= .309, p< .000), state anxiety (r= .287, p< .000) and trait anxiety (r= .313, 

p< .000). In the Bowen family systems theory, an intense amount of parental emotional 

attachment and the anxiety that goes along with the attachment would fundamentally 

lead to the inability to be a self (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Titelman, 2003). It 

was observed that the four subscales of the PEAS have stronger correlations with trait 

anxiety as opposed to state anxiety (PEF: r= .291, p< .000; PES: r= -.268, p< .000; 

PEO: r= .192; p< .000; and PEP: r= .076, p< .000), even though the relationship 

between the PEP and state anxiety is insignificant. These results overall suggest that the 

PEAS has good convergent validity. The PEAS has demonstrated to be a reliable and 

valid tool for measuring parental emotional attachment in Chinese emerging adults in 

Hong Kong. Table 9 shows the correlations between the PEAS subscales and the 

C-STAI subscales. 

Table 9.  

Correlations among PEAS Subscales and C-STAI Subscales. 

Subscale State Anxiety Trait Anxiety 

Parental Emotional Fusion (PEF) .287*** .291*** 

Parental Emotional Separateness (PES) -.253*** -.268*** 

Parental Emotional Over-functioning (PEO) .141*** .192*** 

Parental Emotional Projection (PEP) .064 .076* 

p< .05*, p< .01**, p< .001*** 
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7.2  Socio-demographic Factors and PEAS 

This section addresses the relationships between the demographic factors and the 

outcomes of parental emotional attachment.  

7.2.1  Parental emotional attachment and age group. 

Independent sample t-tests were conducted to compare the differences in the mean 

PEAS scores between the age groups; that is, the younger (ages 18-23) and older emerging 

adults (24-29) (Hypothesis 2a). There is no statistically significant difference between the 

younger (M= 3.06,  SD= .67) and older (M= 3.14, SD= .65) emerging adults; t(753) = 

-1.376, and p=.17.  

7.2.2  Parental emotional attachment and gender. 

Independent sample t-tests were conducted to compare the differences in the mean 

PEAS scores between the male and female participants (Hypothesis 2b).  The results 

showed that females have significantly lower mean PEAS scores (M= 3.03, SD= .69) than 

the males (M= 3.15, SD= .62); t(752) = -2.37, p< .05, two-tailed. The Cohen‘s d effect size 

associated with this difference is .17, thus indicating that this effect is significant but small. 

The 95% confidence interval of the difference in the means is relatively precise (-.21 to 

-.02).  

7.2.3  Parental emotional attachment and sibling position. 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the differences in the PEAS scores 

among sibling position, including the only child, eldest, middle, and youngest (Hypothesis 

2c). The results showed that the PEAS scores are not significantly different among sibling 

position; F (4,750) = .845, p=.372.  
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7.2.4  Parental emotional attachment and employment status. 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the differences in the PEAS scores 

among employment statuses, including unemployed, full-time and part-time employed, and 

student (Hypothesis 2e). There is no significant difference in the PEAS scores for 

employment status; F (3,751) = .845, p=.212.  

7.2.5  Parental emotional attachment and education level. 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the differences in the PEAS scores 

among educational levels, including primary or less, secondary, Associate degree, 

Bachelor degree and Master‘s degree or higher (Hypothesis 2d). The results showed a 

statistically significant difference amongst the participants based on their different 

education levels; F (5, 746) = 4.9, and p = .000. Post-hoc comparisons which used the 

Bonferroni test indicated that the mean score for those with a primary level of education or 

less (M = 3.19, SD = 0.43) is significantly different from those with a Bachelor degree (M 

= 2.86, SD = 0.94).  

7.2.6  Parental emotional attachment and education level of mother. 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the differences in the PEAS scores 

and the education level of the mother, including primary or less, secondary, Associate 

degree, Bachelor degree and Master‘s degree or higher (Hypothesis 2f). The results showed 

that there is a statistically significant difference among the participants; F (5, 746) = 4.9, 

and p = .000. Post-hoc comparisons with the use of the Bonferroni test indicated that the 

mean score for those with a primary level of education or less (M = 3.19, SD = 0.65) is 

significantly different from those with a Bachelor degree (M = 2.86, SD = 0.74).  
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7.2.7  Parental emotional attachment and relationship between parents. 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the PEAS scores among the different 

types of relationships between parents, including intimate, good, fair and distant 

(Hypothesis 2g). The results showed that there is a statistically significant difference 

amongst the participants in terms of the relationship between their parents; F (3, 751) = 

25.9, and p = .000. Post-hoc comparisons with the use of a Bonferroni test indicated that the 

mean score for those whose parents have an intimate relationship (M = 2.79, SD = 0.617) is 

significantly different from those whose parents have a good relationship (M = 3.07, SD = 

0.63), fair relationship (M = 3.36, SD = 0.65) and distant relationship (M = 3.36, SD = 

0.65). Besides, there is a significant difference between those whose parents have a good 

relationship (M = 3.07, SD = 0.63) and fair relationship (M = 3.36, SD = 0.65). However, 

there is no significant difference between those whose parents have a distant relationship 

(M = 3.36, SD = 0.65), good relationship (M = 3.07, SD = 0.63) and fair relationship (M = 

3.36, SD = 0.65).  

7.3  Mean and Standard Deviation of Scores of Parental Emotional Attachment, 

Level of Differentiation of Self and Level of Fear of Intimacy  

The mean and standard deviation of the scores of parental emotional attachment, 

differentiation of self and fear of intimacy in this study are presented in Table 10. 

Table 10.  

Mean and Standard Deviation of PEAS, C-DSI, and C-FIS and their Subscales 

Full Scale and Subscale Mean 
Standard 

Deviation 

Parental Emotional Attachment 3.08   .66 

    Parental Emotional Fusion (PEF) 2.74 1.01 

    Parental Emotional Separateness (PES) 4.02 .87 

    Parental Emotional Over-functioning (PEO)  3.51 .90 

    Parental Emotional Projection (PEP) 3.27 .95 
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Table 10. Continued 

Full Scale and Subscale Mean 
Standard 

Deviation 

Differentiation of Self 3.36 .35 

    Emotional Reactivity (ER) 3.17 .56 

    I-Position (IP) 3.77 .44 

    Emotional Cutoff  (EC)  3.30 .69 

    Fusion with Others (FO) 3.30 .79 

    Fusion with Family (FF) 3.13 .56 

Fear of intimacy 2.21 .46 

    Imagined Fear of Closeness 2.77 .64 

    Past Fear of Closeness 2.98 .78 

    Imagined Openness  2.38 .66 

The participants in this study reported a moderate level of parental emotional 

attachment on a 6-point Likert scale (M = 3.08, SD = .66) as measured by the PEAS. 

Among the subscales of the PEAS, the participants reported a higher level of PES from 

their mother (M = 4.02, SD = .87), followed by PEO (M = 3.51, SD = .90). Besides, 

they reported a relatively lower level of differentiation of self (M = 3.36, SD = .35) as 

measured by the C-DSI on a 6-point Likert scale as compared with the results of 

another local study by Lam and Chan-So (2015) in a non-clinical sample of adults (M = 

3.70, SD = .54). Amongst the subscales of the C-DSI, the participants reported a higher 

IP (M = 3.77, SD = .44), followed by EC (M = 3.30, SD = .69) and then FO (M = 3.30, 

SD = .79). With regard to the scores on fear of intimacy as measured by the C-FIS on a 

5-point Likert scale, the participants reported a moderate fear of intimacy (M = 2.21, 

SD = .46). Amongst the subscales of the C-FIS, they reported a higher PFC (M = 2.98, 

SD = .78), followed by IFC (M = 2.77, SD = .64).  
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7.4  Correlations among Parental Emotional Attachment, Differentiation of Self 

and Fear of Intimacy 

A Pearson‘s correlation analysis was conducted to test the correlations amongst 

parental emotional attachment, differentiation of self and fear of intimacy. The results 

showed that these three variables have significant yet small correlations with one 

another, and in the expected directions (see Table 11). 

Table 11.  

Correlations among Parental Emotional Attachment, Differentiation of Self and Fear of 

Intimacy 

Variable PEA DoS FoI 

Parental Emotional Attachment (PEA) -- -- -- 

Differentiation of Self (DoS) -.274** -- -- 

Fear of Intimacy (FoI)  .184** -.279** -- 

p< .05*, p< .01**, p< .001*** 

First, parental emotional attachment was found to be significantly negatively 

correlated with the differentiation of self (r= -.274, p<.01) and positively correlated 

with a fear of intimacy (r= .184, p<.01). These results support H3 and H4, in that a 

higher degree of parental emotional attachment is related to less differentiation of the 

self, and a greater fear of intimacy. Besides, the differentiation of self was found to be 

significantly negatively correlated with a fear of intimacy (r= -.279, p<.01). The result 

therefore supports that more differentiation of self is related to less fear of intimacy 

(H4).  
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7.5 Correlations among PEAS Subscales and Differentiation of Self Inventory and 

Fear of Intimacy Scale  

The correlations among the PEAS subscales, C-DSI and C-FIS are presented in 

Table 12. The four subscales of the PEAS are found to have significant correlation with 

the C-DSI and C-FIS.  

Table 12.  

Correlations among PEAS Subscales and C-DSI and C-FIS 

Variable Differentiation 

of Self (C-DSI) 

Fear of Intimacy 

(C-FIS) 

Parental Emotional Fusion (PEF) -.117** .174*** 

Parental Emotional Separateness (PES) .090* -.076* 

Parental Emotional Over-functioning (PEO)  -.201*** .290*** 

Parental Emotional Projection (PEP) -.109** .226*** 

p< .05*, p< .01**, p< .001*** 

PEF is negatively correlated with the differentiation of self (r= -.117, p<.01) and 

positively correlated with a fear of intimacy (r= .174, p<.01). These results validate 

H3a and H4a, in that greater PEF is related to less differentiation of self, and a greater 

fear of intimacy.  

PES is positively correlated with the differentiation of self (r= .090, p<.05) and 

negatively correlated with a fear of intimacy (r= .174, p<.01). H3b and H4b are 

therefore supported in that a high level of PES is associated with more differentiation of 

self and less fear of intimacy.  

PEO is negatively correlated with the differentiation of self (r= -.201, p<.001) and 

positively correlated with a fear of intimacy (r= .290, p<.001). These results validate 

H3c and H4c in that greater intensity of PEO is related to less differentiation of the self, 

and a greater fear of intimacy. Lastly, PEO is negatively correlated with the 
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differentiation of self (r= -.109, p<.01) and positively correlated with a fear of intimacy 

(r= .226, p<.001). These results validate H3d and H4d in that greater PEP is related to 

less differentiation of the self, and a greater fear of intimacy. 

7.6   Correlations between PEAS Subscales and C-DSI Subscales 

The correlations between the PEAS subscales and the C-DSI subscales are 

presented in Table 13. The results show that PEF is significantly correlated to ER, IP, 

and EC of the C-DSI. However, they also show no significant relationship with FO and 

FF.  

Table 13.  

Correlations between PEAS Subscales and C-DSI Subscales 

 Differentiation of Self (C-DSI) 

 ER IP EC FO FF 

Parental Emotional Fusion (PEF) .211*** -.161*** .284*** .064 .026 

Parental Emotional Separateness (PES) -.083* .018 -.176*** -.010 -.121** 

Parental Emotional Over-functioning (PEO)  .221*** -.146*** .317*** .261*** .165*** 

Parental Emotional Projection (PEP) .173*** -.190*** .263*** .169*** .263*** 

p< .05*, p< .01**, p< .001*** 

ER= Emotional Reactivity 

IP= I Position 

EC= Emotional Cut-off 

FO= Fusion with Others 

FF= Fusion with Family. 

PES has a significant correlation with ER, EC and FF of the C-DSI, but no 

significant relationship with IP and FO of the C-DSI.  

PEO has a significant correlation with all of the subscales of the C-DSI (ER: r= 

-.221, p< .001; IP: r= .146, p< .001; EC: r= -.317; p< .001; FO: r= -.261 p< .001; and 

FF: r= -.165, p< .001).  
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PEP also has a significant yet small correlation with all of the subscales of the 

C-DSI (ER: r= -.173, p< .000; IP: r= .190, p< .000; EC: r= -.263; p< .000; FO: r= 

-.169, p< .000; and FF: r= -.263, p< .000).  

7.7   Correlations between PEAS subscales and C-FIS subscales 

The correlations between the PEAS subscales and C-FIS subscales are presented in 

Table 14. The results show that PEF has a significant yet small correlation with all of 

the subscales of the C-FIS.  The PEF is positively correlated with IFC (r= .120, p< .01), 

PFC ( r= .183, p< .001) and IO ( r= .073, p< .05) of the C-FIS. Moreover, the PES has 

a significant but small correlation with PFC ( r= .150, p< .001) and IO ( r= -.077, 

p< .05) of the C-FIS. However, no significant relationship can be found with IFC. The 

PEO has a significant yet small correlation with all of the subscales of the C-FIS, and in 

particular with the IFC: r= .237, p< .001, PFC: r= .236, p< .001, and IO: r= .094, 

p< .01). The PEP has a significant but small correlation with IFC (r= .167, p< .000) 

and PFC (r= .182, p< .000). However, there is no significant correlation between PEP 

and IO. 

Table 14.  

Correlations between PEAS Subscales and C-FIS Subscales 

 Fear of Intimacy (C-FIS) 

 Imagined fear of 

closeness 

Past fear of 

closeness 

Imagined 

openness 

Parental Emotional Fusion (PEF) .120** .183*** -.073* 

Parental Emotional Separateness (PES) -.071 -.150*** .077* 

Parental Emotional Over-functioning (PEO) .237*** .236*** -.094** 

Parental Emotional Projection (PEP) .167*** .182*** -.015 

p< .05*, p< .01**, p< .001*** 
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7.8 Mediating Effect of Differentiation of Self in Relationship between Parental   

Emotional Attachment and Fear of Intimacy 

The differentiation of self was examined as a mediator of the relationship between 

parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy (see Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3.  Mediating effect of differentiation of self on relationship between parental emotional 

attachment and fear of intimacy. p< .05*, p< .001*** 

With regard to the three prerequisites for mediational analysis before testing the 

mediating effect per Frazier et al. (2004) (Section 5.4.4.5), a Pearson‘s correlation 

analysis was performed to examine the intercorrelations among parental emotional 

attachment (predictor variable), differentiation of self (mediator variable) and fear of 

intimacy (outcome variable). The results indicated that there is a statistically significant 

correlation between parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy (r = .18, p 

< .001), and parental emotional attachment and differentiation of self (r = -.27, p < .001). 

Besides, a statistically significant correlation was also found between differentiation of 

self and fear of intimacy (r = -.28, p < .001). In addition, a reliability analysis showed 

that the C-DSI has good internal consistency reliability (Cronbach‘s alpha of .868).  

The mediating effect of the differentiation of self was tested by using three 

different multiple regressions (Baron and Kenny, 1986): (a) the fear of intimacy was 

regressed on parental emotional attachment; (b) the differentiation of self was regressed 
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on parental emotional attachment; and (c) the fear of intimacy was regressed on 

parental emotional attachment and the differentiation of self.  

Table 15.  

Results of multiple regression analysis on mediating effect of differentiation of self in relation 

to parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy 

Dependent variable and predictor ∆R² F β 

Fear of Intimacy .034 26.29***  

Parental Emotional Attachment   .13*** 

Differentiation of Self .075 61.05***  

Parental Emotional Attachment   -.15*** 

Fear of Intimacy .090 37.38 ***  

Parental Emotional Attachment   .08*** 

Differentiation of Self 
  -.32*** 

          Notes: p< .001***; ∆R²= adjusted R², dependent variables underlined 

The result of the path model is provided in Figure 3 and summarized in Table 15, 

which shows that parental emotional attachment contributes to fear of intimacy through 

both direct and indirect pathways.  Parental emotional attachment has a significant 

impact on fear of intimacy. When fear of intimacy is regressed on parental emotional 

attachment, the beta weight is .13. When the differentiation of self is included in the 

model, the resultant beta weight decreases to 0.08 (p<.001), which suggests that the 

differentiation of self partially mediates the relationship with parental emotional 

attachment. Specifically, parental emotional attachment is negatively associated with 

the differentiation of self, and differentiation of self is negatively associated with fear 

of intimacy.  A greater intensity of parental emotional attachment is associated both 

directly and indirectly with higher levels of fear of intimacy. The direct effect of 

parental emotional attachment on fear of intimacy is 0.08, and the indirect effect 

through the differentiation of self is 0.05, with a total effect of 0.13. The model explains 
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for 7.5% of the total variance of the differentiation of self and 9% of the total variance 

of fear of intimacy.  

The mediation model was further tested by using a macro for SPSS called 

PROCESS for processing ‗Model 4‘ (Hayes, 2013). The analyses revealed a significant 

effect of parental emotional attachment on the fear of intimacy, b = .13, SE= .027, 

t(753)= 4.70, and p< .001, and differentiation of self, b = -. 15, SE= .021, t(753)= -6.79, 

and p< .001. The differentiation of self showed a significant influence on fear of 

intimacy; b= -.32, SE= .053, t(752)= -6.12, and p< .001. The effect of parental 

emotional attachment on fear of intimacy remained significant after accounting for 

differentiation of self but its effect is reduced; b = .08, SE= .027, t(752)= 2.97, and 

p< .01. Although the effect of parental emotional attachment on fear of intimacy after 

accounting for the differentiation of self remained significant, there is a significant 

indirect effect of parental emotional attachment on fear of intimacy through the 

differentiation of the self, as demonstrated by the Sobel test; Z= 4.52 and p< .001. 

Furthermore, bootstrapping analyses with 10,000 samples showed a significant 

mediating effect; b= .098, SE= .022, and 95% CI [.06, .15].  

To conclude, parental emotional attachment contributes to a fear of intimacy 

through both direct and indirect effects. On the one hand, parental emotional 

attachment has a negative impact on fear of intimacy. On the other hand, parental 

emotional attachment is negatively related to the differentiation of self: greater parental 

emotional attachment means less differentiation of the self. Furthermore, more 

differentiation of self is related to less fear of intimacy. Therefore, greater parental 

emotional attachment leads to a greater fear of intimacy both directly and indirectly. 
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7.9  Predictive Effects of Socio-demographic Variables, Parental Emotional 

Attachment, and Differentiation of Self on Fear of Intimacy 

Table 16 shows the results of a hierarchical regression analysis on the predictive 

effects of the socio-demographic variables, parental emotional attachment and 

differentiation of self on fear of intimacy. The first set of predictors in Table 16 

includes the demographics of age, gender, marital and employment statuses, 

relationship status of parents, household income and sibling position. The second set of 

predictors is the four factors of parental emotional attachment, followed by five factors 

of differentiation of self in the third set of predictors.  

Table 16.  

Hierarchical Regression Analysis on Effects of Demographic Factors, Parental Emotional 

Attachment and Differentiation of Self on Fear of Intimacy (N=755) 

Predictor β R² ∆R² ∆ F 

Step 1: Demographic factor  .106 .116 11.731*** 

Age -.09*    

Gender .10**    

Marital status -.26***    

Relationship status of parents .11**    

Household income -.08**    

Sibling position .035    

Step 2: Parental emotional attachment  .124 .024 4.313** 

Parental emotional fusion .04    

Parental emotional separateness -.02    

Parental emotional over-functioning  .15**    

Parental emotional projection -.09    

Step 3: Differentiation of self  .229 .109 17.862*** 

Emotional reactivity 0.92    

I-Position  0.16    

Emotional cutoff -.42***    

Fusion with others -.06    

Fusion with family .09**    

p< .05*, p< .01**, p< .001*** 

Parental emotional attachment makes a jointly significant contribution in 

predicting fear of intimacy, which accounts for an additional 2.4% of the total variance. 

Specifically, the PEO (β = .15, p < .01) makes a unique and significantly positive 

contribution on predicting fear of intimacy. Differentiation of self has a significant 

effect on predicting fear of intimacy, which accounts for an additional 10.9% of the 
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total variance. In terms of the predictor of the differentiation of self, EC has a 

significantly negative effect on predicting fear of intimacy (β = .42, p < .001) and FF (β 

= .09, p < .01) has a significantly positive effect on predicting fear of intimacy. 

Simultaneously, the demographic factors show significant predictive effects on fear of 

intimacy in this study through age, gender, marital status, relationship status of parents 

and household income, whereas sibling position is not a significant predictor for fear of 

intimacy.  

Table 17.  

Hierarchical Regression Analysis on Effects of Demographic Factors, Parental Emotional 

Attachment and Differentiation of Self on Fear of Intimacy in males (n=337) and females 

(n=417) 

Predictor Male (n=337)  Female (n=417) 

 β R² ∆R² ∆ F  β R² ∆R² ∆ F 

Step 1: Demographic factor  .056 .072 4.535***   .115 .128 9.776*** 

Age -.025     -.108*    

Marital status -.236***     -.274***    

            Relationship status of parents -.005     -.059    

            Household income -.048     -.132*    

            Sibling position .100     .009    

Step 2: Parental emotional attachment  .085 .040 3.246**  . .133 .027 2.665* 

Parental emotional fusion .024     093    

Parental emotional separateness -.006     -.040    

Parental emotional over-functioning  .094**     .143*    

Parental emotional projection -.004     -.048    

Step 3: Differentiation of self  .162 .089 6.305***   .269 .144 13.277*** 

Emotional reactivity .071     .080    

I-Position  .002     .020    

Emotional cutoff -.373***     -.465***    

Fusion with others -.088     -.031    

Fusion with family .165*     .025    

p< .05*, p< .01**, p< .001*** 

In addition, a separate hierarchical regression was performed to compare the 

independent predictive effects for the male and female participants (see Table 17).  

Variations can be observed on the predictive effects of parental emotional attachment 

and its subordinate factors on fear of intimacy between the male and female participants, 

which accounts for an additional 4% of the total variance in the males and 2.7% in the 

females. Moreover, the PEO makes a unique and significantly positive contribution for 
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predicting fear of intimacy in both males (β = .094, p < .01) and females (β = .143, p 

< .05).  

The differentiation of self has a significant effect on predicting fear of intimacy, 

which accounts for an additional 8.9% of the total variance in the males and 14.4% in 

the females. EC has a significantly negative effect on predicting fear of intimacy in both 

males (β = .373 p < .001) and females (β = .456, p < .001), whereas FF (β = .09, p < .01) 

has a significantly positive effect on predicting fear of intimacy only in the males. 

Demographic factors have a significant predictive effect on fear of intimacy in this 

study through age, marital status and household income, whereas relationship status of 

parents and sibling position are not significant predictors of fear of intimacy for both 

the male and female participants. It should be noted that the predictive effect of 

household income is only significant for the females but not the males.  
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7.10  Summary 

In this chapter, the author discusses the major findings of a validation study on the 

PEAS and its subsequent analyses. First, the hypothesized four-factor structure of the 

PEAS is confirmed by using a CFA, namely with the PEF, PES, PEO and PEP. The 

results show that the PEAS has sufficient reliability (Cronbach‘s alpha= .89). 

Substantial correlation between the PEAS and the four subscales with the trait anxiety 

subscale of the C-STAI (Hypothesis 1) is also found, which supports the convergent 

validity of the PEAS and its subscales. The overall findings show that the PEAS has 

sufficient reliability and validity to support its application in the Hong Kong Chinese 

population.  

Second, gender, education level, education level of mother and relationship status 

of parents have significant but small effects on parental emotional attachment in 

relation to Hypotheses 2b, 2e, 2f and 2g. However, there is no significant relationship 

found among age, sibling position and employment status on parental emotional 

attachment in relation to Hypotheses 2a, 2c and 2d.  

Third, significant correlations are found among parental emotional attachment, 

differentiation of self and fear of intimacy, which is generally consistent with the 

findings in the literature (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). The intensity of parental 

emotional attachment and its subscales are found to be significantly correlated with the 

level of differentiation of self (Hypotheses 3, 3a, 3b, 3c and 3d), as well as with the 

level of fear of intimacy (Hypotheses 4, 4a, 4b, 4c and 4d). However, the PEF has no 

significant correlation with the level of emotional fusion of the emerging adult with 

others and his/her family. The PES also has no significant correlation with the IP of the 

emerging adult (i.e. a clearly defined sense of self).  
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Fourth, the differentiation of self is found to have a significantly negative 

correlation with fear of intimacy (Hypothesis 5), and a significant mediating effect of 

the differentiation of self is found between parental emotional attachment and fear of 

intimacy (Hypothesis 6). Finally, a hierarchical regression analysis shows that parental 

emotional attachment and differentiation of the self are significant predictors of fear of 

intimacy (Hypotheses 7 and 8). The demographic factors of age, gender, marital status, 

relationship status of parents and household income are significant predictors of fear of 

intimacy (Hypotheses 9a, 9b, 9c, 9d and 9e), whereas sibling position is not a 

significant predictor of fear of intimacy (Hypothesis 9f).  
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Table 18.  

Results of Hypothesis Testing  

Hypothesis   Result 

Convergent validity of Parental Emotional Attachment Scale (PEAS) 

H1 Parental emotional attachment is positively correlated with level of chronic 

anxiety  

Supported
 c
 

H1a Parental emotional fusion (PEF) is positively correlated with level of 

chronic anxiety. 

Supported 
c
 

H1b Parental emotional separateness (PES) is negatively correlated with level of 

chronic anxiety. 

Supported 
c
 

H1c Parental emotional over-functioning (PEO) is positively correlated with 

level of chronic anxiety. 

Supported 
c
 

H1d Parental emotional projection (PEP) is positively correlated with level of 

chronic anxiety. 

Supported
 b
 

Socio-demographic factors and parental emotional attachment 

H2a The intensity of parental emotional attachment differs among age groups.  Rejected 

H2b The intensity of parental emotional attachment differs between genders.  Supported* 

H2c The intensity of parental emotional attachment differs among sibling 

position. 

Rejected 

H2d The intensity of parental emotional attachment differs with employment 

status 

Rejected 

H2e The intensity of parental emotional attachment differs with education level. Partially 

supported*** 

H2f The intensity of parental emotional attachment differs with education level 

of mother. 

Partially 

supported*** 

H2g The intensity of parental emotional attachment differs with relationship 

status of parents. 

Partially 

supported*** 

Parental emotional attachment and differentiation of self 

H3 Parental emotional attachment is negatively correlated with differentiation 

of self. 
Supported

 b
 

  H3a Parental emotional fusion (PEF) is negatively correlated with 

differentiation of self. 
Supported

 a
 

  H3b Parental emotional separateness (PES) is positively correlated with 

differentiation of self. 
Supported

 a
 

  H3c Parental emotional over-functioning (PEO) is negatively correlated with 

differentiation of self. 
Supported

 b
 

  H3d Parental emotional projection (PEP) is negatively correlated with 

differentiation of self. 
Supported

 a
 

a 
Weak  (0  < r ≤ .2), 

b 
Moderate  (.2  < r ≤ .4), 

c
 Strong  ( r > .4) 

p< .05*, p< .01**, p< .001*** 
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Table 18. (continued) 

Hypothesis   Result 

Parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy 

H4 Parental emotional attachment is positively correlated with fear of intimacy. Supported
 a

 

H4a Parental emotional fusion (PEF) is positively correlated with fear of 

intimacy. 
Supported

 a
 

H4b Parental emotional separateness (PES) is negatively correlated with fear of 

intimacy. 
Supported

 a
 

H4c Parental emotional over-functioning (PEO) is positively correlated with fear 

of intimacy. 
Supported

 b
 

H4d Parental emotional projection (PEP) is negatively correlated with fear of 

intimacy. 
Supported

 b
 

Differentiation of self and fear of intimacy, and its mediating effect 

H5 Differentiation of self is negatively correlated with fear of intimacy (as 

demonstrated by a high score on C-DSI and a low score on C-FIS, or vice 

versa). 

Supported
 b

 

H6 Differentiation of self mediates relationship between parental emotional 

attachment and fear of intimacy 

Supported*** 

Predictive effect 

H7 Parental emotional attachment is a significantly negative predictor of fear of 

intimacy. 

Partially 

supported** 

H8 Differentiation of self is a significantly positive predictor of fear of intimacy. Partially 

supported*** 

H9a Age is a significantly positive predictor of fear of intimacy. Supported* 

H9b Gender is a significantly positive predictor of fear of intimacy. Supported** 

H9c Marital status is a significantly positive predictor of fear of intimacy. Supported*** 

H9d Relationship status of parents is a significantly positive predictor of fear of 

intimacy. 

Supported** 

H9e Household income is a significantly positive predictor of fear of intimacy. Supported** 

H9f Sibling position is a significantly positive predictor of fear of intimacy. Rejected 

   

a 
Weak  (0  < r ≤ .2), 

b 
Moderate  (.2  < r ≤ .4), 

c
 Strong  ( r > .4) 

p< .05*, p< .01**, p< .001*** 
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Chapter 8. Discussions and Limitations 

Drawing on the theoretical conceptualization of differentiation of self in the 

Bowen theory, which provides a framework for examining the role of family members, 

an empirical study has been carried out to look at the association between parental 

emotional attachment and the fear of intimacy of emerging adults by exploring the 

mediating role of differentiation of self.  One of the important contributions of this 

study is the development and validation of the PEAS. In doing so, this study extends the 

work of previous studies in the literature on the influence of the parent–child 

relationship during emerging adulthood by exploring the underlying dimensions of 

intense parental emotional over-involvement, and at the same time, suggests that the 

intensity of parental emotional attachment has the potential to affect the development 

of the romantic relationships of emerging adults. In this chapter, the author first 

discusses the major findings for the validation of the PEAS. Second, the author 

examines the phenomenon of intense parental emotional attachment and how it is 

related to the differentiation process and fear of intimacy of emerging adults. Finally, 

the author states the conceptual and methodological limitations of this study.  

8.1  Parental Emotional Attachment Scale  

A self-reporting measurement tool called the PEAS was developed and validated 

in the endeavour to construct a reliable and valid measure, which facilitated the study 

on parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy of emerging adults through 

differentiation of self as conceptualized by the Bowen theory. This study is the first in 

the literature that explores the multi-dimensionality of parental emotional attachment 

during emerging adulthood in a Chinese context by applying the theoretical 
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underpinnings of the Bowen theory. The PEAS was developed based on a series of 

studies and validated on a sample of 755 emerging adults who are between 18 and 29 

years old.  

The development of the PEAS was based on the construct approach in Loevinger 

(1957). Coupled with the qualitative data derived from semi-structured interviews and 

focus groups, the PEAS takes into account the Hong Kong Chinese culture. The 

multidimensional structure of the PEAS was identified with four extracted factors 

through an exploratory factor analysis which was carried out in Pilot Studies 1 and 2, 

namely parental emotional fusion (PEF), parental emotional separateness (PES), 

parental emotional over-functioning (PEO) and parental emotional projection (PEP). 

This four-factor structure which has theoretical significance reflects some of the 

important features of intense parental emotional attachment that resonates with 

unresolved emotional attachment and other interrelated factors such as emotional 

fusion, parent-child triangle, I-position, family projection process and emotional 

dysfunctions (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Titelman, 2012). The confirmatory 

factor analyses demonstrated support for these four subscales of PEAS as distinct 

dimensions of the construct of parental emotional attachment which account for 46.8% 

of the variance. The PEAS has good internal reliability (Cronbach‘s alpha= .88) and the 

four subscales were found to be internally consistent with Cronbach alphas that ranged 

from .738 to .892. Furthermore, the PEAS shows good convergent validity in that a 

positive association was found between the PEAS and both the state and trait anxiety 

subscales of the C-STAI. This also supports Bowen‘s contention that ―the amount of 

anxiety tends to parallel the degree of unresolved emotional attachment in the family‖ 

(Bowen, 1978, p. 537).  
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Compared with other instruments that are akin to the concept of parental 

over-involvement (Bradley-Geist & Olson-Buchanan, 2014; Leung & Shek, 2018; 

Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012), the PEAS provides uniquely distinct dimensions for 

understanding parent-child interactions during emerging adulthood in a systemic 

manner with a focus on assessing the emotional intensity of the parental attachment.  

The subscales of the PEAS are of particular interest in understanding the manifestations 

of intense parental attachment through the theoretical lens of the Bowen theory. The 

PEF subscale takes into consideration the systemic and reciprocal interactions between 

parents and the emerging-adult child with some statements that concern the 

parent-child triangle and reactive distance.  Besides, the PEP subscale highlights the 

automatic and subconscious emotional programming that is being transmitted 

interpersonally and intergenerationally from a parent to a child, thus contributing to the 

capacity of an emerging adult to become a self. In addition, the PES subscale signifies a 

relatively mature form of parent-child interaction in which the parent only provides an 

appropriate amount of involvement in the life of his or her emerging adult in the family. 

To reiterate, some of items of the PEAS may share some of the dimensions of parental 

over-involvement as is the case for other corresponding constructs, such as 

overparenting and helicopter parenting. However, the construct of parental emotional 

attachment and its different subdimensions are entrenched in the theoretical foundation 

of the Bowen theory (Bowen, 1978), which highlights the intensity of the emotional 

attachment process instead of the content and forms of parental behaviors. Some of the 

indigenous features of the subscales will be discussed in the following section.  
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8.1.1  Emergence of parental over-involvement during emerging adulthood. 

In line with the findings of Pilot Studies 1 and 2, the factor structure found in the 

validation study of the PEAS reflects some cultural whimsicalities in the manifestations 

of parental emotional attachment. It is worth noting that some of the proposed items 

that are intended to signify parental under-functioning (e.g., my mother relies on me for 

advice, my mother frequently asks for my help) are weakly loaded (less than .35) on the 

hypothesized factors of emotional dysfunctions of the parents (i.e., parental 

over-functioning and under-functioning) in both Pilot Studies 1 and 2. Characterized by 

the sympathetic, over solicitous and overprotective energy of a parent towards the 

emerging-adult child, parental over-functioning has emerged as a distinct feature of 

parental dysfunction in emerging adulthood in the Chinese culture.  This can be 

reflected from feedback in the qualitative interviews which highlight the 

over-functioning tendency of the parents including offering frequent advice to the 

interviewees over their choice of academic subjects (Shirley, female, age 20) or in 

planning a vacation (Abby, female, age 22)  or peeling oranges for the interviewee who 

dislikes the task (Ella, female, age 22). Some other common features of parental 

over-functioning as described by the interviewees include being overly involved in 

solving the problems of the interviewees and performing tasks for them that are within 

the ability and responsibility of the interviewees themselves. As a result, this factor was 

renamed the PEO. This factor does not suggest an entirely new dimension of 

parent-child interactions, as is the case with other forms of parental behavior, such as 

overparenting. Instead, the PEO provides empirical evidence that parents tend to be 

over-involved in the life of emerging adults in Hong Kong.  
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8.1.2  Parent-child triangle as manifestation of parental emotional fusion. 

Most of the proposed items on the two hypothesized factors of parental emotional 

cutoff and parental emotional triangling were poorly performing and/or cross-loaded in 

Pilot Study 1. Taking into consideration the theoretical relevance and face validity, 

some of the items of these factors (e.g., q7 my mother often involves me in conflicts 

between she and her spouse or other family members, q12 my mother places distance 

between us when we have a conflict or there is a conflict in the family) were retained in 

the factor parental emotional fusion in Pilot Study 2.  Although these retained items 

have a much lower endorsement rate in Pilot Study 1, they may be useful and desirable 

for pinpointing the important features of family triangling (Bowen, 1978). For instance, 

q7 points to the intense attachments in the mother-father-child triangle in which the 

mother may solidify their bonds by involving the emerging-adult child (an outsider in 

the marital relationship) and having the child choose a side in conflicts. Even though 

parental emotional triangling was not established as an identifiable dimension in this 

study, the related items reflect the systemic and reciprocal influence amongst the three 

parties, that is, the mother, emerging-adult child and father (or other family member) in 

this study. Moreover, the primary triangle has important impacts on the emotional 

functioning of an adult child (Bowen, 1978). Drawing on the results from the 

qualitative interviews, some of the interviewees are observed to be severely impacted 

by the marital conflicts between their parents. One of the interviewees said: 

“Don‟t tell me about that! ” means Dad told you how bad mom was, or 

mom would say how bad dad was… Actually I hate those conversations, I 

mean I would feel… maybe that‟s the impression that dad gave me, what I 

know about my dad is positive, or maybe he‟s trying to show me a positive 

image. I don‟t like it when he‟s being slandered… that‟s what I mean. So 

when my mom says,“Do you know how bad your dad is, he‟s like this and 

that...”, it  seems like there are many bad things about him… So actually I 

don‟t like it...but sometimes… I‟d tell her (mother) that I don‟t like it… I 

don‟t wanna know about it…talk about it… don‟t wanna have conflict with 
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others.  I don‟t want others to be unhappy. I don‟t really know how to 

make others feel better.  I‟m good at being rational, so I‟m a bit lost when 

I have face these (intense emotions)… I mean I‟m not good at handling 

people‟s emotions. (Then refers to romantic partner) Maybe I‟ll try to 

make her happy, but it doesn‟t work.  I mean from her reaction, I feel like 

(sighs), I don‟t know what to say.  Well, I know that (handling others‟ 

emotions) might be my weakness, something that I‟m not good 

at.”(Richmond, male, age 24) 

In his primary triangle, Richmond served to absorb the anxiety and emotional 

sensitivity of his parents. When his mother directed more of her anxiety and tension 

towards him during conflicts with his father, this increased the likelihood that 

Richmond would function in an anxious and reactive manner along with heightened 

sensitivity to conflict and emotional tension. At the same time, the parental emotional 

attachment and anxiety in the primary triangle also shaped the level and pattern of his 

emotional adaptiveness in other close relationships outside the family. Richmond found 

that it is difficult to manage the emotional tensions with his partner in the same vein. In 

other words, the parent-child triangle in this case is one that has intense parental 

emotional attachment. The triangle is a means of regulating emotional intensity in this 

fused relationship.  

8.1.3  Distance as manifestation of parental emotional fusion. 

Only one item related to the dimension of emotional distance  (i.e., q12. my mother 

places distance between us when we have a conflict or there is a conflict in the family) 

was retained from both pilot studies. The hypothesized factor of parental emotional 

cutoff could not be established as a distinct dimension, and the retained item was finally 

loaded onto the factor of PEF. Maintaining distance in a relationship when there is 

anxiety is just as much a sign of emotional fusion, and it has been theoretically 

validated that intense emotional fusion may lead to emotional distancing and cutoff 
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which serve as an attempt to reduce the emotional tension and anxiety in a fused 

relationship (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). For some people, particularly those 

with less capability of adapting to stress and anxiety, putting distance between 

themselves and others is a common way of coping with emotional fusion. The subscale 

of PEF shows a significantly positive correlation with both state anxiety (r= .287, 

p< .000) and trait anxiety (r= .291, p< .000).  

Due to the low endorsement rate and factor loadings during Pilot Studies 1 and 2, 

most items that are related to emotional cutoff and distance were dropped. This may 

reflect that Chinese Hong Kong parents do not have the tendency to place distance 

between themselves and their child or use emotional cutoff as a means to regulate the 

emotional intensity in their interactions with their emerging-adult child. However, PEF 

was found to be significantly negatively associated with emotional cutoff of the 

emerging adults (r= .284, p< .000) as measured by the C-DSI.  This shows the 

reciprocity of emotional fusion in the parent-child dyad which is characterized by a 

―closeness-distance dance‖. When a parent is overly attached to an emerging-adult 

child, the child may attempt to insulate himself or herself through both physical and 

psychological distance in order to flee from the intense emotional fusion with the 

parents and the anxiety that comes along with this emotional fusion. Thus, intense 

levels of emotional fusion may lead to emotional cutoff which is actually an attempt to 

reduce the anxiety through extreme emotional distancing from an intensely fused 

relationship (Bowen, 1978). As shown in the case of Richmond, parental conflict seems 

to be an integral part of his life, and he has tried to keep a safe distance from emotional 

invitations into their conflicts. He said:    

“One of the obvious examples is that I used to hate going home, which 

means that I had to find a reason not to be home coz I know if I came home, 
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I would see them arguing.  It made me feel really uncomfortable, like I was 

so sure that they would pull me in and say bad things about each other.  I 

didn‟t like that… I felt so burdened … yeah, I really hated it. I was happier 

spending time with my friends.  At least then I could have a break…but 

that also prevented us from having a close relationship (with parents).  I 

don‟t wanna be with them so it means I don‟t talk to them a lot and don‟t 

wanna talk to them too much or spend too much time at home.  I guess I‟m 

avoiding the situation by going out with friends, but I have no choice!” 

(Richmond, male, age 24) 

Instead of striving towards independence, this emerging adult is running away 

from home, which shows that he is fleeing from the intense attachment. This running 

away is actually a denial of the unresolved emotional attachments and conflicts in the 

family. The case of Richmond underlies the theoretical assertions of Bowen (1978) in 

that the ―principal manifestation of emotional cutoff is denial of the intensity of the 

unresolved attachment to parents, acting and pretending to be more independent than 

one is‖ (p.536). This case also resonates with the findings of Nelson (2013) that 

emerging adults who are avoidant have higher levels of psychosocial problems, such as 

depression, relationship difficulties and emotional dysregulation, as compared to those 

who are not withdrawing from a relationship.  

8.1.4 Group differences in socio-demographical features in responding to the 

PEAS. 

Are certain socio-demographic variables associated more with intense parental 

emotional attachment? To answer this question, this study explores the relationship 

between socio-demographic variables and the intensity of parental emotional 

attachment during emerging adulthood. Identifying and examining these factors would 

help to provide a better understanding on some of the functional facts of an individual 

who is functioning within the intensity of parental emotional attachment.  
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8.1.4.1  Age and parental emotional attachment. 

It is hypothesized in this study that the intensity of parental emotional attachment 

may gradually decrease as the emerging adult matures in age. By the time that the 

emerging adults enter their 20s, their parents are supposed to be relatively free of 

obligations to take care of them as they are moving toward independence and assuming 

an adult status. However, no significant correlation was found between the level of 

parental emotional involvement and age of the emerging adults. The rejection of this 

theoretical hypothesis supports the phenomenon of the extension of parental 

involvement to the emerging adult years so that the emerging adults still experience a 

high degree of involvement with their parents (particularly with their mother in this 

study) even as they mature.  

8.1.4.2  Gender and parental emotional attachment. 

A significant correlation was found between gender and parental emotional 

attachment in that male emerging adults have more parental emotional attachment than 

their female counterparts in the Hong Kong Chinese context. This highlights a specific 

Chinese cultural aspect; mothers tend to be emotionally attached to their male children. 

One possible explanation is that Chinese families prefer sons to daughters to continue 

the family lineage so that mothers may still carry this cultural tradition and look to their 

sons for support in their old age. Alternatively, this may also imply parental 

involvement that is gender-specific in relation to societal expectations and structural 

changes. For example, parents might give more support to male emerging adults as they 

are concerned about their ability to establish their own family since males are socialized 

to be more financially instrumental in establishing a family, especially in light of the 

sky-high property prices in Hong Kong. Overall, this finding is somewhat different 
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from those in the previous literature on the socialized gender roles between male and 

female in relation to parental attachment as females have tended to value family 

affiliation and closeness more (Kenny & Donaldson, 1991) and identify with 

relationally-oriented mothers (Cross & Madson, 1997). However, the gender difference 

in this study is minimal in that the difference between the group means is relatively low 

(-.21 to -.02), thus suggesting that gender itself may be less tied to traditional 

expectations of parents on gender role division although this has not been directly 

assessed in this study. Therefore, this warrants further studies that examine the 

underlying factors and the content of changes.   

8.1.4.3  Sibling position and parental emotional attachment. 

The sibling position of an emerging adult was anticipated to have significant 

impacts in relation to the intensity of parental emotional attachment. However, the 

results show no significant differences in this study. One of the major contributions to 

this result is because the participants in this study have few siblings, as more than 80% 

are from a one-child family or have one sibling. Due to their small family size, the 

difference in sibling position might not be obvious as the attachment process can be 

equally intense when the family only has one or two children.  

8.1.4.4  Employment status and parental emotional attachment. 

It was expected that the emerging adults with different employment statuses would 

differ in relation to the intensity of parental emotional attachment, yet no significant 

differences are found in this study. It is possible that the parents continue to provide 

support through co-residence, financial subsidization and other material support, even 

when their emerging-adult child secures a full-time job. According to Aquilino (2005), 

the difficulties of emerging adults to achieve separateness may be prevalent when they 
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continue to live with parents even though they have secured a job. Amongst the 755 

participants in this study, over 89.1% are living with their parents.  However, living 

apart from their parents may not necessarily lead to increased separateness from them, 

as is the case for one of the respondents who has a stable full-time job:  

“I moved in with my girlfriend. Sometimes my mom would ask me 

when would be a good time to come up and clean my place. I asked 

her why she had the need to come over and help me clean up.  I mean 

I might not be actually great at doing the laundry or cooking or… 

sweeping the floor, but it‟s really not that hard. But she would say 

“You‟re already tired after working the whole day, so let me help you 

out when I‟m not busy!” So I think that it‟s not important whether I‟ve 

moved out or not.” (Fish, male, age 23)  

Tanner (2006) highlighted the relational nature of some of the criteria of adulthood, 

such as becoming financially independent from one‘s parents and establishing an 

independent household apart from one‘s parents. During the stage of emerging 

adulthood, both parents and emerging adults are involved in a negotiation process on 

their expectations towards family obligations as the child moves toward financial 

independence (Aquilino, 2005). The parents need to acknowledge his/her need for 

independence and his/her autonomy, and come to see their child as a separate person 

and realistically assess his/her ability without projecting their own worries onto their 

child. 

8.1.4.5  Educational level and parental emotional attachment. 

Group differences were found between the emerging adults with primary school 

education and those with a Bachelor‘s degree in relation to the intensity of parental 

emotional attachment. Those with a higher educational level reported a lower intensity 

of parental emotional attachment. This result lends support to the notion that children 

who have emotionally mature parents develop better emotional processing which 
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benefits their cognitive functioning and thus results in success in academics.  

According to Immordino-Yang and Damasio (2007), the cognitive abilities 

traditionally related to learning, such as memorizing, paying attention and socializing, 

are closely related to emotion processes. Intense parental emotional attachment may 

prevent the motivation, engagement and self-regulation of an individual during the 

learning process with an inappropriate level of emotional stressors and triggers.  

8.1.4.6  Educational level of mother and parental emotional attachment. 

Group differences were found between emerging adults with a mother who has 

primary school education and those with a mother who has a Bachelor‘s degree in 

relation to the intensity of parental emotional attachment. The mothers with lower 

educational attainment reported higher intensity of parental emotional attachment. This 

result echoes the findings of Pant and Singh (2017) in that adolescents with better 

educated mothers have better emotional development in relation to their intellectual 

ability. Education level can be regarded as a functional fact that reflects one‘s 

functioning. However, it is noted that not every educated person is well-differentiated, 

as the functioning of each individual may be related to other important factors, such as 

the level of anxiety found in the family system and the availability of resources to 

relieve stressors.  

8.1.4.7  Relationship between parents and parental emotional attachment. 

Parents with a higher level of differentiation of self and lower level of unresolved 

emotional attachment can better sustain their own individuality while being intimately 

involved with each other and important others (Bowen, 1978). In particular, the 

participants who described the relationship of their parents as intimate reported lower 

intensity of parental emotional attachment. This result indicates that individuals in a 
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marital dyad who place distance between each other may reciprocally increase the 

intensity of the attachment in the parent-child dyad. Emotional distancing is one of the 

central mechanisms for managing anxiety and tension in relationships in order to regain 

a sense of self (Bowen, 1978; Richardson, 2010). However, couples who distant 

themselves from each other on a consistent basis create a certain level of emotional 

intensity in the family system and may drive the triangling with their child (Richardson, 

2010).  As noted previously in the discussion on the primary triangle (see Sections 3.2.6 

and 8.1.2), a more adaptive primary triangle is characterized by a lower level of anxiety 

and emotional fusion in the couple relationship, which gives the child the capacity to 

grow autonomously to be a self of his/her own without the parents becoming 

emotionally and intensely involved in their child‘s life.  

8.2  Parental Emotional Attachment and Differentiation of Self 

This study validates Bowen‘s proposition that ―the lower the level of 

differentiation, the more intense the unresolved attachment‖ (Bowen, 1978, p.382). The 

results showed that the intensity of parental emotional attachment, measured by the 

PEAS, is negatively correlated with the level of differentiation of self of the emerging 

adults. The four PEAS subscales, namely the PEF, PES, PEO and PEP, also showed 

significant relationships with differentiation of self. The results demonstrated that 

parents with higher intensity of emotional attachment, which is characterized by greater 

emotional fusion, emotional over-functioning and emotional projection along with less 

emotional separateness, is associated with a lower level of differentiation of self of the 

emerging adults. Each subscale of the PEAS and the C-DSI also revealed some 

interesting reciprocal patterns in the parent-emerging adult child relationships as 

discussed in the following sections.   
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8.2.1 Closeness-distance dance in parent and emerging-adult child 

relationship.  

The results indicated that greater emotional fusion of the parents tends to be 

associated with a greater degree of emotional reactivity and emotional cutoff in their 

emerging-adult children, but not emotional fusion with others or other family members. 

This shows the reciprocity of the parent-child interactions and variations in the 

intergenerational transmission of emotional patterns. In a fused parent-child 

relationship, the emerging adult in the family may easily develop heightened sensitivity 

to the reaction of his/her parents, which leads to emotional reactivity. When the 

emotional attachment of a parent increases in intensity, patterns of distancing and 

cutoff may emerge. As shown by the qualitative interviews, some of the emerging 

adults may isolate themselves, withdraw or even run away from the family. One of the 

participants said: 

“My mom controls everything that I do, and wants to know where I am all 

the time. Sometimes when I‟m late going home, she‟ll call me right away 

and ask me where I am. I have to give her all of my salary, so to this day, I 

don‟t even have an ATM card. There was a period of time when I didn‟t 

want to go home at all. So I would stay longer at work or help others at 

work. I did that because I really had work to do but also, I guess I was 

avoiding going home…” (Sarah, female, age 30)  

Sarah‘s mother has devoted most of her attention and energy to Sarah and her 

sister since her husband separated from her.  Her two daughters have maintained 

distance and remained silent on most issues, giving in to their mother's emotional 

threats, such as angry silent treatment and bouts of crying. Her mother did not allow 

them to have their own bank account and supervised their daily routines. However, both 

sisters are nearly thirty years old. In this case, Sarah handled the parental emotional 

attachment through a combination of emotional isolation and physical distancing in 
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living with her mother. She tried to place distance from her mother in the attempts to 

function independently, and became emotionally allergic to the reactions of her mother. 

Within a family systems framework, these complementary emotional patterns are 

expressions of relational and reciprocal interactions that reflect the undifferentiation of 

the mother and the emerging-adult child. Both Sarah and her mother experience the 

same emotional intensity for each other but in different forms. Sarah placed emotional 

distance between herself and her mother, which was driven by the anxiety that goes 

along with the intense emotional attachment. Sarah found it difficult to maintain a clear 

sense of self in her relationship with her mother due to the intense emotional attachment. 

However, ―distance does not end the fusion; it just helps us feel more comfortable‖ 

(Richardson, 2010, p. 70). The emotional distancing therefore served to intensify the 

anxiety in the relationship and Sarah‘s mother reacted by monitoring Sarah more 

intensely. The reciprocal emotional dance reinforces the emotional fusion of mother 

and daughter. The spiral of intense emotion sets loose.   

Furthermore, it is interesting that PEF is insignificantly related to the emotional 

fusion of emerging adults.  This can be plausibly explained by a change in dynamics 

during emerging adulthood within the parent-child relationship, and amongst different 

close relationships (Collins & van Dulmen, 2006). The influence of friendship and 

romantic relationships becomes increasingly important during emerging adulthood 

(Arnett, 2004; Claxton & Dulmen, 2013) which may reduce the emotional connection 

between emerging adults and their parents in a more systemic and reciprocal way.  In 

other words, it is likely that emerging adults may be less occupied emotionally by their 

parents due to their emotional engagement in other close relationships outside the 

family. However, this is not equivalent to reduced intensity of the emotional attachment 

in the parent-child relationship but rather, the intensity is a reciprocal tension like a 
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closeness-distance dance.  In Sarah‘s case, the heightened emotional sensitivity that is 

found in the mother-daughter relationship meant that Sarah faced implicit pressure to 

live her life the way that her mother wants her to live, but then she withdrew 

emotionally out of fear of becoming overwhelmed by her mother.  As she emotionally 

distanced herself, her mother‘s anxiety only increased and she tried to manipulate the 

situation with passive aggressive acts, such as silent treatment and bouts of crying, as 

her own ways of seeking Sarah‘s attention and care. However, these acts only 

contributed to more anxiety in the family system, so that Sarah distanced herself even 

more out of her own increasing anxiety. This is a typical dyadic interaction between a 

parent and an emerging adult in the family, and this type of closeness-distance dance 

may be replicated in other intimate relationships when the child grows up. The degree 

of unresolved emotional attachment that each parent brings in from his/her own family 

of origin and the way that he/she handles the unresolved emotional attachment in the 

marriage will program the emotional configuration of the child as the child grows up 

(Bowen, 1978). This will be discussed in a later section on how parental emotional 

attachment influences the fear of intimacy of emerging adults in terms of the replication 

of various emotional and relationship patterns through the intergenerational 

transmission process (see Section 8.3.1).   

8.2.2 Over-functioning and under-functioning reciprocity. 

The quantitative analysis in this study shows that PEO is a distinct feature of 

parental dysfunctioning in the development of the PEAS (see Section 8.1.1), and this 

factor is significantly correlated with five subscales of differentiation of self and 

significantly positively related to the degree of emotional cutoff and fusion with the 

emerging adults. This finding highlights the important linkage between parental 
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over-functioning and the level of differentiation of self of emerging adults, particularly 

in terms of emotional distance and cutoff and the extent to which an emerging adult 

tends to emotionally fuse with others in significant relationships. 

 When a parent revolves his/her life around his/her child and lives life through 

his/her child, such intense emotional involvement with the child may inadvertently 

cause the child to react emotionally and distance him/herself from the parent, or even 

take the extreme position of emotional cutoff to fight and deny the attachment to the 

parent. The over-involvement of a parent in many of the activities and decisions of 

his/her emerging-adult child may also limit the capacity of the child to take up 

responsibilities that are at an age-appropriate level and become an autonomous 

individual. Furthermore, the over-involvement may leave the child as an 

under-functioning individual during this process of over-functioning reciprocity. This 

resonates with the findings of Leung and Shek (2018) in that both Chinese paternal and 

maternal over-parenting were found to have a significantly negative relationship with 

the self-efficacy of Hong Kong emerging adults because the excessive care, excessive 

affective involvement and anticipatory problem solving that is common among the 

parents will prevent their emerging-adult child to put forth sufficient effort to cope with 

problems and obstacles during their development process.  

When a parent revolves his/her life around the child and lives her life through the 

child, such intense emotional involvement in the child may inadvertently reciprocate 

the child to react emotionally and distance from the parents, or even an extreme posture 

of emotional cutoff as a sign to fight again and deny the attachment to one‘s parents. 
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8.2.3 Emotional cutoff masks pseudo maturity.  

The results in this study show that the emotional cutoff of emerging adults as 

measured by the C-DSI is significantly associated with the four subscales of the PEAS. 

In other words, a higher level of parental emotional attachment is associated with a 

greater tendency of emotional cutoff of an emerging adult. Bowen (1978) mentioned 

that the life pattern with emotional cutoff is determined by how individuals manage 

their unresolved emotional attachment to their parents. There are differences in the way 

that people react to emotional attachment with their parents and manage the associated 

anxiety (Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Titelman, 2003). During emerging adulthood, the ability 

of an individual to psychologically separate from his/her parents and develop a sense of 

self as a separate entity are critical developmental tasks (see Section 3.1.5). The ways in 

which parents and emerging adults respond to each other during this transition process 

also show their respective level of maturity. A healthy transition away from parents 

involves a balance of togetherness and individuality, which Bowen (1978) referred to 

as the process of differentiation of self  (see Section 3.1.6). Over time, an emerging 

adult starts to separate from the early symbiotic attachment with his/her parents as s/he 

increases in maturity. Real maturity is determined by how much a solid sense of self 

can be developed during the maturing process, characterized by emotional maturity 

with less emotional fusion, reactivity and cutoff, as well as the ability to take 

responsibility based on well considered principles, especially under pressure (Brown, 

2017; Kerr & Bowen, 1988).  Better differentiated emerging adults tend to have better 

emotional regulation and emotional contact with others, and report less psychosocial 

and interpersonal distress (Skowron, Stanley & Shapiro, 2009). On the contrary, 

emerging adults who are less differentiated tend to engage in more emotional cutoff. 

This study lends support to the theoretical assertion that a more intense emotional 
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attachment with parents will result in lower levels of differentiation, followed by higher 

emotional reactivity which may lead to emotional cutoff (Bowen, 1978). Intense 

emotions may cause fear or trigger physical and/or emotional distancing, especially 

when there is already anxiety in the relationship which leads to emotional reactivity 

and/or cutoff (Titelman, 2003).   

8.2.4  Importance of parental emotional separateness. 

Except for the functional shifts in parents who attempt to differentiate, Bowen 

(1978) posited that ―the amount of unresolved emotional attachment remains relatively 

fixed‖ (p. 537). The amount of parental emotional attachment will increase in intensity 

with higher levels of anxiety in the family system. In this study, emerging adults who 

scored lower in emotional reactivity, emotional cutoff and fusion with family reported 

more emotional separateness from their parents. This highlights the importance for 

parents to work on their own unresolved emotional attachment and differentiation 

instead of intensely focusing on their child.  Better differentiated parents provide more 

room for their child to experience a more orderly process of growing up since a 

childhood without emotional turmoil would not involve managing unresolved 

emotional attachment to one‘s parents, particularly during the adolescence period 

(Bowen, 1978; Titelman, 2003).  

In addition, the level of PES was found to be significantly negatively correlated 

with both state and trait anxieties. Anxiety acts like a filter which creates emotional 

distance amongst family members and affects the intergenerational transmission of 

functional patterns in the family (see Section 3.5). Under stressful circumstances with 

sustained anxiety, the way that parents handle their anxiety depends on their degree of 

differentiation which is determined by the amount of emotional separateness, 
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characterized by their ability to remain thoughtful and responsible for themselves with 

clear and separate boundaries, yet staying connected with their child. In this way, their 

child would be free from the transmission of anxiety from their parents and would not 

be overly involved in the projection and triangling processes.  

Previous research works show that the family of origin influences the emotional 

and interpersonal functioning of an individual (Phillips et al., 2013; Skowron et al., 

2009). Current findings also show that a higher level of PES is significantly associated 

with more differentiation of self of emerging adults. Better differentiated parents allow 

their child to better develop his/her self through an equal, open and separate 

parent-child relationship (Gilbert, 1992). Nevertheless, a separate relationship not only 

refers to the physical process of leaving home during emerging adulthood, but also in 

terms of emotional and psychological separation in that both parents and emerging 

adults recognize the value of being a unique individual yet building a healthy 

connection at the same time. Parents with good emotional separateness have the 

capacity to take a thoughtful stance by sharing their principles with their child without 

forcing him/her to adopt them, and understanding their child in a more objective and 

neutral way without projecting their own subjectivity and anxiety onto their child (Kerr 

& Bowen, 1988). Without maintaining a good balance between togetherness and 

separateness in a relationship, emerging adults never develop much of a self as their 

energy would be used instead to cater to the expectations and demands of their parents. 

The parents themselves also grow into a mature self and enhance their capacity to 

connect with their child by adopting an I-position and principles that guide them in their 

decisions and problem-solving behaviors. 
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8.3  Parental Emotional Attachment and Fear of Intimacy 

Theoretically, the intensity of emotional attachment in the parent-child relationship 

and the level of anxiety that goes along with the emotional attachment fundamentally 

influence the capacity of an emerging adult to be a self in important and intimate 

relationships (Gilbert, 1992; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Skowron, 2000).  The role of 

parental emotional attachment in the fear of intimacy during emerging adulthood is 

examined in this study. The results confirm that there is a significantly positive 

relationship between parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy in that more 

intense parental emotional attachment is associated with a greater fear of intimacy. 

Besides, the four factors of the PEAS, namely PEF, PES, PEO and PEP, are also 

significantly associated with fear of intimacy. The results concur with those of previous 

research (see Section 2.3.3) in that the influence of parent-child attachment extends into 

emerging adulthood and at the same time, suggests that the attachment bonds between 

parent and child have potential impacts on the capacity of emerging adults for romantic 

intimacy. A closer examination of the association between each subscale of the PEAS 

and FIS showed various attachment and emotional patterns of emerging adults that are 

adapted in developing romantic intimacy in relation to the emotional reciprocity in their 

relationship with their parents as discussed in the following sections.  

8.3.1 Influence of intense parental emotional fusion on adaptive patterns of 

emerging adults in intimate romantic relationships. 

Instead of  focusing on the effects of the family structure (e.g., whether the family 

is intact or there is a divorce) on the capacity of emerging adults for romantic intimacy, 

this study examines emotional reciprocity in the parent-child relationship, which might 

influence the emotional functioning of emerging adults and affect how they develop 
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intimacy and manage relationship tension in romantic relationships, particularly in 

times of fear and anxiety.  

Emotional fusion has been identified as a key family process that is worthwhile of 

study (Bray, 1996). In this study, PEF is found to be positively related to imagined and 

past fears of closeness , and negatively related to imagined openness of emerging adults 

in romantic relationships. In terms of the closeness-distance dance between parents and 

emerging adults due to the influence of anxiety as discussed in the previous section (see 

Section 8.2.1), emotional fusion with a parent may create excessive closeness that 

prompts an emerging-adult child to react emotionally and attempt to reduce the 

relationship tension by distancing themselves. These emotional patterns that develop in 

the family of origin will transfer to other spheres of life, particularly other close and 

intimate relationships (Kerr & Bowen, 1988; Titelman, 2012). When it comes to 

developing romantic intimacy, some people tend to avoid such intimacy due to their of 

fear of closeness. The interviewees in this study revealed their fear in this respect,  such 

as Sue:  

“My mom and dad… get into fights over trivial matters… I think that … 

they don‟t really understand each other… that also affects me… I think 

that … it‟s important for two people to have mutual understanding and 

forgiveness … I mean maintaining the relationship but not fighting all the 

time… So when we (boyfriend) really have issues, I actually don‟t know 

how to handle them…I get anxious and uneasy…  maybe it‟s because since 

I was small, when my parents fought, I might hide… well, leave the room… 

I didn‟t want to hear them fight, I dreaded it… I mean I didn‟t know how to 

face it...” (Sue, female, age 21) 

Sue shows that emotional fusion can be manifested through a parent-child triangle 

(see Section 8.1.2), which serves to relieve the anxiety in the marital dyad but increases 

the anxiety of the child who is being triangled. The child may develop heightened 

sensitivity and adopt certain adaptive patterns in response to the emotional tension and 
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anxiety in the primary parental triangle, and transfer these patterns into his/her intimate 

relationships outside the family. 

8.3.2 Intense parental emotional fusion and fear of engulfment. 

A greater PEF was found to correspond to less imagined openness of emerging 

adults in their romantic intimate relationships. However, an open relationship system is 

one in which individuals ―have a reasonable degree of emotional contact with one 

another‖ (Bowen, 1978, p.537). Doi and Thelen (1993) defined the fear of intimacy as 

an anxiety–based construct (see Section 2.2.3), which could possibly be explained by 

the anxiety that goes along with emotional fusion in the relationship system. Emerging 

adults who tend to be very emotionally fused with their parents may experience 

excessive togetherness, and anxiety may increase over the fear of being emotionally 

intruded and engulfed when they enter an intimate relationship which would result in 

loss of identity and independence. The excessive closeness may prompt an emerging 

adult to increase emotional distance without truly opening up to another person to 

establish real emotional bonds (Firestone & Firestone, 2004).  

As the interviews show, fear of engulfment results from parental triangle dynamics 

that are more anxious and reactive. In the case of Richmond (see Section 8.1.2), this is 

exemplified in being ―too close‖ to his partner and his anxiety around conflicts and the 

same emotional turmoil that he had experienced with his parents when he was growing 

up. He had tried to avoid arguments or fights by accommodating his partner but was 

merely tolerating her. He appears to carry this fear and emotional patterns from his 

childhood into his adulthood and his present relationships. 

“I really don‟t wanna have conflict with others.  I don‟t want people to be 

unhappy.  I don‟t really know how to make other people feel better.  I‟m used 

to handling rational things, so I‟m a bit lost… I mean I‟m not good at 
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handling people‟s emotions.  Maybe I‟ll try to make her (his girlfriend) 

happy, but it doesn‟t work.  I mean from her reaction, I feel like (sighs), I 

don‟t know what to say.  Well, I know that (handling others‘ emotions) might 

be my weakness, something that I‟m not good at.  But I still have to build  a 

relationship with her, and handle her emotions, and any conflicts that may 

happen; or maybe when she‟s unhappy, I have to deal with her. It just feels 

so difficult to do that… …I think she‟s like totally two people.  Before we got 

together, she was fine with everything.  But after we're together, she‟s not 

fine with everything anymore! She‟s kind of controlling, I mean for example 

I‟m not allowed to talk to other girls in any way, to the extent that it feels 

very controlling... one time we fought about it so badly... there‟s a lot of stuff 

that had accumulated, I felt that we couldn‟t meet halfway, and she dragged 

stuff from the past into the conversation... and our value systems are so 

different, I mean…she always thinks that she‟s right…so it‟s like she‟s 

controlling me a lot... like which day I can go out, which day I can‟t go out, 

which day I can go out with my family...... for some time, I didn‟t want to 

commit to a relationship. I wonder why girls are so different before and after 

being in a relationship. Then I think I would rather keep the good 

relationship before we got involved because we were happier...” (Richmond, 

male, age 24) 

Richmond felt that he was giving up too much self in the relationship and had to 

adapt too much to his partner. Therefore, he distanced himself from her so that he 

would feel less interference and control from her. He started to push for more personal 

space and alone time as he felt threatened by the intrusiveness of his partner.  Richmond 

also focused on their differences as a reason to place distance between them. However, 

focusing on differences with the intention to change the other person caused each to try 

to manipulate the other to fuse emotionally.  More arguments and fights then ensued 

around the tension from their attempts to change each other to be more like the person 

that they desired. When both felt that the other person has changed for the worse and 

not the person that s/he had been prior to starting the relationship, the relationship 

finally ended due to the ongoing emotional distancing with escalated emotional 

intensity over time. Although Richmond did not verbally break up with his girlfriend 

because he did not want to be the ‗bad guy‘, he distanced himself emotionally and 

physically which was an indirect means of emotional cutoff. His withdrawal of love 
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and warmth from the relationship caused much bitterness to his partner and was the 

reason that she left the relationship. Both of them experienced a significant amount of 

emotional damage as their expectations were unmet. Richmond‘s fear of being 

controlled reflects his fear of giving up too much self. The ―differences‖ in his partner 

before and after starting the relationship represent the ‗pseudo selves‘ (see Section 3.2) 

that they showed each other when they were becoming acquainted. They did not 

genuinely know each other, and each person was conforming to the preferences of the 

other person, which might have been due to the fear of rejection if they were to show 

their real self. Neither person was being open and genuine in the relationship. 

8.3.3 Intense parental emotional fusion and fear of abandonment and 

rejection. 

Previous research has demonstrated that individuals who tend to engage in 

emotional fusion are more likely to suffer from fear of abandonment with emotionally 

blurred boundaries (Skowron & Schmitt, 2003). As shown in the findings here, PEF is 

significantly positively correlated with both state and trait anxieties of emerging adults. 

The influence of PEF and the corresponding anxiety fundamentally affect the ability of 

emerging adults to achieve closeness in their intimate relationships with the fear of 

showing their real self and being rejected or abandoned. The term ―pseudo-self‖ is an 

undifferentiated part of the self in a relationship which originally developed in the 

family of origin and shaped through emotional pressure on the individual members in 

the family to enact particular roles (Bowen, 1978). The greater use of pseudo-self 

within one‘s family of origin corresponds to more problems in differentiating of self in 

intimate relationships (Bowen, 1978; Skowron, 2000).  

In the interviews in this study, some of the emerging adults indicated that they 

attempted to accommodate their partner by internalizing themselves as the perceived 
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ideal partner. Like many of the interviewees, Shine was worried that other people 

would not accept him. He often self-doubted himself without being aware of this trait. 

During the interview, he examined how this fear had manifested itself over the years 

and realized that he was too afraid to even acknowledge this fear as he was deterred by 

the fear of rejection. He then referred back to his childhood experiences, and 

recognized that appreciation and affection were absent in his family. His parents often 

reprimanded him for small mistakes because they were worried that he would not be as 

successful as the children of their relatives. Shine used to think that he was insignificant 

and unimportant and sought parental approval through academic achievement. He 

developed heightened sensitivity to his parents and other people and was dependent on 

feedback from other people for direction based on fused expectations. Shine said: 

“I‟ve noticed this pattern about myself. If I care about someone a lot, I feel 

really uneasy with them, like with my mom. But it‟s been such a long time 

and we‟re all used to it by now. However, it‟s different with a girlfriend 

because I care very much about how she sees me, and I think I keep doing 

things wrong because I feel that it‟s not what she wants. Then I‟ll back off 

and when I back off, things don‟t work out well. Then she‟ll feel that I‟m 

wishy washy. I think it could be that I‟m afraid if I really like someone, I 

won‟t live up to her expectations and she wouldn‟t want to be with me. Or 

she won‟t love me. That‟s how I think sometimes. If I were to describe myself, 

I would say I‟m kind of a pushover. My girlfriend says to me, can‟t you be 

more of a man? Can‟t you take the lead? She feels that I do everything she 

says, like I‟m afraid of her. I think I‟m just scared of doing things wrong. Not 

as in right or wrong, but not doing things her way or how she wants them 

done. If she had to choose between me or her mom, she would not even 

hesitate to choose her mom. She‟s also worried that in the future when I meet 

her mom, her mom might not like me, and wouldn‟t want us to get married. 

So she‟s trying to get me to become more like someone her mom would find 

acceptable, to be the perfect guy for her.”  (Shine, male, age 24) 

It is apparent that Shine focuses on others and derives his self-worth through 

approval from other people. His need for approval has created immense anxiety in 

meeting the expectations of his girlfriend and caused him to spend far too much effort 

to ‗perfect‘ himself in front of her. Even a certain look from his girlfriend would give 
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him the feeling of disapproval.  His childhood fear of disapproval has therefore evolved 

into a general uneasiness in meeting the expectations of his partner and maintaining his 

real self in a romantic relationship. His fears are more tied to his own unresolved 

emotional attachment to his parents -- his yearning for their approval and recognition. 

Shine also revealed that his girlfriend too desired her mother‘s approval and attempted 

to shape Shine into a desirable and marriageable person through the eyes of her mother.  

Shine, who is emotionally attuned to pleasing authority figures, complied by 

accommodating the expectations of his girlfriend and her mother. His need for their 

approval stems from his unresolved emotional attachment and emotional fusion with 

his parents. 

8.3.4 Parental emotional projection and fear of intimacy.  

The findings here have demonstrated that there is a significant association between 

PEP and both imagined and past fears of closeness, as well as the level of trait anxiety. 

Parents with less differentiation of self easily project anxiety, insecurities, expectations 

and subjective beliefs onto one or more of their children. Regarding the parental 

influence on the marital attitude of emerging adults, previous studies have confirmed 

that there is a correlation between the attitude and beliefs of parents toward marriage 

and their emerging-adult children  (Kapinus, 2005; Willoughby, Carroll, Vitas, & Hill, 

2012). As highlighted in the literature, observation of parental relational behavior and 

direct discussion of parental beliefs and attitudes toward marriage are involved in the 

intergenerational transmission process between parents and emerging adults (see 

Section 2.3.2). As Bowen posited,  

“…(m)ultigenerational trends in functioning reflect an orderly and 

predictable relationship process that connects the functioning of family 

members across generations… (multigenerational emotional process) 

includes emotions, feelings, and subjectively determined attitudes, values, and 
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beliefs that are transmitted from one generation to the next.”  (Kerr & Bowen, 

1988, p. 224)   

The values and beliefs of parents are predictive of those of their child which also 

have functions in the emotional process (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). At the emotional level, 

the functioning patterns of parents can be transmitted to their child through the family 

projection process (see Section 3.4.1). The level of differentiation and anxiety of 

parents can be passed onto the next generation through specific values and beliefs, and 

subsequently affect the expectations and relationship patterns of their child in his/her 

intimate romantic relationships. As revealed in the interviews, some of the emerging 

adults work hard to avoid a relationship that resembles the relationship between their 

parents, such as Sarah: 

“I hope that…marriage is walking side by side together. I think that…even if 

things aren‟t happy, you should still stay together. If not, then why should two 

people be together? I mean, you have no relation but then you meet, you have 

a family together, so if things don‟t go well, then you need to talk it out, and 

face things together. It doesn‟t matter if you‟re happy or not. Cuz I would think 

about my own parents, who aren‟t like that. And they argue a lot. When I was 

small, things happened between them and they became hostile to each other. 

When I look back now, there was already a wall between them then, and they 

never talked about it. Recently, my dad got cancer, and he‟s near the end of his 

life. You can see my mom‟s attitude towards him…she doesn‟t want to see him 

and said that it‟s his own fault for getting sick, and stuff like that. I think that 

their marriage…is like the Chinese saying „husband and wife are birds in the 

same forest, but when there are hardships, they fly off in different 

directions‟….that means when things happen, they just abandon the other 

person and go their own way. I used to hope that if I find a compatible guy 

who‟s right for me...that it would be good to have a relationship. But after the 

last few years, I look at my family and I would think that dating or 

marriage...maybe isn‟t that great. When my parents‟ relationship turned bad 

and it‟s so obvious that they‟re unhappy, it‟s really hard on me as their child. 

It just feels so strained at home…when I see my parents fighting… My dad 

used to ask me whether it was because of them that I didn‟t date anyone.  Well 

yeah, I don‟t date…maybe because my dad thought that he didn‟t do his part 

for the marriage so it affected me…and actually, it has affected me…and I 

don‟t want him to be unhappy about that, so I don‟t talk about it.” (Sarah, 

female, age 30). 
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As mentioned earlier in Section 6.4.3.4 of Chapter 6, Sarah‘s mother feared that 

she would suffer the same destiny as all the women in her family (they got divorced) 

and in the process, caused great anxiety not only to herself but also her two daughters. 

Sarah also fears that she would be doomed to repeat the relationship problems of her 

parents and destroy her own relationship and marriage. After reflecting on her mother‘s 

attitude and how she reacts to her husband, and influenced by Chinese cultural beliefs 

(the Chinese saying), Sarah has developed habitual patterns of distancing in relating to 

her parents which is then transferred to relating to other people, especially romantic 

intimate relationships.  In addition, it is interesting to see the role of Chinese cultural 

beliefs (i.e., husband and wife are birds in the same forest, but when there are hardships, 

they fly off in different directions) in Sarah‘s emotional process which serves as an 

internal mechanism to protect herself on some level from getting hurt. However, these 

sorts of beliefs may offer her a false sense of security but actually prevent her from 

establishing the intimacy that she craves with others.  The role of such beliefs, whether 

they are familial or cultural, in emotional processes warrants further examination 

through both systemic and intergenerational lenses.  

8.3.5 Predictive effect of parental emotional over-functioning on fear of 

intimacy of emerging adults. 

The results of a hierarchical multiple regression revealed the unique predictive 

effect of PEO on fear of intimacy among all four factors of the PEAS. With reference to 

the discussion on the emotional reciprocity of over-functioning and under-functioning 

(see Section 8.2.2), the over-functioning of parents is due to over involvement in the 

life of their emerging-adult child which prevents their development as autonomous 

individuals with a clear sense of self.  As discussed in Section 8.2.2, PEO is 

significantly negatively correlated with differentiation of self. A study by Descutner 
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and Thelen (1991) also supports this notion, in that individuals who have difficulties 

forming intimate relationships appear to have lower self-esteem.  The absence of a 

coherent sense of self limits the capacity of emerging adults to achieve closeness in 

intimate relationships (Erikson, 1968).  As shown in the results of this study, emerging 

adults with better differentiation of self have less fear of intimacy as they can openly 

and genuinely connect with others without fear of losing their sense of self.  As 

highlighted by Arnett (2004), emerging adulthood is a period of continuous exploration 

of love, career and world views. Therefore, the overinvolvement of parents inherent in 

PEO may prevent emerging adults from finding their own role and developing their 

own identity. This is consistent with research on helicopter parenting in which parental 

over-involvement is found to be maladaptive during emerging adulthood (Nelson et al., 

2011) and ongoing overinvolvement of parents contribute to delays in marriage 

However, the underlying mechanisms behind these associations are an important area of 

study that require further work.  

8.4  Mediating and Predictive Roles of Differentiation of Self  

This study has examined the relationship between parental emotional attachment, 

differentiation of self and fear of intimacy. The findings show that differentiation of 

self mediates the relationship between parental emotional attachment and fear of 

intimacy. An interpretation of these findings suggests that the association between 

parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy is accounted for, in part, by the 

ability of an emerging adult to stay thoughtful in the midst of stress and tension, 

regulate his/her emotional reactivity, avoid emotional cutoff, maintain connection with 

others and take an I-position in significant relationships. This result validates the 

hypothesis that differentiation of self operates as an underlying mechanism through 
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which parental emotional attachment influences the level of fear of intimacy of 

emerging adults.  

Furthermore, the findings in this study suggest that the level of differentiation of 

self of an emerging adult accounts for approximately 20% of the association observed 

between parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy.  In particular, amongst the 

five components of differentiation of self as measured by the C-DSI, the findings here 

indicate that emotional cutoff and fusion with family are significant predictors of the 

fear of intimacy in emerging adults. It is interesting to note that there is a predictive 

effect of emotional fusion with family on level of fear of intimacy, whereas emotional 

fusion with others has no significant predictive effect. This shows that family still has a 

central role in influencing the capacity of emerging adults to develop romantic intimacy. 

Lam and Chan-so (2015) modified the subscale ―Fusion with Others‖ of the DSI into 

two distinct subscales, namely ―Fusion with Family‖ and ―Fusion with Other‖. Their 

findings showed a ―family-other‖ difference as reflected in the dimensionality of the 

C-DSI, thus emphasizing the predominance of a family oriented culture in the Hong 

Kong Chinese context and the attitude that family prevails over other people.  

 The finding is also consistent with a study by Skowron and Dendy (2004), in that 

the role of emotional cutoff was highlighted as a significant predictor of relational 

functioning in term of the ability of an individual to self-soothe and regulate emotions. 

This suggests that emerging adults who have a higher tendency to emotionally cutoff 

from family or fuse with them tend to have more difficulties in initiating and sustaining 

romantic intimate relationships, which results in poor relationship boundaries, 

intrusiveness and difficulties of being alone, and thus they remain single. The findings 

here are consistent with both theory (Bowen, 1978) and previous research (Skowron, 

2000; Skowron and Dendy, 2004), thus highlighting the importance of differentiation 
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of self in the process of developing interpersonal relationships. Instead of using 

relationships to achieve maturity by diving prematurely into a romantic relationship, it 

may be helpful for emerging adults to address their emotional regulation by developing 

a greater awareness of emotional reactivity and cutoff and control over them. Apart 

from managing individual levels of anxiety, it is also important for emerging adults to 

learn how to stay connected and separate in intimate relationships with a good sense of 

what constitutes a healthy relationship.   

In addition, the results in this study indicate that the emotional cutoff of emerging 

adults negatively predicts fear of intimacy. Attention has to be placed on differentiating 

real maturity from pseudo maturity, characterized by emotional cutoff. Real maturity 

with a higher level of differentiation of self involves both autonomy and connection in 

relationships (Bowen, 1978).  Some of the emerging adults in this study show pseudo 

maturity when they take the opposite position of their partner or terminate a 

relationship in order to seek their own individuality and space. It is possible that the 

emerging adults in this study tend to regard emotional cutoff as a sign of maturity in 

intimate relationships without recognizing its detrimental effects which actually offset 

maturity. Some of the emerging adults showed their pseudo maturity in romantic 

relationships during the interviews. An example is Richmond (see Section 8.3.2), when 

he used his intellect, knowledge and career success to maintain a superficial maturity 

which masks his vulnerability. However, he finds it challenging to commit and sustain 

a romantic relationship and often places distance between him and the other person to 

prevent tension and discomfort. When maturity is superficial, individuals can react 

impulsively as a way of reducing the discomfort from intense feelings, particularly in 

intimate relationships (Brown, 2017). With more self-awareness, emerging adults can 

make persistent and conscious efforts to understand the patterns that s/he has developed 
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in the family of origin through the multigenerational transmission process, and then 

identify ways to relate to others with increased and thoughtful awareness. In this 

respect, Shine shared in his interview on how he has made a conscious effort in 

managing his emotional processing,  

“Before when I didn‟t know where I stood, I would accommodate my 

girlfriend based on her mood or what she said….then slowly, I began to 

understand myself more. Like for example, I like having dinner at 7 or 8 

o‟clock, then talk til 11 pm or midnight, and go home after that. I can‟t hang 

out all night. I just can‟t do it. So I started to self-reflect…and in the process, I 

think I grew up a bit. Not like before, when I accommodated her. And I think I 

began to understand myself more too. I began to be more vocal, and I would 

tell her that I can‟t stay out so late because I have to go to work the next day. If 

I don‟t get enough sleep, I won‟t make it through the day. I think the turning 

point was when I told myself, even if I can‟t resolve the issue, or can‟t do 

whatever she wants me to do, it doesn‟t matter. Just as long as it‟s not an 

obligation. This is really important. If I think that it‟s essential and I‟m 

obligated to do it, then I get uneasy and become negative. But if I don‟t get the 

feeling that it‟s essential and has to be done a certain way, then who cares! If 

it doesn‟t work out, then that‟s fine too. If I think that way, then it feels better. 

Afterwards, I‟ll feel more positive too. Actually, she‟s been less demanding, 

and even if I can‟t do what she wants, it doesn‟t feel so negative. Before when 

I was being extremely negative in my thinking, I wouldn‟t be able to notice 

that sometimes she would be appreciative.  I would only focus on what I didn‟t 

do well. I would only focus on the negative things that she said, and not notice 

that there are things that she likes about me. Even though in the end there 

might be some things that I can‟t do, but I tried. It‟s like getting life experience. 

Slowly, I started to be less scared and more confident. I found that when I 

changed my way of thinking, not everything is essential and has to be done a 

certain way. If I think more positively and just try, I don‟t need to be so one 

sided. I don‟t need to think that she‟s asking me to do better at work, or be a 

better boyfriend to her. I don‟t need to do those before I do well in other areas. 

I can improve myself by taking a different direction. I want to be myself, or 

address my own issues first.”  (Shine, male, age 24) 

 

Shine has tried to work on his own self and understand more about himself in 

different relationships and willing to progressively self-reflect on his own life  

principles.  He would no longer need to seek the approval of others to be the self that he 

wants to be. Shine is a good example of the importance for emerging adults to take time 

to gain awareness and understand the patterns that they have developed and determine 
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how they can begin relate to others in a more thoughtful and responsible way. Bowen 

(1978) used the metaphor of a team of horses to highlight the process of differentiation 

of self: ―Watch a team of horses: one horse steps out first and the others follow‖ (as 

cited in Kerr, 2007). Every small shift in relating thoughtfully and responsibly in a 

relationship can have profound ripple effects for both parties. If one person in the 

relationship comes to understand and recognize his or her part in relationship problems 

and is willing to make amends, s/he can yield more practical insights into real intimacy 

by facilitating closeness in a healthy and balanced way. Both the quantitative and 

qualitative findings in this study provide support for the important role of 

differentiation of self in emerging adulthood in both intrapersonal and interpersonal 

areas.   

8.5  Limitations and Future Directions 

While this research study has taken the first steps to study the phenomenon of 

intense parental emotional attachment during emerging adulthood and its impacts on 

the capacity of emerging adults for romantic intimacy, there are several limitations at 

the conceptual and methodological levels that should be noted.  

8.5.1  Conceptual limitations. 

Since the progression of emerging adulthood is largely subjected to social and 

cultural influences and there are variations in the amount of parental attachment in each 

parent-child relationship, the PEAS was specifically developed and validated within 

the population of emerging adults (aged 18-29) in Hong Kong. Therefore, the study 

does not take into consideration the full range of intense parental attachment in 

populations of different cultures and age ranges, so the study might not be able to 

capture all of the facets of the construct of unresolved emotional attachment as 
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theorized in the Bowen theory. Future studies can therefore explore the construct and 

influence of parental emotional attachment at different stages of development. 

In addition, based on the theoretical assumption that the mother is more prone to 

excessive emotional involvement with her child in the attachment relationship (Bowen, 

1978), this study has examined the construct and influence of parental emotional 

attachment solely from a dyadic perspective between mother and emerging-adult child. 

The role of the father was addressed through the interviews in which the information 

was used to substantiate the major findings on the reciprocal influence of the parental 

triangle and the family projection process. Future studies can further examine the role 

of the father in the parent-child relationship during emerging adulthood. Besides, the 

factor structure of the PEAS can be further validated with an analysis on the data on the 

manifestation of parental emotional attachment between fathers and their emerging- 

adult child.  

The evolution of parenting has been impacted by culture and context (Rubin & 

Chung, 2006). In this study, the sole focus is on emerging adults in Hong Kong, and 

therefore does not have an ethnically diverse population in the sample. The 

complexities of parental emotional attachment under different cultural influences can 

be further explored through cross-validation research in the future in order to validate 

the findings. This is in fact an interesting area to explore the issue of cultural specificity 

in understanding both the similarities and differences between Western and Eastern 

cultures on parent-child interactions during emerging adulthood, particularly the 

differences in the emotional process and reciprocal patterns that individuals receive 

from their family of origin. In this study, emotional fusion with family significantly 

predicts fear of intimacy amongst the emerging-adult sample but this is not true for 

emotional fusion with others. This may prioritize family over others in that family may 
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still have a greater influence over other relationships during emerging adulthood in the 

Hong Kong Chinese culture. This raises questions that concern the influence of culture 

on the perceived self-assertion and autonomy of emerging adults in relation to 

importance amongst the different types of close relationships.  

Furthermore, changes in the dynamics within and amongst various close 

relationships, such as parent-child, work and romantic relationships, as well as 

friendships, take place in a more systemic and reciprocal manner during emerging 

adulthood (Collins & van Dulmen, 2006; Tanner, 2006). Future studies can consider 

examining the influence of other types of close relationships, such as friendships and 

work relationships, on the capacity of emerging adult for romantic intimacy and how 

they negotiate their adult status within the complexities of these relationships both 

within and outside the family.   

Lastly, this study considers the parent-child relationship as the central factor for 

emerging adults to develop and sustain a romantic relationship through the level of 

differentiation of self to which they can experience connection with others while 

maintaining a clear sense of self. A number of studies have demonstrated that there is 

mutual influence between parent-child and romantic relationships during emerging 

adulthood (Regalia et al., 2011). As romantic relationships play a central role in 

emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000a), future studies can address the potential correlation 

between the relationships with a romantic partner and the parents, and how the 

parent-child relationship is affected by the quality of romantic relationships during 

emerging adulthood.  
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8.5.2  Methodological limitations. 

Besides, the overall sample is only a small subset of emerging adults who are 

unemployed and not in education, employment or training (NEET), thus limiting the 

generalizability of the findings. This warrants further investigation with the application 

of the PEAS with a larger sample of emerging adults in Hong Kong and a confirmatory 

factor analysis to validate the theorized 4-factor structure and the concept of emerging 

adulthood in the Hong Kong Chinese population. More importantly, it is predicted that 

some of the items may show a very different response distribution across clinical and 

non-clinical samples. For example, a higher endorsement rate on items related to 

emotional cutoff may be observed in a clinical sample. Future studies can therefore 

involve both clinical and non-clinical samples to incorporate a wider range of the target 

population for the PEAS and examine the characteristics prevalent in clinical 

populations. 

Despite the important findings, the cross-sectional design of this study prevents a 

more holistic exploration of the influence of early parental emotional attachment on 

romantic relationship development. It does not examine the accumulative influence of 

intense parental emotional attachment on the development of emerging adults.  Besides, 

the issue of putative cause and effect relations in the mediation model of differentiation 

of self on the relationship between parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy 

should be noted. Longitudinal research is recommended to investigate the causality 

among parental emotional attachment, differentiation of self and fear of intimacy. 

Besides, the sole reliance on self-reported data may cause mono-method bias in 

assessing the level of parental emotional attachment, but further support for the 

construct validity of the PEAS can be obtained by comparing self-ratings with the 

ratings of Bowen experts on the level of emotional attachment in the parent-child dyad 
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through clinical interviews. Although this study also carries out qualitative in-depth 

interviews, the dialogue from the interviews can only partially substantiate the 

quantitative results, and future studies should be conducted to provide stronger 

evidence for the explanation of the results. Likewise, future studies are recommended 

to incorporate behavioral observations on parent-child interactions to cross validate the 

findings in this study. It is believed that systemic research methods, such as process 

research and analysis of dyadic data, can bridge the clinician/researcher gap (Oka & 

Whiting, 2013). For example, observational data and self-reported data can be 

incorporated into clinical supervision.  

Furthermore, the self-reported data of the PEAS relies on the subjective 

interpretation of the emerging adults of their mother‘s behaviors and reactions. Even if 

the participants are trying to be honest and accurate, they may lack the introspective 

ability to provide an accurate response to the question. In a systemic and reciprocal 

manner, the participant is part of the emotional process and he/she may not be neutral 

and objective enough to introspectively assess him/herself and his/her mother 

accurately. Future observation studies are recommended to minimize the confounding 

factors, such as the level of stress and reactivity of participants when answering the 

questionnaire. Besides, multiple data sources to assess the parental emotional 

attachment are recommended by involving parents in the study to assess how they 

evaluate themselves on the items. This may provide a more systemic and reciprocal 

basis to extrapolate the data. Likewise, parent-child discrepancies can be a critical area 

for further investigation to address whether the discrepancies in the perceived level of 

emotional attachment affect the parent-child relationship and development of the 

emerging adults (De Los Reyes, Goodman, Kliewer, & Reid-Quiñones, 2010; Leung & 

Shek, 2014).  
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In addition, the prospective nature of answers regarding the assessment on fear of 

intimacy may affect the findings as some of the participants reported difficulties in 

imagining an intimate romantic relationship which they have never experienced. Future 

qualitative research can substantially provide a more holistic picture of the subjective 

perceptions and emotional process of initiating romantic intimacy.   

8.6  Summary 

In this chapter, the author has summarized the key findings of this study, 

particularly on the development and validation of the PEAS. Furthermore, the 

relationships among parental emotional attachment, differentiation of self and fear of 

intimacy have been addressed, which are partially substantiated by the qualitative 

interviews. Given the central role of the differentiation process on the interpersonal 

functioning of emerging adults, the mediating role of differentiation of self between 

parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy is discussed. Besides, the predicted 

role of parental emotional attachment and differentiation of self on fear of intimacy 

during emerging adulthood has also been discussed, particularly on the factors of 

parental emotional over-functioning, emotional cutoff and fusion with family. Lastly, 

conceptual and methodological limitations of this study and directions for future 

research are also presented.  
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Chapter 9. Conclusion and Implications 

Through both qualitative and quantitative enquiries, this research study makes 

several original and important contributions to understanding the manifestation of 

intense parental emotional attachment and its influence on the fear of romantic 

intimacy in emerging adults in Hong Kong. Most notably, this study is one of the 

pioneering studies on examining the important dimensions of parental emotional 

attachment in emerging adulthood by developing and validating an indigenous 

instrument called the PEAS. The PEAS is based on the theoretical conceptualization of 

unresolved emotional attachment in relation to the concepts of differentiation of self 

based on the Bowen theory (Bowen, 1978). This scale has good psychometric 

properties to better understand the largely unexplored phenomenon of parental 

over-involvement during emerging adulthood in Hong Kong. To summarize other 

salient contributions of this research work, first, a qualitative study has been conducted 

to enhance the sensitivity of the PEAS by taking emotional reciprocity into 

consideration in the dyad of mother-emerging adult from a systems perspective during 

the item construction process. Second, the qualitative data substantiates the quantitative 

findings in a holistic manner by examining the adaptive patterns of the individuals in 

the parental triangle, and how these patterns affect their level of fear of intimacy. Third, 

parental over-functioning has emerged as a distinctive feature of parental 

dysfunctioning in emerging adulthood in the Hong Kong Chinese culture.  Fourth, this 

study examines parental emotional attachment amongst different groups in terms of 

socio-demographic characteristics. In addition, this study confirms the mediating role 

of differentiation of self between parental emotional attachment and fear of intimacy, 

thus lending support to the theoretical proposition that differentiation of self plays an 
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important role in healthy interpersonal development, and serves as an underlying 

mechanism through which parental emotional attachment influences the fear of 

intimacy of emerging adults. Furthermore, the roles of PEO, emotional cutoff and 

emotional fusion with family are found to have significant predictive effects on the 

level of fear of intimacy of the emerging adults in this study. Last but not least, this 

research raises several implications for further research work, as well as social work 

and clinical practices as presented in the following sections. 

9.1  Theoretical Implications  

This study has significant implications for understanding the important 

developmental period of emerging adulthood and addresses the role of the family of 

origin and its influence on the capacity of an individual for romantic intimacy during 

emerging adulthood which has received little attention in Hong Kong, rather than 

focusing on behavioral outcomes of emerging adults. This study shifts the theoretical 

orientation from an individual perspective to a family systems perspective by focusing 

on emotional patterns and reciprocity during parent-child interactions. Under the 

systems perspective, the differentiation process between parents and emerging adults in 

the family is emphasized by examining how the intensity of parental emotional 

attachment governs the capacity of emerging adults to balance the need for connection 

and autonomy and initiate and sustain intimate romantic ties. The study findings 

provide a family systems framework for research work on emerging adulthood and 

contributes to a better understanding of the emergent phenomenon of parental 

over-involvement and the association between parental emotional attachment and fear 

of intimacy of emerging adults in the following ways. 
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9.1.1  Shift from deficient to excessive attachment in parent-child emotional 

ties during emerging adulthood. 

The role of emotional attachment intensity in the parent-child relationship is 

examined in this study which determines the capacity of an emerging adult to separate 

himself or herself from emotional dependence on significant others, particularly on 

his/her mother. A literature review on the attachment theory has highlighted the 

importance of having enough attachment which allows children to thrive in life. Yet, a 

parent may do too much for his/her child (Locke et al., 2012).  This study provides 

empirical evidence that parents tend to become over-involved in the life of their 

emerging-adult children in Hong Kong. As shown by the factor structure of the PEAS, 

―PEO‖, instead of under-functioning, has emerged as a distinctive feature that signifies 

one of the underlying elements of parental emotional attachment. In addition, ―PEO‖ 

also has a predictive role on the level of fear of intimacy of emerging adults. Taken 

together, these findings shed new light on the attachment bonds in the parent-child 

relationship in emerging adulthood by providing a better understanding on the impacts 

of intense emotional involvement of parents on emerging adults, as well as their 

romantic relationships.  

9.1.2 Dimensions of parental emotional attachment during emerging 

adulthood.   

Although a large number of studies have begun to address the impacts of excessive 

parental involvement (e.g. overparenting and helicopter parenting), most of them focus 

on parenting styles and behaviors, and the parents of college students (see for example, 

Fingerman et al., 2013; LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011; Leung & Shek, 2018; 

Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012; Schiffrin et al., 2014). However, little is known about 

the underlying dimensionalities of parental emotional attachment during emerging 

adulthood, particularly in the Hong Kong Chinese context. The development of the 
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PEAS is an unprecedented endeavour that examines the multidimensional construct of 

parental emotional attachment and the relative importance of its dimensions in 

predicting the developmental outcomes of emerging adults, which is under researched 

in the existing literature. The PEAS is the first attempt to explore the dimensionalities 

of parental emotional attachment during emerging adulthood in a Chinese context 

based on the theoretical underpinnings of differentiation of self based on the Bowen 

theory (Bowen, 1978). The multidimensional structure of the PEAS reflects the 

important characteristics of intense parental emotional attachment and resonates with 

theoretical concepts of unresolved emotional attachment and other interrelated 

propositions, such as emotional fusion, primary triangle, emotional cutoff, family 

projection process and dysfunctional reciprocity (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988; 

Titelman, 2012).  

9.1.3 Mediating and predictive roles of differentiation of self on fear of 

intimacy in emerging adulthood. 

There is a paucity of research that explores the underlying mechanisms of the 

influences of parental emotional attachment on the capacity of emerging adults for 

romantic intimacy. This study therefore has significant implications on the family 

systems framework as it examines the mediation and predictive roles of differentiation 

of self. The work shifts the attention from an individual perspective (e.g., 

separation-individuation) to a systems perspective, focusing on the reciprocal patterns 

of parent-child attachment. The intensity of parental emotional attachment has key 

impacts on the capacity of emerging adults to moderate closeness and distance in close 

and intimate relationships. In particular, this study provides empirical support on the 

central tenets of differentiation of self from the Bowen theory (Bowen, 1978) which 

contribute to healthy interpersonal development during emerging adulthood through 
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their mediation and predictive effects on fear of intimacy. This study supports the 

mediation model that differentiation of self has an important role in influencing the 

ability of an individual to assume age-appropriate autonomy and responsibilities by 

progressively moving away from a symbiotic relationship with his/her parents while 

experiencing intimate connections with important others, such as romantic partners.  

Furthermore, two dimensions of differentiation of self, namely, low emotional cutoff 

and low emotional fusion with family, are considered enablers for emerging adults to 

deal with their fear and anxiety in initiating or sustaining intimate romantic 

relationships.   

9.2  Implications for Social Work and Clinical Practices 

 The role of research has been gaining attention in the field of marriage and family 

therapy (MFT) over the last couple of decades, especially in terms of bridging clinical 

practice with research (Karam & Sprenkle, 2010; Oka & Whiting, 2013; Sprenkle, 

2003; Sprenkle & Piercy, 2005). Sprenkle and Piercy (2005) described the relationship 

between MFT and research as ―ambivalent‖ in that the research tradition in the field of 

MFT is not as strong as its clinical component. This study therefore offers several 

suggestions that will inform social work and clinical practices based on the key 

findings.  

9.2.1 PEAS and implications for clinical practices.  

 It is anticipated that the PEAS may contribute to family counselling practices in 

several ways. First, the PEAS can serve as a means for assessing the attachment 

intensity in the mother-child dyad along the four factors that manifest emotional 

attachment, including emotional fusion, emotional separateness, emotional 

over-functioning and emotional projection of the mother. The PEAS can contribute to 
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examining emotional reciprocity and family functioning during parent-child 

interactions as discussed in Sections 8.2.1 and 8.2.3, and provide systemic predictions 

of the reciprocal patterns amongst individual family members. However, it should be 

noted that the data are at a level that is suitable for evaluating the different aspects of 

differentiation between mothers and emerging adults in the family but not truly for 

family evaluation as the assessment is limited to the perception of emerging adults of 

their interaction with their mother. Furthermore, a training package can be designed to 

enhance parents‘ emotional maturity and develop adaptive coping skills for managing 

stress and anxiety, as well as to foster healthy interactions with their family members.  

9.2.2 Helping parents to manage self by defocusing on emerging-adult child.  

The current findings in the literature show that a higher level of PES is 

significantly associated with a higher level of differentiation of self of emerging adults. 

This provides invaluable insight for both parents and professionals (e.g., social workers, 

educators, family mediators and counsellors) to reflect on the current culture which is 

―child-focused‖ and the importance of working on one‘s differentiation level. By 

adopting a systems perspective, the qualitative data in this study show the reciprocity of 

interactions in the primary parent-child triangle (see Section 8.1.2) and how anxiety 

and relationship tension in the marital dyad are transferred and projected onto the 

emerging adult family members. As highlighted in Section 3.1.2, the ability to observe 

and understand the reciprocal nature of interactions amongst family members may 

encourage each member to see his/her own role in the problems and assume  

responsibility towards possible changes (Kerr & Bowen, 1988).  Parents with good 

emotional separateness have the better ability to adopt a thoughtful stance by giving 

their child autonomy, and understanding their child in a more objective and less 
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reactive way without projecting their own subjectivity and anxiety onto them (Kerr & 

Bowen, 1988).  

Instead focusing on the problems in parenting style and relationships, professionals 

can adopt a systems thinking approach to understand the parenting issues in the family 

in a different light. The manifestation of problems can be examined as a reflection of a 

dysfunctional family in a systemic and reciprocal way, rather than the pathology of a 

particular person. As shown in the qualitative study, emerging adults who express fear 

in developing and maintaining a romantic relationship present different maladaptive 

patterns that have been developed in their primary triangle with their parents, and some 

are even rooted in the relational processes of the family over generations. An important 

part of the assessment is to understand how children are involved in the marital dyad of 

the parents, and the patterns that the children have adopted in response to anxiety and 

tension in the primary triangle.  

In order to increase the emotional separateness of parents, it is important for the 

parents to observe their own levels of anxiety (Bowen, 1978; Titelman, 2003). The 

level of anxiety is a key variable for observing emotional functioning (Kerr & Bowen, 

1988).  Both the theoretical component and findings of this study have shown that there 

is a significantly positive relationship between the intensity of parental emotional 

attachment and level of anxiety. It is therefore helpful for parents to have an awareness 

of their own emotion reactivity through various behavioral manifestations. Thus, they 

should carefully monitor any heightened reactions and sensitivity that come from their 

anxiety. Besides, it is important for parents to be aware of their own unresolved 

emotional attachment to their own parents and the emotional patterns that they have 

adopted from their family of origin, which may be unknowingly transferred to their 
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own children. Instead of fostering a child-focused culture, it is important for parents to 

shift the emotional gears to managing themselves by adhering to their own beliefs and 

principles in a thoughtful and responsible way. Better differentiated parents refrain 

from consuming the life energy of their child to satisfy their own emotional gaps. 

Instead, they give room to their child to develop his/her self by nurturing an equal, open 

and separate parent-child relationship (Gilbert, 1992).  

In regard to facilitate a compromise between the two forces of togetherness and 

separateness in the parent and emerging-adult child relationship, the attachment bond is 

analogized to kite-flying. The string of the kite symbolizes the strength of the 

attachment, which means that the parents need to be flexible and have the intellectual 

ability to understand the real needs of their child without emotionally fusing with them, 

distancing from them or projecting their own needs onto them, as well as becoming 

more responsible for their own actions.  A healthy attachment bond has a reasonably 

good balance between independence and connection in a way that parents can display 

acts of kindness and respect. Instead of shifting the focus away from the child by 

neglecting a meaningful attachment bond that is necessary for the healthy development 

of their child, parents should work on their own differentiation of self and then provide 

a reliable presence for their child based on certainty in his/her own position with 

thoughtful conviction.   

9.2.3  Sustain healthy relationship by bridging emotional distance and cutoff. 

The significant predictive role of emotional cutoff on fear of intimacy is 

highlighted in this study, with emphasis on the importance of assessing the level of 

emotional cutoff, patterns of emotional reactivity and the amount of openness between 

an emerging adult and his/her parents in the primary triangle. The parent-child primary 
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triangle influences both individual and family functioning as the emotional sensitivity 

and anxiety of the parents will be projected onto their child and shape the 

differentiation and anxiety levels of their child. As discussed in Section 8.2.1 on the 

closeness-distance dance, an emerging adult may develop patterns of distancing and 

cutoff when the parent-child relationship becomes intensely fused. Emotional cutoff is 

described as a natural mechanism to counter intense levels of anxiety and emotional 

fusion that arise from unresolved attachment with parents (Bowen, 1978). Although 

emotional cutoff from parents can help to relieve the relationship tension for an 

emerging adult in the short-term, emotional cutoff still has detrimental effects on 

individual emotional functioning in the long term, and even a more intense form of the 

problem will emerge in new relationships.  As evidenced from the qualitative 

interviews (see Section 8.3.2), the emotional cutoff of emerging adults from their 

parents tends to increase their vulnerability in romantic relationships, and contributes to 

repetitive patterns of distancing and cutoff when these emerging adults abandon 

committed relationships in order to avoid perceived emotional intrusion.  

It is therefore helpful if helping professionals facilitate the prevention of emotional 

cutoff and bridge emotional distance of families so that the emotional intensity can be 

mitigated for both parents and emerging adults. Intervention can be done by 

encouraging both parents and emerging adults to understand how each of them are 

involved in his/her primary triangle with his/her own parents, and how these patterns of 

relating to others affect their present relationships. An important element of focus for 

both parents and emerging adults is management of emotional reactivity, which may 

prevent the ability to maintain a clear sense of self in relationships, especially in the 

midst of emotionally charged interactions. The PEAS therefore serves as a tool to 

assess the emotional attachment intensity of the parents and provides pointers for 
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practitioners to evaluate the level of emotional reactivity in the primary parent-child 

triangle. Initial efforts to manage emotional reactivity include any activity that may 

enhance awareness of the physical manifestations of reactivity, such as biofeedback, 

neurofeedback and mindfulness. By gaining more awareness of their emotional 

patterns and reactivity, emerging adults can potentially reduce blaming and assume 

their own role in relationships, and establish a more personal, one to one relationship 

with each parent (Bowen, 1978). Bridging emotional distance is a means of managing 

anxiety in the family system, and remain connected to parents and the extended family 

which allow emerging adults to reinforce their support network with more accessible 

resources to face life challenges.  

At the same time, it is also important for parents to increase their openness by 

having an awareness of the underlying projection process (see Section 8.3.4). Intense 

projection by parents who express their anxiety and inadequacies onto their child may 

intensify the emotional cutoff process. If parents are more aware of their thoughts as a 

product of their own mindset, they may be able to separate their own assumptions and 

subjectivity from facts by looking at the larger picture.  This can enhance awareness 

that their way of thinking might not always be objective and factual, so that they can 

find a more respectful way to convey their thoughts to their emerging-adult children by 

minimizing the underlying tension. When parents can situate themselves in a new 

emotional position with more emotional separateness, then they can provide their child 

with genuine support and more appropriate guidance.  

9.2.4  Development of relationship education and counselling for emerging 

adults.  

Romantic relationships are said to be the primary means of working through the 

issue of identity development (Erikson, 1968) and central to the development of 
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emerging adults who have an increase in need, opportunities and capacity to navigate 

the romantic world (Arnett, 2004; Collins & van Dulmen, 2006). There is a large 

number of empirically-based studies that individuals could read to learn about the risks 

of relationship distress and divorce long before they partner with or commit to someone 

for life (Carroll, Badger, Willoughby, Nelson, Madsen & Barry, 2009; Seiffge-Krenke, 

Overbeek and Vermulst, 2010; Snyder, 2006). Relationship education and counseling 

can serve as avenues to facilitate the personal growth of emerging adults so that they 

better understand their own values and relational patterns which may influence the 

course of subsequent relationships, perhaps even marriage in the long-term. 

The results of this study show that differentiation is a relevant variable in the 

development of Hong Kong emerging adults, and furthermore, may have relevance by 

extension for social work and clinical practices with Hong Kong Chinese families. On 

the one hand, a negative relationship between differentiation of self and fear of 

intimacy is highlighted in this study, which shows that increasing the level of 

differentiation amongst emerging adults and their family can be a useful way of 

consolidating individual development and increasing likelihood of marriage. On the 

other hand, parental emotional attachment is positively associated with fear of intimay, 

which shows the importance of addressing the emotional functioning of emerging 

adults which is developed through how they relate to their parents in the family 

emotional process. The current findings may serve as a theoretical foundation to 

develop relationship education and counseling programs for Hong Kong emerging 

adults and their parents through concerted efforts to strengthen emotional functioning, 

connection with one‘s family of origin and likelihood of marriage. Thus, the following 

recommendations are provided.  
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9.2.4.1  A shift in focus: from linear individual framework to systems thinking. 

In Hong Kong, marriage preparation programs are available to allow couples to 

learn more about themselves and their relationship during their engagement while they 

are planning their wedding. These are mostly done by utilizing inventories to identify 

critical issues based on a percentage of agreement on different areas between the two 

partners. Any area that is rated as low agreement is regarded as a potential problem area. 

The tasks of pre-marital counsellors are to encourage open communication between 

each partner and enhance their communication and coping skills. Although some items 

of the inventory (e.g., PREPARE/ENRICH) may be related to family (e.g., style that 

family adopts to solve problems and reaction of family to marriage of the couple), the 

majority focus on the couple dyad. By adopting systems thinking, individuals can be 

understood through the context of relationships by viewing family as an emotional unit 

(Bowen, 1978). This shift in focus allows practitioners, such as counselors and social 

workers, to conceptualize and assess variations in the functioning of individuals and the 

couple in a reciprocal way, instead of adopting a linear type of cause-and-effect 

thinking.  

It is helpful for practitioners to address questions related to how emerging adults 

interact with their partner and significant others, particularly those related to family and 

some critical life events (i.e., nodal events). These sorts of information provide 

information for practitioners to assess the degree of differentiation of their service users, 

as well as assess emotional functioning and patterns, such as the level of emotional 

fusion, emotional reactivity and the presence of emotional cutoff, to observe the 

complexities of the process as a systemic whole. In order to work on one‘s 

differentiation level, interventions and programs can be designed to focus on helping 

emerging adults gain greater capacity to balance autonomy and intimacy in significant 
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relationships, and not solely in romantic relationships. By educating emerging adults so 

that they have more awareness of the emotional forces (i.e., forces of togetherness and 

separateness) that are operating in their significant relationships, they may try to find 

the adaptive patterns that they haves developed in their interactions with their parents 

and the extended family. 

9.2.4.2 Helping emerging adults to revisit family of origin and understand 

personal functioning patterns. 

The qualitative interviews in this study reveal how emerging adults behaviourally 

and emotionally respond to some fear-evoking situations that have evolved from their 

relationships with their parents as they matured. They might have developed some 

adaptive patterns to deal with relationship tension and anxiety in their family of origin. 

These patterns show how they have adapted to the emotional intensity in their own 

family, particularly in response to their own parents in the primary parent-child triangle. 

Some of these emerging adults used these adaptive or maladaptive patterns to survive 

the emotional turmoil in the family. However, if they are made more aware of their own 

patterns and emotional functioning in reciprocal exchanges with other family members, 

they might be more capable of making a shift from attributing problems to particular 

members to seeing their own role in the relationship and regain the locus of control and 

power for change.  

Besides, some significant past relationships and events which may stir up old 

feelings of hurt, loss, anger, abandonment and/or rejection strongly influence how these 

emerging adults perceive intimate partners and close friends, as well as how they react 

and behave in romantic relationships. Those old and maladaptive patterns in previous 

relationships may discourage the emerging adults from opening up to a potential 

partner and they may refrain from initiating intimacy. Therefore, counselors and social 



 

237 

 

workers who work with families can ask questions about the number of significant 

relationships that their emerging adult service user has experienced, and quality of such 

relationships. This can provide information that shows the level of differentiation and 

allow the counselors and social workers to identify some of the recurring emotional 

patterns from previous relationships. 

As highlighted in Section 3.5 on the influence of the multigenerational transmission 

process, counselors and social workers can encourage emerging adults to prepare a 

family diagram as a way to understand the different levels of functioning of family 

members across different generations. They can gain some insights into the functional 

position and reactive patterns in their family of origin by looking at the larger picture of 

their family system and its emotional processes, as well as gain greater awareness and 

better understanding of their own functional positions and patterns. This may help 

emerging adults to see how they could relate to significant others and more realistically 

evaluate their own levels of emotional maturity and reactivity.  

9.2.4.3  Enhancing awareness and controlling emotional reactivity 

Apart from bridging emotional distance and cutoff by maintaining regular contact 

with parents and significant others (see Section 9.2.3), counselors and social workers 

can help emerging adults to identify emotional triggers so that extreme emotional 

fusion which may lead to emotional cutoff can be avoided, especially under stress and 

relationship tension. Encouraging emerging adults to develop greater awareness and 

control of their own emotional reactivity can further improve their level of 

differentiation and how they manage anxiety (Bowen, 1978). These can be realized by 

teaching emerging adults the basic ideas behind emotional processing and stimulating 

their curiosity to understand the salient relational patterns that he/she has developed in 
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his/her family of origin, particularly the adaptive patterns in response to anxiety and 

tension in the primary triangle with their parents.   

Emotional neutrality and objectivity can be increased when counselors and social 

workers ask processing questions; that is, who, what, where, when and how (Kerr & 

Bowen, 1988; Richardson, 2010) questions. Asking ―why‖ questions can help 

emerging adults to manage their reactivity by encouraging more self-reflection in the 

reciprocal relationship process without automatically being occupied by subjective 

feelings and perceptions. Instead of giving advice, counselors and social workers can 

make good use of processing questions to help emerging adults see their own role in 

relationship issues by increasing their self-awareness and managing their reactivity and 

to be more thoughtful in the midst of tension by assuming responsibility for his or her 

actions.  

9.2.4.4  Balancing closeness and alone time. 

It is helpful for practitioners to encourage emerging adults to work on their level of 

differentiation by balancing the amount of closeness and their own personal space. 

Alone time for emerging adults who are single or in a relationship can provide them 

with opportunities to explore their inner resources and use them to self-soothe and seek 

direction without looking to relationships for fulfilment. As shown in the findings in 

this study, intense PEO is predictive of less differentiation of self of emerging adults, 

fewer opportunities to determine life direction and the ability to live as an adult without 

depending on their parents to solve and manage their own issues. Although the need for 

attachment is natural to humans and provides a meaningful life experience, attachment 

becomes an obstacle if one depends too much on relationships to provide stability 

without assuming one‘s own responsibilities in life.  
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During emerging adulthood, there are many challenging issues that emerging adults 

need to face and resolve in their transition to adulthood, such as exploring their career 

direction and finding their love interests (Arnett, 2004). Therefore, it is important for 

practitioners to help them to manage their levels of anxiety and fear in facing life 

uncertainties. As discussed in the previous chapters (see Sections 3.4.2 and 7.1.4), 

anxiety plays a critical role in the family system and significantly affects the emotional 

functioning and capacity of emerging adults, thus preventing them from progressively 

maturing towards a new phase of life. Counselors and social workers may use different 

means to educate and encourage these emerging adults to make good use of alone time 

and practise methods for self-soothing, such as breathing and exercising, to relieve their 

stress and anxiety. At the same time, these would be helpful for allowing them to see a 

broader picture of where and how they are situated in order to more realistically 

evaluate their worries and stress. In doing so, they could increase their emotional 

objectivity and neutrality which are considered to enhance the capacity of an individual 

to be a self even under pressure.  

9.2.4.5 Differentiating by establishing closeness instead of sameness. 

Closeness differs from sameness (Richardson, 2010). Therefore, it is important to 

help emerging adults understand the differences between these two concepts in their 

expectations towards relationships, their partners and even marriage. Skowron (2000) 

stated that couples may mutually pass more pseudo-self back and forth in fusing a 

relationship, thus implying that they have difficulties in differentiating their self from 

their family of origin. Some emerging adults in the interviews in this study focus on 

dating the wrong person so much that they stress ―incompatibility‖ and ―differences‖, 

instead of seeing the problems as their own difficulties in differentiating themselves 
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from their family of origin. When emerging adults enter a courtship, a process begins in 

which they give up some of their own self and build ―we-ness‖ instead. Bowen (1978) 

coined the term ―we-ness‖ for this version of undifferentiated closeness. In a ‗we-ness‘ 

relationship, some tend to interpret closeness as ―sameness‖ (Richardson, 2010). The 

two pseudo selves therefore form a fused ―we-ness‖ and this instigates conflicts, 

arguments and blaming. The idea of who is ―right‖ and decide what ―should be‖ place 

individuals into a more ―fused togetherness‖ situation as they gradually lose sight of the 

openness that should be found between two different individuals. It takes two people to 

form a relationship, however, it is never meant to be an obliteration of their unique 

personality. 

Instead of trying to create sameness and relationship fusion in dating or marital 

relationships, it is important for emerging adults to learn to establish healthy boundaries 

so that they minimize their multigenerational patterns of fusion, emotional distancing 

and emotional cutoff.  Paradoxically, the lack of connection can be evidence of 

excessive reactivity in a fused relationship (Richardson, 2010). Having healthy 

boundaries in place is a way to strengthen an intimate relationship by balancing the two 

life forces of togetherness and separateness (see Section 3.1.3). The goals of 

relationship counselling are to increase the level of differentiation of emerging adults 

and their capacity for initiating and developing intimate relationships that balance 

closeness and  alone time. Besides, this will also facilitate emerging adults to engage in 

more self-determined and goal directed activities in order to develop healthy principles, 

set life priorities and pursue the meaning of life and relationships. In this way, emerging 

adults learn how to discover their own strengths, respect differences, manage conflict, 

and balance intimacy and separateness. 
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9.2.4.6  Developing life skills and identifying thoughtful life principles.  

An important part of relationship counselling and educational programs is to help 

emerging adults establish maturity and lay a solid foundation for taking part in a 

romantic relationship. As highlighted in the literature review, emerging adults are 

engaging in interdependent relationships in terms of residence, finance, education, 

employment, and parenting during their transition to adult roles (Cohen, Kasen, Chen, 

Hartmark, & Gordon, 2003; Sneed, Hamagami, Mcardle, Cohen, & Chen, 2007). It is 

therefore essential for emerging adults to master important life skills in different 

aspects of life. Better differentiated individuals can responsibly manage  themselves in 

various aspects of life, not solely investing most of their energy in romantic 

relationships or simply using intimate relationships as a way to soothe their own 

anxiety and insecurity. It is not healthy to look to intimate relationships as a quick fix 

for saving a person from loneliness or emotional turmoil. Practitioners may help 

emerging adults to identify their immaturity gap in various life responsibilities, and 

understand how their family of origin experiences prevent them from developing a 

sense of responsibility. This can be regarded as a way to manage the overall level of 

anxiety that one may continue to experience, which can both directly and indirectly 

affect the emotional stability and maturity to handle relationship issues. By clarifying 

individual life values, principles and priorities, practitioners can help emerging adults 

to manage the risk of participating in an intense intimate relationship without being first 

a responsible and separate self.  

Anxiety that is associated with uncertainties and insecurities can be manifested in 

the form of substantially heightened emotional sensitivity in relationships. In response,  

counselors and social workers can help emerging adults to slowly disengage from any 

fused attachments that leave no space for both them and their partner. To learn how to 
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prevent uncertainties and insecurities from becoming imagined fears, practitioners can 

help emerging adults to gain a greater awareness and more flexibility by examining any 

unrealistic perceptions, managing immature expectations and blaming, and identifying 

options for more thoughtful responses. 

9.2.4.7  Understanding fear of intimacy through systemic and multigenerational 

lenses. 

When it comes to experiences of developing romantic intimacy, the emerging 

adults in this study reveal some of their fears along the process. They are plagued by 

fears in a variety of ways, in different forms and at different levels. Apart from 

understanding the internal defence mechanisms that may work to protect them from 

getting hurt in relationships on an individual level, fear of romantic intimacy can be 

understood in a multigenerational context by examining the family emotional process 

and patterns that are passed from generation to generation. This can be done by 

assessing the level of chronic anxiety in the family system as anxiety is regarded as a 

key emotion in the multigenerational transmission process (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). This 

study also shows that a higher level of parental emotional attachment is positively 

associated with both acute and chronic anxieties. Anxiety and fear are closely related as 

they are both reactions to both real or imagined threats (Titelman, 2003). Therefore, it is 

important for counselors and social workers to encourage emerging adults to recognize 

their own manifestations of anxiety and fear in terms of their behavior, feelings, attitude, 

beliefs, physical state, fantasies etc. Besides, another key factor that contributes to fear 

of intimacy is the level of unresolved emotional attachment. In particular, the fear of 

intimacy of emerging adults in this study is predicted by the level of PEO as measured 

by the PEAS. Greater intensity of parental emotional attachment experienced by 

emerging adults means that it will be more challenging for them to become an 
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autonomous self in intimate relationships, thus leading to higher levels of anxiety and 

fear. Like some of the emerging adults in this study, their initial fear of intimacy is more 

tied to their own unresolved emotional attachment to their parents, such as their 

yearning for approval and recognition from their parents. The childhood fear of 

parental condemnation can fester into a general uneasiness in meeting the expectations 

of their partner and maintaining their real self in a romantic relationship. The need for 

parental approval stems from unresolved emotional attachment to their family of origin. 

The ways that these individuals react to relationship tension are to some extent 

replicated in the patterns of their growing up years in the family. Therefore, it is helpful 

to examine the emotional patterns of emerging adults which have been developed in 

family of origin, particularly in the primary triangle.  

9.2.4.8 Value of helping professionals taking outsider’s perspective. 

This study not only provides a theoretical framework for helping practitioners to 

work with emerging adults on their differentiation process, but also gives insight into 

how anxiety and emotional intensity have a role in human relationships and interactions, 

including the emotionality that underlies any helping relationship. With the ability to 

remain impartial to the emotions and maintain neutrality, counselors and social workers 

are more capable of observing the bigger picture and think more clearly about the 

presented issues by having more awareness of the emotional reciprocity in the systems. 

As Bowen posited about the detachment of clinical practitioners, ―When it was possible 

to attain a workable level of interested detachment, it was then possible to begin to 

defocus the individual and to focus on the entire family at once‖ (Bowen, 1978, p.50). 

Counselors and social workers can easily be overly involved in the emotional process 

and lose sight of the reciprocity of the emotional current and the role that each member 
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plays in contributing to the presented issues. By reducing their own emotional 

reactivity when they are working with service users, counselors and social workers can 

facilitate their service users to gain a broader perspective without solely focusing on 

treating any particular person. This is an important step for emerging adults as they 

work on their own level of differentiation of self by acknowledging their part in 

contributing to the problems.  

Besides, counselors and social workers can see if the problems are the result of fluid 

processes of interactions instead of only examining the issues at the intrapersonal level 

through systems thinking. Instead of only attempting to reduce the symptoms in an 

individual, it is important to address the underlying relationship processes that 

contribute to the symptoms. It is useful to ask processing questions, such as who, what, 

where, when and how questions, in order to obtain a better perspective on 

understanding individuals in the emotional system with more functional facts. By 

asking the ‗why‘ questions from an individualistic point of view, practitioners can 

gather and not lose sight of the more observables facts of functioning even when 

besieged by the complicated stories of their service users (Richardson, 2010). In this 

way, emerging adults will obtain a more holistic picture of what is happening and able 

to make sense of the reactions of others in intimate relationships. Besides, it may 

facilitate the service user to recognize his/her part in contributing to the problem and 

how he/she can become part of the solution. The counseling process undergoes an 

important shift when the counselled becomes more objective about his/her part in the family 

relationship process to facilitate long-term concrete changes. 
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9.3  Conclusion  

The findings of this research contribute to research, social work and clinical 

practices related to emerging adulthood and their families by advocating for the 

evaluation of the emotional processes of individuals in parent-emerging adult 

relationships and its impacts on the development of romantic relationships. The 

development of the PEAS is significant because this scale enables researchers and 

practitioners to assess the emotional attachment in the mother-emerging adult dyad. 

The PEAS helps to facilitate a better understanding of the emotional intensity and the 

patterns that have been developed in the family of origin, which serves as a means to 

further understand how emotional attachment intensity and patterns shape the 

development of romantic relationships of emerging adults. Likewise, given the 

association observed between parental emotional attachment and the level of anxiety 

and fear of intimacy of the emerging adults, future research and interventions may wish 

to guide emerging adults to gain a better awareness of their anxiety, and manage the 

anxiety, as well as relate to their parents and romantic partners in healthier ways.   

In addition, the use of the PEAS also lends support to the role of differentiation of 

self in mediating the relationship between parental emotional attachment and fear of 

intimacy during emerging adulthood. Besides, this research study has also shown the 

roles of parental emotional over-functioning, emotional cutoff and emotional fusion 

with family on predicting the level of fear of intimacy. Taken together, these findings 

suggest that interventions designed to improve the level of differentiation of self of 

emerging adults should focus on helping them to manage their anxiety, facilitate 

awareness of  their emotional reactivity and reduce the emotional reactivity, understand 

and identify their functioning positions and patterns in the family of origin, enable them 

to develop life guiding principles and bridge emotional distance and cutoff in order to 
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enjoy more healthy and strong relationships with their parents and romantic partners.  

Nevertheless, these recommendations for family systems-based relationship education 

and counselling with emerging adults will require more empirical studies in order to 

evaluate their effectiveness in strengthening the differentiation of emerging adults, 

promoting greater interpersonal wellbeing, and developing and sustaining intimate 

relationships with parents and romantic partners, as well as other significant 

relationships.  

Last but not least, this research work offers insight for helping professionals to 

understand the critical role of the differentiation process of the emerging adults from 

the relationship with their family of origin, and the importance of the emotional 

separateness of parents which allows emerging adults to progressively mature as 

autonomous individuals. It is helpful for parents to ensure that their level of 

involvement is appropriate and realistic to meet the needs of their children by shifting 

their emotional gears towards managing themselves instead of making a project out of 

their children (Bowen, 1978). Furthermore, the qualitative findings also highlight the 

reciprocal emotional processes in human relationships that cannot be adequately 

understood through linear cause-and-effect thinking. Therefore, it is important for 

helping professionals to remove their focus on the problematic behaviours at the 

individual level and be more sensitive to the overall emotional processes within the 

family and amongst individual members, so that they can better understand the 

complexities of relationships as a system instead of merely the individual parts.  
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APPENDIX A 

Guiding Questions for Semi-structured Interview  

Pie of Life 

Please imagine this circle as a pie and draw lines to ―cut slices‖ that reflect what parts of life 

you put your time and energy into. Indicate the proportion by making bigger ―slices‖ for 

areas that get a lot of time and energy and making smaller size ―slices‖ for areas that get 

less of your time and energy. You may name each slice by considering any of the following 

areas for your pie: family, love, friends, work, study and other particular areas that get the 

time and energy from you. Then, you may rank each slice to indicate your priority to reflect 

what areas of life that you think are most important to your life, #1 most important through 

#5 least important and so on. Please feel free to areas not in this pie that deems important to 

you.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 What does your pie of life look like? 

Romantic Relationship 

 What would you say about the slice of love in your pie? 

 Could you describe any particular event(s) that have happened with your partner? Or 

someone you may feel special for? (Emotional event) 

 What are the stressors that you have been encountering in (advancing) your love 

relationship? (Stressors)  

 How do you respond to these stressors? (Adaptive patterns) 
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Family Relationship 

 How emotionally close do you feel to each your mother and father? Please rate on this 

information sheet. (Primary triangle) 

 Who generally give you more support and attention? (Primary triangle) 

 Whom do you mostly get approval /permission from? (Primary triangle) 

 How are you involved with each parent? (Emotional adaptive patterns)  

 How do your parents get along with each other? (Emotional patterns) 

 Whom do you tend to take side with? (Triangling)  

 What do you do when your parents have problems / difficulties with one another? 

(Triangling) 

 Please describe if there is any extreme event that you have involved with them? 

(Triangling) 

 How are your parents involved with their own parents? (Transmission of emotional 

patterns) 

Parental Influence on Romantic Relationship 

 Do your parents get involved in your romantic relationship? (Triangling) 

 How each parent influences your value about romantic relationship? (Transmission of 

values) 

 How does the way you involved with your parents‘ relationship affect the ways you 

respond to your difficulties in your romantic relationship?  (Transmission of 

emotional patterns) 

Managing Self in Relationships 

 How could you manage yourself better in the midst of tension or stress in the 

relationships?  

 Are there any healthy values and principles that can guide you through in establishing 

intimate relationships?   

 By reviewing your pie of life, would you like to change something about yourself?  

How would you respond more responsibly in your life and your relationships with 

significant others?  
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APPENDIX B 
Debriefing Letter – English version 

Research Contents and Summary of Interview Process 

 

 

Research Topic: Parental Emotional Attachment and Fear of Intimacy of 

Emerging Adults in Hong Kong: The Effect of Differentiation of Self 

 

 
Thank you for taking part in this research interview. As part of my doctoral thesis research work, I am 

carrying out a study to examine the perspectives and personal experiences of Hong Kong individuals 

who are between 18 and 29 years old on intimate relationships, as well as gain a better understanding on 

how their immediate family dynamics experienced throughout childhood, adolescence and youth have 

affected their development of intimate relationships.  

 

 

Interview Process: 

1. You will have an understanding of the purpose of this study, which will be explained in detail to 

you. 

2. You will complete the Personal Data Sheet. 

3. You will be required to sign an Interview Consent Form, which includes giving consent to 

tape-record the interview, and indicating that you understand the audio recording is for analysis 

purposes only. 

4. You will complete the Pie of Life.  

 

 

Number and Length of Interviews: 

The interview is anticipated to be about 1.5 to 2 hours in length.  A second interview may need to be 

scheduled, depending on the contents and progress of the first interview, as well as the consent of the 

interviewee. 

 

Research Ethics and Confidentiality: 

All of the information collected is for academic research and analysis purposes only. The cases will be 

anonymised, and your identity and responses will be kept strictly confidential.  

 

Participation is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw at any time during the interview.  

 

Honorarium: 

You will receive a gift certificate of $50 for each interview as a token of appreciation.  

 

Contact Information: 

 

If you have any questions about this research work or would like more information, please feel free to 

contact the researcher, Miss Renee Chiu, by phone: 3411 6418 or email: reneechiu@life.hkbu.edu.hk.  If 

you feel that your rights have been compromised as a participant or that the conditions stated above have 

not been honoured at any time during the interview, please contact the Committee on the Use of Human 

& Animal Subjects in Teaching and Research at the Hong Kong Baptist University by email: 

hasc@hkbu.edu.hk or by post to: Graduate School, Rm 904, Level 9, Academic and Administration 

Building, Baptist University Road Campus, Hong Kong Baptist University, Kowloon Tong, Hong Kong. 

mailto:reneechiu@life.hkbu.edu.hk
mailto:hasc@hkbu.edu.hk
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APPENDIX C 

Participant Consent Form 

 

The interviews are part of the research work of my doctoral thesis and intended to explore 

the perspectives and experiences of young adults in terms of intimate relationships. Your 

opinions are very important to this research study, and the information and opinions that you 

provide will be absolutely confidential. All of the information gathered will be only used for 

this research study.  

You have the right to stop the interview at any time. There is no right or wrong answer, so 

please try your best to answer all of the questions.  In order to ensure that the interview process 

is implemented smoothly and all of the information is accurately recorded, I hope to have your 

consent to audio record the interview. All of the data will be analysed as a whole. Individual 

cases will not be reported separately and your information will be kept strictly confidential.  

I have read and understood the information above. I consent to taking part in an interview and 

agree to be audio recorded.  

 

Name (print):      

Signature:      

Date:      

Last four digits of HKID (including number in parenthesis):     
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APPENDIX D 

One-off Donation Confirmation Email 

 

hkinfo@savethechildren.org   

6/12/17 

 

6/12/17 

 

 
 

 

to reneechiu 

 
 

Dear Supporter, 

 

Thank you so much for your donation (HK$3000) submitted today. Your Donor ID is: OL020181 

 

We would like to express our heartfelt gratitude for your generous support to us. Your donation will contribute 

to vulnerable children around the world and give them hope and future. We are now processing your donation 

and deduction will be made within 7 working days.  

 

Once again, thank you for your great support. Please feel free to reach us at 3160 8686 or e-mail 

to hkinfo@savethechildren.org for any enquiries. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Save the Children 

mailto:hkinfo@savethechildren.org
mailto:hkinfo@savethechildren.org
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APPENDIX E 

Initial Pool of 108 Items of PEAS 

(Derivation of items based on literature review, secondary data from focus groups, qualitative interviews, 

and feedback from family counsellors) 

 

Instructions: The following are statements that concern your thoughts and feelings about your mother. 

Please read each statement carefully and rate the extent to which you believe each statement best 

describes your experiences with your mother on a scale of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 6 (Strongly agree). If 

one or both of your parents are deceased or your parents are divorced or separated, please try to respond 

with reference to your best guess about what your thoughts and feelings would be in that situation. If you 

have more than one mother and/or one father, please respond with reference to whom you feel closest.  

 

Please answer every item and try to be as honest as possible in your responses.  
 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 
 

 

Item 

My mother … … 

1. always worries too much about me 

2. always does things for me which I could do by myself 

3. always criticizes me 

4. always corrects me 

5. always blames me 

6. always plans for me 

7. always tries to solve problems for me 

8. easily gives in to my outbursts 

9. has trust and confidence in me (Reversed item) 

10. changes my preferences 

11. changes my decisions 

12. expects me to take her side when she has conflicts with her spouse 

13. leans on me to make decision for him/her 

14. is reactive to my emotions 

15. tells me what to think 

16. denies my feelings 

17. gives me advice whether I want it or not 

18. encourages me to make my own choices (Reversed item) 

19. pushes me over the edge so that I have to keep a distance from her 

20. always takes over my responsibilities 

21. always prevents me from making mistakes 

22. covers up my faults for me 

23. highly values my personal achievements 

24. tries to control my life 

25. gets very emotional when we have conflict  

26. supervises my daily routine 

27. lets me try something out myself and learn on my own (Reversed item) 

28. regards me as part of her 

29. tries hard to keep the peace when there is a disagreement in our family 
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30. easily loses her temper when we disagree  

31. has mood swings which I find difficult to accommodate 

32. is emotionally tied to me 

33. is physically inseparable from me 

34. snoops through my personal belongings 

35. monitors my social media activities (e.g. email, Facebook, Twitter) 

36. respects my decisions, even if she disagrees with them (Reversed item) 

37. asks me to do something for her even when she could do it by herself 

38. insults or taunts me 

39. relies on me for emotional support 

40. takes care of my daily routines attentively  

41. craves for  my attention and concern 

42. over-identifies with my thinking regardless if it is right or wrong 

43. over-identifies with my feelings (e.g. If I feel sad, she feels even sadder) 

44. wishes to garner love from me 

45. respects my privacy (Reversed item) 

46. yearns for my appreciation and recognition  

47. always complains about her spouse to me 

48. regards me as her listener for the most part  

49. has turned me into her surrogate spouse 

50. changes her stance under emotional influence 

51. finds it difficult to accept my viewpoints when they differ from hers 

52. is always against me 

53. expects me to follow her will 

54. allows me to manage my own finances (Reversed item) 

55. expects me to finish her unfinished business or follow her dreams 

56. is indifferent to me 

57. imposes her own values onto me 

58. accuses me of being insensitive to her needs 

59. gives me the silent treatment 

60. accuses me of ignoring her 

61. makes me feel ashamed or embarrassed 

62. intervenes with my social circle 

63. respects my thoughts and feelings (Reversed item) 

64. guilts me into compliance 

65. finds it difficult to accept my imperfections 

66. gets hurt if I cannot fulfill her expectations 

67. is dismissive of my interests and passion 

68. gives me the silent treatment when I have failed her 

69. puts me down if I have not done enough for her 

70. defends herself even when she makes mistakes 

71. expects me to act according to her way 

72. is able to contain my negative emotions  (Reversed item) 

73. accuses me of things that are just not true 

74. threatens me by blowing up over minor things 

75. is inconsistent in her attitude towards me 

76. keeps buying me material things which I do not necessarily need 

77. allows me to spend my money extravagantly 

78. tells me how to use my money 

79. lavishes money on me 

80. makes assumptions about me which are not true.  

81. respects the way I am (Reversed item) 

82. vents on me 

83. expects me to take her side in an argument 

84. belittles my dreams or achievements 

85. overpraises and aggrandizes my competence or achievements 

86. is not interested in me 

87. is hard for me to please 
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88. does not appear to be present in the family 

89. avoids in-depth conversations with me  

90. bears her own responsibilities without shifting them onto me (Reversed item) 

91. turns our conversations into fights 

92. considers me as the messenger at home 

93. holds grudges or complains about me  

94. compares me with others 

95. complisults (insults thinly-veiled as compliments) me 

96. complains about me to other people 

97. is vigilant about my social life 

98. is vigilant about my health 

99. does not interfere with my love affairs  (Reversed item) 

100. is sensitive to my emotions 

101. worries that I could be influenced by relatives in the extended family 

102. prevents me from having contact with some family members/ relatives  

103. makes me the center of her life 

104. dares not say anything that may upset me 

105. is afraid of asking me about my opinions 

106. makes frivolous remarks about my appearance 

107. speaks for me 

108. cares for me like a baby 
 



 

255 

 

References 

Adamczyk, K., & Segrin, C. (2016). The mediating role of romantic desolation and dating 

anxiety in the association between interpersonal competence and life satisfaction 

among Polish young adults. Journal of Adult Development, 23(1), 1–10. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10804-015-9216-3 

Affrunti, N. W., & Ginsburg, G. S. (2012). maternal overcontrol and child anxiety: The 

mediating role of perceived competence. Child Psychiatry and Human Development, 

43(1), 102–112. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10578-011-0248-z 

Ainsworth, M. D. S., Blehar, M. C., Waters, E., & Wall, S. N. (1978). Patterns of attachment: A 

psychological study of the strange situation (1 edition). New York: Psychology Press. 

Allison, M. D., & Sabatelli, R. M. (1988). Differentiation and individuation as mediators of 

identity and intimacy in adolescence. Journal of Adolescent Research, 3(1), 1–16. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/074355488831002 

Amato, P., & Booth, A. (2001). The legacy of parents‘ marital discord: Consequences for 

children‘s marital quality. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 81(4), 

627–638. https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.81.4.627 

Amato, P. R., & Cheadle, J. E. (2008). Parental divorce, marital conflict and children‘s 

behavior problems: A comparison of adopted and biological children. Social Forces, 

86(3), 1139–1161. https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.0.0025 

Anderson, S. A., & Sabatelli, R. M. (1992). The differentiation in the family system scale (difs). 

The American Journal of Family Therapy, 20(1), 77–89. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01926189208250878 

Aquilino, W. S. (2005). Impact of family structure on parental attitudes toward the economic 

support of adult children over the transition to adulthood. Journal of Family Issues, 

26(2), 143–167. https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X04265950 



 

256 

 

Aquilino, W.S. (2006). Family relationships and support systems in emerging adulthood. 

Emerging Adults in America: Coming of Age in the 21st Century, 193–217. 

Arnett, J. J., & Galambos, N. L. (2003). Culture and conceptions of adulthood. New Directions 

for Child and Adolescent Development, 2003(100), 91–98. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.77 

Arnett, J. J. (1998). Learning to stand alone: The contemporary American transition to 

adulthood in cultural and historical context. Human Development; Basel, 41(5/6), 

295–315. 

Arnett, J. J. (2000a). Emerging adulthood: A theory of development from the late teens through 

the twenties. American Psychologist, 55(5), 469–480. 

http://dx.doi.org.lib-ezproxy.hkbu.edu.hk/10.1037/0003-066X.55.5.469 

Arnett, J. J. (2000b). High hopes in a grim world: Emerging adults‘ views of their futures and 

―Generation X.‖ Youth & Society, 31(3), 267–286. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X00031003001 

Arnett, J. J. (2003). Conceptions of the transition to adulthood among emerging adults in 

American ethnic groups. New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, 

2003(100), 63–76. https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.75 

Arnett, J. J. (2004). Emerging adulthood: The winding road from the late teens through the 

twenties. New York: Oxford University Press. Retrieved from 

http://systems.lib.hkbu.edu.hk/cgi-bin/ejour/oso.pl?t=psychology/9780195309379/toc

.html 

Arnett, J. J. (2006). Emerging adulthood: Understanding the new way of coming of age. In J. J. 

Arnett & J. L. Tanner (Eds.), Emerging adults in America: Coming of age in the 21st 

century (pp. 3–19). Washington, DC, US: American Psychological Association. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/11381-001 

Arnett, J. J. (2007a). Adolescence and emerging adulthood: a cultural approach (3rd ed). 

Upper Saddle River, N.J: Pearson Prentice Hall. 



 

257 

 

Arnett, J. J. (2007b). Suffering, selfish, slackers? Myths and reality about emerging adults. 

Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 36(1), 23–29. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-006-9157-z 

Arnett, J. J., & Padilla-Walker, L. M. (2015). Brief report: Danish emerging adults‘ 

conceptions of adulthood. Journal of Adolescence, 38, 39–44. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2014.10.011 

Badger, S., Nelson, L. J., & Barry, C. M. (2006). Perceptions of the transition to adulthood 

among Chinese and American emerging adults. International Journal of Behavioral 

Development, 30(1), 84–93. https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025406062128 

Bailey, J. (2008). First steps in qualitative data analysis: transcribing. Family Practice, 25(2), 

127–131. https://doi.org/10.1093/fampra/cmn003 

Bandura, A. (1977). Social learning theory. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall. 

Baron, R. M., & Kenny, D. A. (1986). The moderator-mediator variable distinction in social 

psychological research: Conceptual, strategic, and statistical considerations. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 51(6), 1173–1182. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173 

Bartle-Haring, S. (1997). The relationships among parent–adolescent differentiation, sex role 

orientation and identity development in late adolescence and early adulthood. Journal 

of Adolescence, 20(5), 553–565. https://doi.org/10.1006/jado.1997.0109 

Bartle-Haring, S., & Probst, D. (2004). A test of Bowen theory: Emotional reactivity and 

psychological distress in a clinical sample. The American Journal of Family Therapy, 

32(5), 419–435. https://doi.org/10.1080/01926180490455105 

Bazeley, P. (2004). Issues in mixing qualitative and quantitative approaches to research. 

Applying Qualitative Methods to Marketing Management Research, 141–156. 

Bazeley, P. (2012). Integrative analysis strategies for mixed data sources. American Behavioral 

Scientist, 56(6), 814–828. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764211426330 



 

258 

 

Beckmeyer, J. J., & Cromwell, S. (2018). Romantic relationship status and emerging adult 

well-being: Accounting for romantic relationship interest. Emerging Adulthood, 

2167696818772653. https://doi.org/10.1177/2167696818772653 

Bell, L. G., & Bell, D. C. (1982). Family climate and the role of the female adolescent: 

Determinants of adolescent functioning. Family Relations, 31(4), 519–527. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/583927 

Bell, L. G., Bell, D. C., & Nakata, Y. (2001). Triangulation and adolescent development in the 

U.S. and Japan*. Family Process, 40(2), 173–186. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2001.4020100173.x 

Bell, S., & Lee, C. (2008). Transitions in emerging adulthood and stress among young 

Australian women. International Journal of Behavioral Medicine, 15(4), 280–288. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10705500802365482 

Benson, M. J., Larson, J., Wilson, S. M., & Demo, D. H. (1993). Family of origin influences on 

late adolescent romantic relationships. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 55(3), 

663–672. https://doi.org/10.2307/353347 

Bergh, D. (2015). Chi-Squared test of fit and sample size-A comparison between a random 

sample approach and a Chi-square value adjustment method. Journal of Applied 

Measurement, 16(2), 204–217. 

Beyers, W., & Seiffge-Krenke, I. (2010). Does identity precede intimacy? Testing Erikson‘s 

theory on romantic development in emerging adults of the 21st Century. Journal of 

Adolescent Research, 25(3), 387–415. https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558410361370 

Bland, H. W., Melton, B. F., Welle, P., & Bigham, L. (2013). Stress tolerance: new challenges 

for millennial college students. College Student Journal, 46(2), 362–375. 

Bowen, M. (1978). Family therapy in clinical practice. Jason Aronson. 

Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment and loss. 1. Attachment. Basic Books. 

Bowlby, J. (1979). The making and breaking of affectional bonds. London: Tavistock 

Publications. 



 

259 

 

Bradley-Geist, J., & B. Olson-Buchanan, J. (2014). Helicopter parents: an examination of the 

correlates of over-parenting of college students. Education + Training, 56(4), 314–328. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/ET-10-2012-0096 

Bray, J. H. (1996). Family assessment: current issues in evaluating families. Family Relations, 

44(4), 469–77. https://doi.org/10.2307/585001 

Brinkmann, S. (2014). Unstructured and semi-structured interviewing. The Oxford Handbook 

of Qualitative Research. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199811755.013.030 

Brinkmann, S. & Kvale, S. (2008). Ethics in qualitative psychological research. In: Willig, C. & 

Stainton-Rogers, W. (Eds.). The SAGE handbook of qualitative research in psychology. 

New Delhi: Sage, pp. 263-279 

Brown, B. (2016). A few ―course corrections‖ to Collins & van Dulmen‘s ―the course of true 

love". In A. Booth, A. Crouter, & A. Snyder (Eds.), Romance and Sex in Adolescence 

and Emerging Adulthood. Routledge. Retrieved from 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9781317312796/chapters/10.4324%2F978131

5652344-16 

Brown, J. (2017). Growing yourself up: How to bring your best to all of life‟s relationships. 

Exisle Publishing. 

Buhl, H. M. (2008). Significance of Individuation in Adult Child--Parent Relationships. 

Journal of Family Issues, 29(2), 262–281. https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X07304272 

Bynner, J. (2005). Rethinking the youth phase of the life-course: The Case for Emerging 

Adulthood? Journal of Youth Studies, 8(4), 367–384. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260500431628 

Carawan, L., Nalavany, B. A., & Jenkins, C. (2016). Emotional experience with dyslexia and 

self-esteem: the protective role of perceived family support in late adulthood. Aging & 

Mental Health, 20(3), 284–294. https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2015.1008984 



 

260 

 

Cassidy, J., & Shaver, P. R. (2008). Handbook of attachment: theory, research, and clinical 

applications (2nd ed.). New York: Guilford Press. Retrieved from 

http://systems.lib.hkbu.edu.hk/cgi-bin/ejour/myilibrary.pl?id=179305 

Census & Statistics Department, (CSD, 2018 February 12). 2016 population by-census 

thematic report: Youths [press release]. Retrieved from: 

https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/201802/12/P2018020800764.htm 

Charles, R. (2001). Is there any empirical support for Bowen‘s concepts of differentiation of 

self, triangulation, and fusion? American Journal of Family Therapy, 29(4), 279–292. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01926180152588707 

Cheah, C. S. L., & Nelson, L. J. (2004). The role of acculturation in the emerging adulthood of 

aboriginal college students. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 28(6), 

495–507. https://doi.org/10.1080/01650250444000135 

Chirkov, V. I., & Ryan, R. M. (2001). Parent and teacher autonomy-support in Russian and U.S. 

adolescents: common effects on well-being and academic motivation. Journal of 

Cross-Cultural Psychology, 32(5), 618–635. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022101032005006 

Choi A.W. K. (2012). The relationship between family cohesion and intimacy in dating 

relationship: A study based on attachment and exchange theories. discovery – SS 

Student E-Journal, 1, 91-109 

Chow, C., & Ruhl, H. (2014). Friendship and romantic stressors and depression in emerging 

adulthood: mediating and moderating roles of attachment representations. Journal of 

Adult Development, 21(2), 106–115. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10804-014-9184-z 

Chua, A. (2011). Battle hymn of the tiger mother. New York: Penguin Press. 

Chung, H., & Gale, J. (2006). Comparing self-differentiation and psychological well-being 

between Korean and European American students. Contemporary Family Therapy, 

28(3), 367–381. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-006-9013-z 



 

261 

 

Chung, J., Robins, R. W., Trzesniewski, K., Noftle, E. E., Roberts, B., & Widaman, K. (2014). 

Continuity and change in self-esteem during emerging adulthood. Journal Of 

Personality And Social Psychology, 106(3), 469–483. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035135 

Clark, L. A., & Watson, D. (1995). Constructing validity: basic issues in objective scale 

development. Psychological Assessment, 7(3). Retrieved from 

https://works.bepress.com/david_watson/186/ 

Claxton, S. E., & Dulmen, M. H. M. van. (2013). Casual sexual relationships and experiences 

in emerging adulthood: Emerging Adulthood. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2167696813487181 

Cohen, B. H. (2013). Explaining psychological statistics. John Wiley & Sons. 

Cohen, P., Kasen, S., Chen, H., Hartmark, C., & Gordon, K. (2003). Variations in patterns of 

developmental transitions in the emerging adulthood period. Developmental 

Psychology, 39(4), 657–669. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.39.4.657 

Collins, W., & van Dulmen, M. (2006). Friendships and romance in emerging adulthood: 

assessing distinctiveness in close relationships. In J. J. Arnett & J. L. Tanner (Eds.),  

Emerging adults in America: Coming of age in the 21st century. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/11381-009 

Conger, R. D., Cui, M., Bryant, C. M., & Elder, G. H. (2000). Competence in early adult 

romantic relationships: A developmental perspective on family influences. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 79(2), 224–237. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.79.2.224 

Costello, A. B., & Osborne, J. (2005). Best practices in exploratory factor analysis: four 

recommendations for getting the most from your analysis. Practical Assessment, 10(7), 

1–9. 



 

262 

 

Côté, J., & Bynner, J. M. (2008). Changes in the transition to adulthood in the UK and Canada: 

the role of structure and agency in emerging adulthood. Journal of Youth Studies, 11(3), 

251–268. https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260801946464 

Côté, J. E., & Schwartz, S. J. (2002). Comparing psychological and sociological approaches to 

identity: identity status, identity capital, and the individualization process. Journal of 

Adolescence, 25(6), 571–586. https://doi.org/10.1006/jado.2002.0511 

Creswell, J. W., & Clark, V. L. P. (2007). Designing and conducting mixed methods research. 

Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, 31(4), 388–388. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1753-6405.2007.00096.x 

Creswell, J. W., & Clark, V. L. P. (2011). Designing and conducting mixed methods research. 

SAGE. 

Crewell, J. W., Clark, P., Gutmann, M. L., & Hanson, W. E. (2003). Advanced mixed methods 

research design. In A. Tashakkori & C. Teddlie (Eds.), Handbook of mixed methods in 

social and behavioral research (pp. 209–240). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. Retrieved 

from /content/advanced-mixed-methods-research-design 

Cronbach, L. (1951). Coefficient alpha and the internal structure of tests. Psychometrika, 16(3), 

297–334. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02310555 

Cross, S. E., & Madson, L. (1997). Models of the self: Self-construals and gender. 

Psychological Bulletin, 122(1), 5–37. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.122.1.5 

Cui, M., Fincham, F. D., & Durtschi, J. A. (2011). The effect of parental divorce on young 

adults‘ romantic relationship dissolution: What makes a difference? Personal 

Relationships, 18(3), 410–426. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2010.01306.x 

Cui, M., Fincham, F. D., & Pasley, B. K. (2008). Young adult romantic relationships: The role 

of parents‘ marital problems and relationship efficacy. Personality and Social 

Psychology Bulletin, 34(9), 1226–1235. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167208319693 

Cummings, E. M., Schermerhorn, A. C., Davies, P. T., Goeke‐Morey, M. C., & Cummings, J. 

S. (2006). Interparental discord and child adjustment: Prospective investigations of 



 

263 

 

emotional security as an explanatory mechanism. Child Development, 77(1), 132–152. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00861.x 

De Los Reyes, A., Goodman, K., Kliewer, W., & Reid-Quiñones, K. (2010). The longitudinal 

consistency of mother–child reporting discrepancies of parental monitoring and their 

ability to predict child delinquent behaviors two years later. Journal of Youth and 

Adolescence, 39(12), 1417–1430. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-009-9496-7 

Dennison, R. P., & Kœrner, S. S. (2006). Post-divorce interparental conflict and adolescents‘ 

attitudes about marriage. Journal of Divorce & Remarriage, 45(1–2), 31–49. 

https://doi.org/10.1300/J087v45n01_02 

Denzin, N. K. (2010). Moments, mixed methods, and paradigm dialogs. Qualitative Inquiry, 

16(6), 419–427. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800410364608 

Derlega, V. J. (2013). Communication, intimacy, and close relationships. Elsevier. 

Descutner, C. J., & Thelen, M. H. (1991). Development and validation of a fear-of-Intimacy 

Scale. Psychological Assessment: A Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 

3(2), 218–225. https://doi.org/10.1037/1040-3590.3.2.218 

DeVellis, R. F. (2012). Scale development: theory and applications (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, 

Calif.: SAGE. 

Devito, A. J., & Kubis, J. F. (1983). Alternate forms of the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory. 

Educational and Psychological Measurement, 43(3), 729–734. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/001316448304300306 

Doi, S. C., & Thelen, M. H. (1993). The Fear-of-Intimacy Scale: Replication and extension. 

Psychological Assessment, 5(3), 377–383. 

http://dx.doi.org.lib-ezproxy.hkbu.edu.hk/10.1037/1040-3590.5.3.377 

Driscoll, D. L., Appiah-Yeboah, A., Salib, P., & Rupert, D. J. (2007). Merging qualitative and 

quantitative data in mixed methods research: How to and why not. Ecological and 

Environmental Anthropology (University of Georgia). Retrieved from 

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/icwdmeea/18 



 

264 

 

Dwyer, P., Smith, G., Tyler, D., & Wyn, J. (2003). Life-patterns, career outcomes and adult 

choices (Research Report, Vol. 23). University of Melbourne: Australian Youth 

Research Center. Retrieved from 

http://www.academia.edu/23339325/Life-Patterns_Career_Outcomes_and_Adult_Ch

oices 

Erikson, E. H. (1968). Identity: youth and crisis. New York: Norton. 

Feilzer, M. Y. (2010). Doing mixed methods research pragmatically: Implications for the 

rediscovery of pragmatism as a research paradigm. Journal of Mixed Methods 

Research, 4(1), 6–16. https://doi.org/10.1177/1558689809349691 

Feldman, S. S., Gowen, L. K., & Fisher, L. (1998). Family relationships and gender as 

predictors of romantic intimacy in young adults: A longitudinal study. Journal of 

Research on Adolescence (Lawrence Erlbaum), 8(2), 263–286. 

Fetters, M., & Freshwater, D. (2015). The 1 + 1 = 3 integration challenge. Journal of Mixed 

Methods Research, 9, 115–117. 

Field, A. P. (2013). Discovering statistics using IBM SPSS statistics: and sex and drugs and 

rock “n” roll (4th ed.). Los Angeles: Sage. 

Fincham, F. D., & Cui, M. (Eds.). (2014). Romantic relationships in emerging adulthood 

(Reprint edition). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Fingerman, K. L., Cheng, Y.-P., Wesselmann, E. D., Zarit, S., Furstenberg, F., & Birditt, K. S. 

(2012). Helicopter parents and landing pad kids: Intense parental support of grown 

children. Journal of Marriage and Family, 74(4), 880–896. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2012.00987.x 

Fingerman, K., Miller, L., Birditt, K., & Zarit, S. (2009). Giving to the good and the needy: 

Parental support of grown children. Journal of Marriage and Family, 71(5), 

1220–1233. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2009.00665.x 

Firestone, R., & Catlett, J. (1999). Fear of Intimacy. American Psychological Association. 



 

265 

 

Firestone, R., & Firestone, L. (2004). Methods for overcoming the fear of intimacy. In D. J. 

Mashek & A. Aron (Eds.), Handbook of closeness and intimacy. Psychology Press. 

Retrieved from 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9781135632403/chapters/10.4324%2F978141

0610010-31 

Firestone, R. W., & Laing, R. D. (1990). Compassionate child-Rearing: An in-depth approach 

to optimal parenting. Santa Barbara, California: Glendon Association. 

Fraley, R. C., & Shaver, P. R. (1998). Airport separations: A naturalistic study of adult 

attachment dynamics in separating couples. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 75(5), 1198–1212. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.75.5.1198 

Frazier, P. A., Tix, A. P., & Barron, K. E. (2004). Testing moderator and mediator effects in 

counseling psychology research. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 51(1), 115–134. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.51.1.115 

Frost, R. (2016). The predictability of the family emotional system. Retrieved from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SxBNit-rZY0 

Furman, W., Brown, B. B., & Feiring, C. (1999). The development of romantic relationships in 

adolescence. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Gala, J., & Kapadia, S. (2014). Romantic love, commitment and marriage in emerging 

adulthood in an Indian context: Views of emerging adults and middle adults. 

Psychology and Developing Societies. https://doi.org/10.1177/0971333613516233 

Galambos, N. L., Barker, E. T., & Krahn, H. J. (2006). Depression, self-esteem, and anger in 

emerging adulthood: seven-year trajectories. Developmental Psychology, 42(2), 

350–365. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.42.2.350 

Galambos, N. L., & Krahn, H. J. (2008). Depression and anger trajectories during the transition 

to adulthood. Journal of Marriage and Family, 70(1), 15–27. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00458.x 



 

266 

 

Gambrel, L. E., & Butler, J. L. (2013). Mixed methods research in marriage and family therapy: 

A content analysis. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy; Hoboken, 39(2), 163–181. 

Gibbs, N. (2009, November 30). The growing backlash against overparenting. Time. Retrieved 

from http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1940697,00.html 

Gilbert, R. M. (1992). Extraordinary relationships: A new way of thinking about human 

interactions. Wiley. 

Gilligan, C. (1982). In a different voice: Psychological theory and women‟s development. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Ginott, H. G. (1971). Between parent and teenager. New York: Avon Books. 

Goldberg, R. E. (2013). Family instability and pathways to adulthood in Cape Town, South 

Africa. Population and Development Review, 39(2), 231–256. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1728-4457.2013.00590.x 

Greene, J. C., & Hall, J. N. (2010). SAGE handbook of mixed methods in social & behavioral 

research. In pages 119-144 (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE Publications, 

Inc. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781506335193 

Grych, J. H., Raynor, S. R., & Fosco, G. M. (2004). Family processes that shape the impact of 

interparental conflict on adolescents. Development and Psychopathology, 16(3), 

649–665. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579404004717 

Grzywacz, J. G., & Marks, N. F. (2000). Reconceptualizing the work-family interface: an 

ecological perspective on the correlates of positive and negative spillover between 

work and family. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 5(1), 111–126. 

Guetterman, T. C., Fetters, M. D., & Creswell, J. W. (2015). Integrating quantitative and 

qualitative results in health science mixed methods research through joint displays. 

Annals of Family Medicine, 13(6), 554–561. https://doi.org/10.1370/afm.1865 

Ha, T., Overbeek, G., De Greef, M., Scholte, R. H. J., & Engels, R. C. M. E. (2010). The 

importance of relationships with parents and best friends for adolescents‘ romantic 



 

267 

 

relationship quality: differences between indigenous and ethnic Dutch adolescents. 

International Journal of Behavioral Development, 34(2), 121–127. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025409360293 

Haber, J. (1993). A construct validity study of a Differentiation of Self Scale. Scholarly Inquiry 

for Nursing Practice, 7(3), 165–178; discussion 179-182. 

Hanson, W. E., Clark, V. L. P., Petska, K. S., Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2005). Mixed 

methods research designs in counseling psychology. Journal of Counseling 

Psychology, 52(2), 224–235. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.52.2.224 

Harrison, V. (2013). ―A wider lens: Bowen theory and a natural systems view of symptoms‖ in 

CAPA quarterly, Journal for the Counsellors and Psychotherapist Association, Sydney, 

Australia. February 2013. The Philosophical Quarterly. 

Hayes, A. F. (2013). Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process analysis: 

a regression-based approach. New York: The Guilford Press. 

Hayton, J. C., Allen, D. G., & Scarpello, V. (2004). Factor retention decisions in exploratory 

factor analysis: a tutorial on parallel analysis. Organizational Research Methods, 7(2), 

191–205. https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428104263675 

Hazan, C., & Shaver, P. (1987). Romantic love conceptualized as an attachment process. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52(3), 511–524. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.52.3.511 

Hendry, L. B., & Kloep, M. (2007). Redressing the emperor!—A rejoinder to Arnett. Child 

Development Perspectives, 1(2), 83–85. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-8606.2007.00019.x 

Hendry, L. B., & Kloep, M. (2010). How universal is emerging adulthood? An empirical 

example. Journal of Youth Studies, 13(2), 169–179. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260903295067 



 

268 

 

Hicks, T., & Heastie, S. (2008). High school to college transition: A profile of the stressors, 

physical and psychological health issues that affect the first-year on-campus college 

student. Journal of Cultural Diversity, 15(3), 143–7. 

Hoffman, J. A. (1984). Psychological separation of late adolescents from their parents. Journal 

of Counseling Psychology, 31(2), 170–78. 

https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-0167.31.2.170 

Holmbeck, G. N., Johnson, S. Z., Wills, K. E., Mckernon, W., Rose, B., Erklin, S., & Kemper, 

T. (2002). Observed and perceived parental overprotection in relation to psychosocial 

adjustment in preadolescents with a physical disability: The mediational role of 

behavioral autonomy. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 70(1), 96–110. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-006X.70.1.96 

Hook, M. K., Gerstein, L. H., Detterich, L., & Gridley, B. (2004). How close are we? 

Measuring intimacy and examining gender differences. Journal of Counseling & 

Development, 81(4), 462–72. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2003.tb00273.x 

Howard, A. L., Galambos, N. L., & Krahn, H. J. (2010). Paths to success in young adulthood 

from mental health and life transitions in emerging adulthood. International Journal of 

Behavioral Development, 34(6), 538–546. https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025410365803 

Hoyle, R. H., & Robinson, J. C. (2008). Mediated and Moderated Effects in Social 

Psychological Research: Measurement, Design, and Analysis Issues. In The SAGE 

Handbook of Methods in Social Psychology (pp. 213–234). Thousand Oaks: SAGE 

Publications, Inc. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412976190 

Hsieh, H.-F., & Shannon, S. E. (2005). Three approaches to qualitative content analysis. 

Qualitative Health Research, 15(9), 1277–1288. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732305276687 

Hu, L.-T., & Bentler, P. M. (1999). Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance structure 

analysis: Conventional criteria versus new alternatives. Structural Equation Modeling: 

A Multidisciplinary Journal, 6(1), 1–55. https://doi.org/10.1080/10705519909540118 



 

269 

 

Immordino‐Yang, M. H., & Damasio, A. (2007). We feel, therefore we learn: The relevance of 

affective and social neuroscience to education. Mind, Brain, and Education, 1(1), 3–10. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-228X.2007.00004.x 

Ingersoll, T. S., Norvilitis, J. M., Zhang, J., Jia, S., & Tetewsky, S. (2008). Reliability and 

validity of the fear of intimacy scale in China. Journal of Personality Assessment, 

90(3), 270–279. https://doi.org/10.1080/00223890701885019 

Jacquet, S. E., & Surra, C. A. (2001). Parental divorce and premarital couples: commitment and 

other relationship characteristics. Journal of Marriage and Family, 63(3), 627–638. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2001.00627.x 

Jenkins, S., Buboltz, W., Schwartz, J., & Johnson, P. (2005). Differentiation of self and 

psychosocial development. Contemporary Family Therapy, 27(2), 251–261. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-005-4042-6 

Jiang, G. (2013). The doctrine of Confuciusls great learning. University Education Science, 

(03), 97–102. 

John, O., & Soto, C. (2007). The importance of being valid: Reliability and the process of 

construct validation (pp. 461–494). 

Johnson, R. B., & Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2004). Mixed methods research: A research paradigm 

whose time has come. Educational Researcher, 33(7), 14–26. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X033007014 

Jouriles, E. N., Rosenfield, D., Mcdonald, R., & Mueller, V. (2014). Child involvement in 

interparental conflict and child adjustment problems: a longitudinal study of violent 

families. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 42(5), 693–704. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-013-9821-1 

Judd, C. M., & Kenny, D. A. (1982). Process analysis: Estimating mediation in treatment 

evaluations. Evaluation Review, 5(5), 602–19. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0193841X8100500502 



 

270 

 

Kaiser, H. F. (1960). The application of electronic computers to factor analysis. Educational 

and Psychological Measurement, 20(1), 141–151. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/001316446002000116 

Kaiser, H. F. (1974). An index of factorial simplicity. Psychometrika, 39(1), 31–36. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02291575 

Kapinus, C. A. (2005). The effect of parental marital quality on young adults‘ attitudes toward 

Divorce. Sociological Perspectives, 48(3), 319–335. 

https://doi.org/10.1525/sop.2005.48.3.319 

Karam, E. A., & Sprenkle, D. H. (2010). The research‐ Informedclinician: A guide to training 

the next‐ generation MFT. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 36(3), 307–319. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2009.00141.x 

Karney, B. R., & Bradbury, T. N. (1995). The longitudinal course of marital quality and 

stability: A review of theory, method, and research. Psychological Bulletin, 118(1), 

3–34. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.118.1.3 

Keeports, C. R., & Pittman, L. D. (2017). I wish my parents would stop arguing! The impact of 

interparental conflict on young adults. Journal of Family Issues, 38(6), 839–857. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X15613821 

Kenny, D. A., Kashy, D. A., & Bolger, N. (1998). Data analysis in social psychology. In The 

handbook of social psychology, Vols. 1-2, 4th ed. (pp. 233–265). New York,  NY,  US: 

McGraw-Hill. 

Kenny, M. E., & Donaldson, G. A. (1991). Contributions of parental attachment and family 

structure to the social and psychological functioning of First-Year College Students. 

Journal of Counseling Psychology, 38(4), 479–486. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.38.4.479 

Kenny, M. E., & Sirin, S. R. (2006). Parental attachment, self‐worth, and depressive symptoms 

Among Emerging Adults. Journal of Counseling & Development, 84(1), 61–71. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2006.tb00380 



 

271 

 

Kerr, K. B., (2015, June). The ties that bind. Conference conducted by the Family Institute of 

International Social Service Hong Kong Branch, Hong Kong. 

Kerr, M. E. (2007). Why do siblings often turn out very differently? Retrieved April 19, 2018, 

from http://www.thefsi.com.au/downloads/20071a-siblings-often-turn-differently/ 

Kerr, M. E. (2003). One family‟s story: A primer on Bowen theory. (R. R. Sagar, Ed.) (1st 

edition). Washington, DC: Bowen Center for the Study of the Family. 

Kerr, M. E., & Bowen, M. (1988). Family evaluation. W. W. Norton & Company. 

Kim-Appel, D., Appel, J., Newman, I., & Parr, P. (2007). Testing the effectiveness of Bowen‘s 

concept of differentiation in predicting psychological distress in individuals age 62 

years or older. The Family Journal, 15(3), 224–233. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1066480707301291 

Kimmel, M. S. (2017). The gendered society (Sixth edition.). New York: Oxford University 

Press. 

Kins, E., Mol, J. D., & Beyers, W. (2014). ―Why should I leave?‖ Belgian emerging adults‘ 

departure from home. Journal of Adolescent Research, 29(1), 89–119. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558413508201 

Klein, M. B., & Pierce, J. D. (2009). Parental care aids, but parental overprotection hinders, 

college adjustment. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & 

Practice, 11(2), 167–181. 

Klever, P. (2009). The primary triangle and variation in nuclear family functioning. 

Contemporary Family Therapy, 31(2), 140–159. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-008-9082-2 

Kline, P. (1986). A handbook of test construction: introduction to psychometric design. 

Methuen. 



 

272 

 

Knauth, D. G., Skowron, E. A., & Escobar, M. (2006). Effect of differentiation of self on 

adolescent risk behavior: test of the theoretical model. Nursing Research, 55(5), 

336–345. 

Konstam, V. (2007). Emerging and young adulthood multiple perspectives, Diverse Narratives. 

Boston, MA: Springer Science+Business Media, LLC. Retrieved from 

http://systems.lib.hkbu.edu.hk/cgi-bin/ejour/springerdoi.pl?t=978-0-387-71033-4 

Kosek, R. B. (1998). Self-differentiation within couples. Psychological Reports, 83(1), 

275–279. https://doi.org/10.2466/pr0.1998.83.1.275 

Kwon, K.-A., Yoo, G., & Bingham, G. E. (2016). Helicopter parenting in emerging adulthood: 

Support or barrier for Korean college students‘ psychological adjustment? Journal of 

Child and Family Studies, 25(1), 136–145. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-015-0195-6 

Lam, C. M., & Chan-So, P. C. Y. (2015). Validation of the Chinese Version of Differentiation 

of Self Inventory (C-DSI). Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 41(1), 86–101. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jmft.12031 

Lamborn, S. D., & Groh, K. (2009). A Four-part model of autonomy during emerging 

adulthood: associations with adjustment. International Journal of Behavioral 

Development, 33(5), 393–401. https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025409338440 

Larson, J., Benson, M., Wilson, S., & Medora, N. (1998). Family of origin influences on 

marital attitudes and readiness for marriage in late adolescents. Journal of Family 

Issues, 19(6), 750–768. https://doi.org/10.1177/019251398019006005 

Larson, J. H., & Wilson, S. M. (1998). Family of origin influences on young adult career 

decision problems: A Test of Bowenian Theory. American Journal of Family Therapy, 

26(1), 39. 

Lavner, J. A., & Bradbury, T. N. (2012). Why do even satisfied newlyweds eventually go on to 

divorce? Journal of Family Psychology, 26(1), 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025966 

Leavy, P. (2014). The Oxford handbook of qualitative research. Oxford University Press. 



 

273 

 

LeMoyne, T., & Buchanan, T. (2011). Does ―hovering‖ matter? Helicopter parenting and its 

effect on well-being. Sociological Spectrum, 31(4), 399–418. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02732173.2011.574038 

Leung, C. M.-L. (2001). Attachment styles and marital intimacy among Chinese immigrants. 

Thesis PhD--Fuller Theological Seminary, School of Psychology. 

Leung, J., & Busiol, D. (2016). Adolescents growing up in a ―Greenhouse:‖ A literature review. 

International Journal of Child and Adolescent Health, 9(4), 413–422. 

Leung, J., & Shek, D. (2014). Parent–adolescent discrepancies in perceived parenting 

characteristics and adolescent developmental outcomes in poor Chinese families. 

Journal of Child and Family Studies, 23(2), 200–213. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-013-9775-5 

Leung, J., & Shek, D. (2018). Validation of the Perceived Chinese Overparenting Scale in 

emerging adults in Hong Kong. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 27(1), 103–117. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-017-0880-8 

Leung, J. T., & Shek, D. T. (2013). Parenting for resilience: family processes and psychosocial 

competence of Chinese adolescents experiencing economic disadvantage in Hong 

Kong. International Journal on Disability and Human Development, 12(2), 127–137. 

https://doi.org/10.1515/ijdhd-2012-0137 

Leung, J. T. Y., & Busiol, D. (2016). Adolescents growing up in a ―Greenhouse:‖ A literature 

review. International Journal of Child and Adolescent Health, 9(4), 413. 

Leung, J. T. Y., & Shek, D. T. L. (2018). Validation of the Perceived Chinese Overparenting 

Scale in emerging adults in Hong Kong. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 27(1), 

103–117. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-017-0880-8 

Levine, S. B. (1991). Psychological intimacy. Journal of Sex & Marital Therapy, 17(4), 

259–267. https://doi.org/10.1080/00926239108404350 

Locke, J. Y., Campbell, M. A., & Kavanagh, D. (2012). Can a parent do too much for their child? 

An examination by parenting professionals of the concept of overparenting. Journal of 



 

274 

 

Psychologists and Counsellors in Schools, 22(2), 249–265. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/jgc.2012.29 

Loevinger, J. (1957). Objective tests as instruments of psychological theory. Psychological 

Reports, 3(3), 635–694. https://doi.org/10.2466/pr0.1957.3.3.635 

Lopez, F. G., & Brennan, K. A. (2000). Dynamic processes underlying adult attachment 

organization: toward an attachment theoretical perspective on the healthy and effective 

self. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 47(3), 283–300. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.47.3.283 

Luyckx, K., Soenens, B., Vansteenkiste, M., Goossens, L., & Berzonsky, M. D. (2007). 

Parental psychological control and dimensions of identity formation in emerging 

adulthood. Journal of Family Psychology, 21(3), 546–550. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.21.3.546 

MacKinnon, D. P., Krull, J. L., & Lockwood, C. M. (2000). Equivalence of the mediation, 

confounding and suppression effect. Prevention Science: The Official Journal of the 

Society for Prevention Research, 1(4), 173–181. 

Maynard, S. (1997). Growing up in an alcoholic family system: The effect on anxiety and 

differentiation of self. Journal of Substance Abuse, 9, 161–170. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0899-3289(97)90014-6 

Mayseless, O., & Scharf, M. (2003). What does it mean to be an adult? The Israeli experience. 

new directions for child and adolescent development, 2003(100), 5–20. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/cd.71 

Mcadams, D. P., & Constantian, C. A. (1983). Intimacy and affiliation motives in daily living: 

An experience sampling analysis. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 45(4), 

851–861. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.45.4.851 

Mcdonald, R., & Grych, J. H. (2006). Young children‘s appraisals of interparental conflict: 

measurement and links with adjustment problems. Journal of Family Psychology, 

20(1), 88–99. https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.20.1.88 



 

275 

 

Milevsky, A., Thudium, K., & Guldin, J. (2014). The transitory nature of parent, sibling and 

romantic partner relationships in emerging adulthood. Springer International 

Publishing. Retrieved from //www.springer.com/gp/book/9783319066370 

Miller, R. B., Anderson, S., & Keala, D. K. (2004). Is Bowen theory valid? A review of basic 

research. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 30(4), 453–466. 

Minuchin, S. (1974). Families & family therapy. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 

Montgomery, M. J. (2005). Psychosocial intimacy and identity: From early adolescence to 

emerging adulthood. Journal of Adolescent Research, 20(3), 346–374. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558404273118 

Morgan, D. L. (2007). Paradigms lost and pragmatism regained: Methodological implications 

of combining qualitative and quantitative methods. Journal of Mixed Methods 

Research, 1(1), 48–76. https://doi.org/10.1177/2345678906292462 

Morse, J. M., & Niehaus, L. (2009). Mixed method design: principles and procedures. Left 

Coast Press. 

Neff, L. A., & Karney, B. R. (2009). Stress and reactivity to daily relationship experiences: 

How stress hinders adaptive processes in marriage. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 97(3), 435–450. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015663 

Nelson, L. J. (2009). An examination of emerging adulthood in Romanian college students. 

International Journal of Behavioral Development, 33(5), 402–411. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025409340093 

Nelson, L. J. (2013). Going it alone: Comparing subtypes of withdrawal on indices of 

adjustment and maladjustment in emerging adulthood. Social Development, 22(3), 

522–538. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2012.00671.x 

Nelson, L. J., Badger, S., & Wu, B. (2004a). The influence of culture in emerging adulthood: 

Perspectives of Chinese college students. International Journal of Behavioral 

Development, 28(1), 26–36. https://doi.org/10.1080/01650250344000244 



 

276 

 

Nelson, L. J., Badger, S., & Wu, B. (2004b). The influence of culture in emerging adulthood: 

Perspectives of Chinese college students. International Journal of Behavioral 

Development, 28(1), 26–36. https://doi.org/10.1080/01650250344000244 

Nelson, L. J., & Barry, C. M. (2005). Distinguishing features of emerging adulthood: The role 

of self-classification as an adult. Journal of Adolescent Research, 20(2), 242–262. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558404273074 

Nelson, L. J., Duan, X. xing, Padilla-Walker, L. M., & Luster, S. S. (2013). Facing adulthood: 

Comparing the criteria that Chinese emerging adults and their parents have for 

adulthood. Journal of Adolescent Research, 28(2), 189–208. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558412467685 

Nelson, L. J., & Luster, S. S. (2015). ―Adulthood‖ by whose definition? In Arnett J. J. (Eds.),  

The Oxford Handbook of Emerging Adulthood. Oxford University Press.  

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199795574.013.24 

Nelson, L. J., Padilla - Walker, L. M., Christensen, K. J., Evans, C. A., & Carroll, J. S. (2011). 

Parenting in emerging adulthood: An examination of parenting clusters and correlates. 

Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 40(6), 730–743. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-010-9584-8 

Nelson, L. J., Padilla-Walker, L. M., & Nielson, M. G. (2015). Is hovering smothering or loving? 

An examination of parental warmth as a moderator of relations between helicopter 

parenting and emerging adults‘ Indices of adjustment. Emerging Adulthood, 3(4), 

282–285. https://doi.org/10.1177/2167696815576458 

Nelson, M. K. (2010). Parenting out of control: anxious parents in uncertain times. New York: 

New York University Press. 

Ng, P., Su, X., Li, S., Klassen, R., Chiu, R., Cheng, D., (2017). Adolescent or adult? The 

challenges of emerging adulthood in contemporary Hong Kong. Manuscript submitted 

for publication. 



 

277 

 

Ngai, S. S.-Y., Xie, L., Ng, Y.-H., & Ngai, H.-L. (2018). The effects of parenting behavior on 

prosocial behavior of Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong. Children and Youth Services 

Review, 87, 154–162. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.02.030 

Noone, R. J., & Papero, D. V. (2015). The family emotional system: An integrative concept for 

theory, science, and practice. Lexington Books. 

Nunnally, J. C., & Bernstein, I. H. (1994). Psychometric theory (3rd ed.). New York, NY: 

McGraw-Hill, Inc. 

Oka, M., & Whiting, J. (2013). Bridging the clinician/researcher gap with systemic research: 

The case for process research, dyadic, and sequential analysis. Journal of Marital and 

Family Therapy, 39(1), 17–27. 

Owen, J., Fincham, F. D., & Moore, J. (2011). Short-term prospective study of hooking up 

among college students. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 40(2), 331–341. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-010-9697-x 

Padilla-Walker, L. M., & Nelson, L. J. (2012). Black hawk down?: Establishing helicopter 

parenting as a distinct construct from other forms of parental control during emerging 

adulthood. Journal of Adolescence, 35(5), 1177–1190. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2012.03.007 

Palinkas, L. A., Horwitz, S. M., Green, C. A., Wisdom, J. P., Duan, N., & Hoagwood, K. (2015). 

Purposeful sampling for qualitative data collection and analysis in mixed method 

implementation research. Administration and Policy in Mental Health and Mental 

Health Services Research, 42(5), 533–544. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y 

Pant, K., & Singh, R. (2017). Educational status of parents as predictor of social and emotional 

maturity of adolescents. International Journal of Environment, Ecology, Family and 

Urban Studies (ISSN Print: 2250-0065 Online: 2321-0109), 7, 53–64. 

Papero, D. V. (1990). Bowen family systems theory. Boston: Allyn and Bacon. 



 

278 

 

Papero, D. V. (2011). Responsibility for Self. (O. C. Bregman & C. M. White, Eds.) (Bringing 

Systems Thinking to Life). New York: Routledge. Retrieved from 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9781136905032/chapters/10.4324%2F978020

3842348-12 

Paris, J. (1976). The oedipus complex: A critical re-examination. Canadian Psychiatric 

Association Journal, 21(3), 173–179. https://doi.org/10.1177/070674377602100308 

Patterson, M. L. (1976). An arousal model of interpersonal intimacy. Psychological Review, 

83(3), 235–245. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.83.3.235 

Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (3 ed.). Thousand Oaks, 

Calif.: Sage Publications. 

Peleg, O. (2005). The relation between differentiation and social anxiety: What can be learned 

from students and their parents? The American Journal of Family Therapy, 33(2), 

167–183. https://doi.org/10.1080/01926180590921403 

Peleg, O. (2008). The relation between differentiation of self and marital satisfaction: What can 

be learned from married people over the course of life? The American Journal of 

Family Therapy, 36(5), 388–401. https://doi.org/10.1080/01926180701804634 

Peleg, O., Miller, P., & Yitzhak, M. (2014). Is separation anxiety in adolescents and parents 

related to parental differentiation of self? British Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 

1–16. https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2014.974021 

Peleg, O., & Rahal, A. (2012). Physiological symptoms and differentiation of self: A 

cross-cultural examination. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 36(5), 

719–727. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2012.04.001 

Peleg-Popko, O. (2004). Differentiation and test anxiety in adolescents. Journal of Adolescence, 

27(6), 645–662. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2004.06.002 

Petrocelli, J. V. (2003). Hierarchical multiple regression in counseling research: Common 

problems and possible remedies. Measurement and Evaluation in Counseling and 

Development, 36(1), 9–22. 



 

279 

 

Phillips, T. M., Wilmoth, J. D., Wall, S. K., Peterson, D. J., Buckley, R., & Phillips, L. E. 

(2013). Recollected parental care and fear of intimacy in emerging adults. The Family 

Journal, 21(3), 335–341. https://doi.org/10.1177/1066480713476848 

Pillari, V. (1991). Scapegoating in families:  Intergenerational patterns of physical and 

emotional abuse. Philadelphia, PA, US: Brunner/Mazel. 

Prager, K. J. (1995). The Psychology of intimacy. Guilford Press. 

Prager, K. J., & Buhrmester, D. (1998). Intimacy and need fulfillment in couple relationships. 

Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 15(4), 435–469. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407598154001 

Prager, K., K. Shirvani, F., J. Garcia, J., & Coles, M. (2013). Intimacy and positive psychology 

(pp. 16–29). https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199791064.003.0002 

Priest, J. B. (2015). A Bowen family systems model of generalized anxiety disorder and 

romantic relationship distress. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 41(3), 340–353. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jmft.12063 

Rauer, A. J., Pettit, G. S., Lansford, J. E., Bates, J. E., & Dodge, K. A. (2013). Romantic 

relationship patterns in young adulthood and their developmental antecedents. 

Developmental Psychology, 49(11). https://doi.org/10.1037/a0031845 

Regalia, C., Lanz, M., Tagliabue, S., & Manzi, C. (2011). Family differentiation in emerging 

adulthood: The role of romantic relationships. In Romantic relationships in emerging 

adulthood (pp. 142–166).  

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511761935.009 

Reis, S. (2004). Fear of intimacy in women: Relationship between attachment styles and 

depressive symptoms. Psychopathology, 37(6), 299–303. 

https://doi.org/10.1159/000082268 

Reitman, D., & Asseff, J. (2010). Parenting practices and their relation to anxiety in young 

adulthood. Journal of Anxiety Disorders, 24(6), 565–572. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2010.03.016 



 

280 

 

Rhoades, G. K., Kamp Dush, C. M., Atkins, D. C., Stanley, S. M., & Markman, H. J. (2011). 

Breaking up is hard to do: The impact of unmarried relationship dissolution on mental 

health and life satisfaction. Journal of Family Psychology, 25(3), 366–374. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023627 

Richardson, R. W. (2010). Couples in conflict: A family systems approach to marriage 

counseling. Fortress Press. 

Ritchie, J. (2014). Qualitative research practice: a guide for social science students and 

researchers (Second edition.). Los Angeles, California: SAGE. 

Rodrigues, J. (2009). Attachment style and intimacy satisfaction Does attachment style predict 

satisfaction level in romantic relationships? Thesis MA--Kean University. 

Rokach, A. (2003). Causes of loneliness of those afflicted with life-threatening illnesses. Social 

Behavior and Personality, 31(7), 663–674. https://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.2003.31.7.663 

Rosen, K. H., Bartle-Haring, S., & Stith, S. M. (2001). Using Bowen theory to enhance 

understanding of the intergenerational transmission of dating violence. Journal of 

Family Issues, 22(1), 124–142. https://doi.org/10.1177/019251301022001006 

Rosenberg, M. (1965). Society and the adolescent self-Image. Princeton University Press.  

Rubin, K. H., & Chung, O. B. (2006). Parenting beliefs, behaviors, and parent-child relations: 

A cross-cultural perspective. Psychology Press, Taylor & Francis Group 

Scabini, E. (2006). Transition to adulthood and family relations: an intergenerational 

perspective. Hove: Psychology Press.  

Schiffrin, H., Liss, M., Miles-McLean, H., Geary, K., Erchull, M., & Tashner, T. (2014). 

Helping or hovering? The effects of helicopter parenting on college students‘ 

Well-Being. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 23(3), 548–557. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-013-9716-3 

Schreiber, J. B., Nora, A., Stage, F. K., Barlow, E. A., & King, J. (2006). Reporting structural 

equation modeling and confirmatory factor analysis results: A review. The Journal of 

Educational Research, 99(6), 323–338. https://doi.org/10.3200/JOER.99.6.323-338 



 

281 

 

Schultheiss, D. E. P., & Blustein, D. L. (1994). Role of adolescent-parent relationships in 

college student development and adjustment. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 41(2), 

248–55. 

Schwartz, J. P., & Buboltz, W. C. (2004). The relationship between attachment to parents and 

psychological separation in college students. Journal of College Student Development, 

45(5), 566–577. https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2004.0062 

Segrin, C., Woszidlo, A., Givertz, M., Bauer, A., & Taylor Murphy, M. (2012). The association 

between overparenting, parent‐ child communication, and entitlement and adaptive 

traits in adult children. Family Relations, 61(2), 237–252. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2011.00689.x 

Segrin, C., Woszidlo, A., Givertz, M., & Montgomery, N. (2013). Parent and child traits 

associated with overparenting. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology; New York, 

32(6), 569–595. http://dx.doi.org.lib-ezproxy.hkbu.edu.hk/101521jscp2013326569 

Seiffge - Krenke, I. (2011). Coping with relationship stressors: A decade review. Journal of 

Research on Adolescence, 21(1), 196–210. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2010.00723.x 

Seiffge‐Krenke, I., Aunola, K., & Nurmi, J.-E. (2009). Changes in stress perception and coping 

during adolescence: The role of situational and personal factors. Child Development, 

80(1), 259–279. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2008.01258.x 

Seiffge-Krenke, I., Shulman, S., & Kiessinger, N. (2001). Adolescent precursors of romantic 

relationships in young adulthood. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 18(3), 

327–346. https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407501183002 

Seiter, L. N., & Nelson, L. J. (2011). An examination of emerging adulthood in college students 

and nonstudents in India. Journal of Adolescent Research, 26(4), 506–536. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558410391262 



 

282 

 

Shannon-Baker, P. (2016). Making paradigms meaningful in mixed methods research. Journal 

of Mixed Methods Research, 10(4), 319–334. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1558689815575861 

Shek, D. T. L. (1988). Reliability and factorial structure of the Chinese version of the 

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory. Journal of Psychopathology and Behavioral 

Assessment, 10(4), 303–317. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00960624 

Shek, D. T. L. (1991). The factorial structure of the Chinese Version of the State-Trait Anxiety 

Inventory: A confirmatory factor analysis. Educational and Psychological 

Measurement, 51(4), 985–997. https://doi.org/10.1177/001316449105100418 

Shellenbarger, S. (2007, September 27). Helicopter parenting: a breakdown. Wall Street 

Journal. Retrieved from http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB119084349844440465 

Sideridis, G. D., & Kafetsios, K. (2008). Perceived parental bonding, fear of failure and stress 

during class presentations. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 32(2), 

119–130. https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025407087210 

Simms, L. J., & Watson, D. (2007). The construct validation approach to personality scale 

construction. In W. R. Richard, Chris Fraley R., & F. K. Robert (Eds.), Personnel 

Psychology (Vol. 62, pp. 240–258). Handbook of research methods in personality 

psychology: New York: Guilford. 

Sirsch, U., Dreher, E., Mayr, E., & Willinger, U. (2009). What does it take to be an adult in 

Austria?: Views of adulthood in Austrian adolescents, emerging adults, and adults. 

Journal of Adolescent Research, 24(3), 275–292. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558408331184 

Skowron, E. A. (2000). The role of differentiation in marital adjustment. Journal of 

Counselling Psychology, 47(2), 229–237. 

Skowron, E. A., & Friedlander, M. L. (1998). The Differentiation of Self Inventory: 

development and initial validation. ResearchGate, 45(3), 235–246. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0016709 



 

283 

 

Skowron, E. A., & Schmitt, T. A. (2003). Assessing interpersonal fusion: Reliability and 

validity of a new DSI Fusion with Others Subscale. Journal of Marital and Family 

Therapy, 29(2), 209–222. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2003.tb01201.x 

Skowron, E. A., Wester, S. R., & Azen, R. (2004). Differentiation of self mediates college 

stress and adjustment.(research). Journal of Counseling and Development, 82(1), 

69–78. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2004.tb00287.x 

Skowron, E., & Dendy, A. (2004). Differentiation of self and attachment in adulthood: 

relational correlates of effortful control. Contemporary Family Therapy, 26(3), 

337–357. https://doi.org/10.1023/B:COFT.0000037919.63750.9d 

Skowron, E., Holmes, S., & Sabatelli, R. (2003). Deconstructing differentiation: Self regulation, 

interdependent relating, and well-being in adulthood. Contemporary Family Therapy, 

25(1), 111–129. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1022514306491 

Skowron, E., Stanley, K., & Shapiro, M. (2009). A longitudinal perspective on differentiation 

of self, interpersonal and psychological well-being in young adulthood. Contemporary 

Family Therapy: An International Journal, 31(1), 3–18. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-008-9075-1 

Slonim-Nevo, V., & Nevo, I. (2009). Conflicting findings in mixed methods research: An 

illustration from an Israeli study on immigration. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 

3(2), 109–128. https://doi.org/10.1177/1558689808330621 

Sneed, J. R., Hamagami, F., Mcardle, J. J., Cohen, P., & Chen, H. (2007). The dynamic 

interdependence of developmental domains across emerging adulthood. Journal of 

Youth and Adolescence, 36(3), 351–362. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-006-9081-2 

Soenens, B., Vansteenkiste, M., Duriez, B., & Goossens, L. (2006). In search of the sources of 

psychologically controlling parenting: The role of parental separation anxiety and 

parental maladaptive perfectionism. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 16(4), 

539–559. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2006.00507.x 



 

284 

 

Somers, P., & Settle, J. (2010). The helicopter parent: Research toward a typology. College and 

University; Washington, 86(1), 18-24,26-27. 

Spielberger, C., Gorsuch, R., Lushene, R., Vagg, P., & Jacobs, G. (1983). Manual for the 

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (Form Y1 – Y2) (Vol. IV). 

Sprenkle, D. H. (2003). Effectiveness research in marriage and family therapy: Introduction. 

Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 29(1), 85–96. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2003.tb00385.x 

Sprenkle, D. H., & Piercy, F. P. (2005). Research methods in family therapy (2nd ed.). New 

York: Guilford Press. 

Sternberg, R. J. (1986). A Triangular theory of love. Psychological Review, 93(2), 119–135. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.93.2.119 

Stokes, T., Mowery, D., Dean, K.R., & Hoffman, S.J. (1997). Nurturance traps of aggression, 

depression, and regression affecting childhood illness. In D.M. Baer & E.M. Pinkston 

(Eds). Environment and behavior (pp 147-154). Boulder, CO: Westview Press. 

Strong, B. (2014). The marriage and family experience: intimate relationships in a changing 

society (Twelfth edition, Student edition.). Belmont, CA, USA: Wadsworth Cengage 

Learning. 

Tanner, J. L. (2006). Recentering during emerging adulthood: A critical turning point in life 

span human development. In J. J. Arnett & J. L. Tanner (Eds.), Emerging adults in 

America: Coming of age in the 21st century. (pp. 21–55). Washington, DC, US: 

American Psychological Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/11381-002 

Teddlie, C., & Tashakkori, A. (2009). Foundations of mixed methods research: Integrating 

quantitative and qualitative approaches in the social and behavioral sciences. SAGE 

Publications Inc. 



 

285 

 

Thelen, M. H., Vander Wal, J. S., Thomas, A. M., & Harmon, R. (2000). Fear of intimacy 

among dating couples. Behavior Modification, 24(2), 223–240. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0145445500242004 

Thomasgard, M., & Metz, W. P. (1997). Parental overprotection and its relations to perceived 

child vulnerability. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 67(2), 330–335. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/h0080237 

Titelman, P. (2003). Emotional cutoff: Bowen Family Systems Theory perspectives. 

Psychology Press. 

Titelman, P. (2012). Triangles: Bowen Family Systems Theory perspectives. Routledge. 

Toman, W. (1961). Family constellation: theory and practice of a psychological game. 

Drawings [by] Miné Okubo. Springer Pub. Co. 

Trotter, P. B. (2011). The influence of parental romantic relationships on college students‘ 

attitudes about romantic relationships. College Student Journal, 44(1), 71–83. 

Tuason, M. T., & Friedlander, M. L. (2000). Do parents‘ differentiation levels predict those of 

their adult children? And other tests of Bowen theory in a Philippine sample. Journal of 

Counseling Psychology; Washington, 47(1), 27–35. 

Wagner, K. D., Davidson, P. J., Pollini, R. A., Strathdee, S. A., Washburn, R., & Palinkas, L. A. 

(2012). Reconciling incongruous qualitative and quantitative findings in mixed 

methods research: Exemplars from research with drug using populations. International 

Journal of Drug Policy, 23(1), 54–61. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2011.05.009 

Wang, J. M., Rubin, K. H., Laursen, B., Booth-Laforce, C., & Rose-Krasnor, L. (2013). 

Preference-for-solitude and adjustment difficulties in early and late adolescence. 

Journal of Clinical Child & Adolescent Psychology, 42(6), 834–842. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15374416.2013.794700 

Wat, W. Y. (2010). Monster parents. Hong Kong: Skywaller Press. 



 

286 

 

West, J. D., Zarski, J. J., & Harvill, R. (1986). The influence of the family triangle on intimacy. 

American Mental Health Counselors Association Journal, 8(3), 166–174. 

Whitton, S. W., Weitbrecht, E. M., Kuryluk, A. D., & Bruner, M. R. (2013). Committed dating 

relationships and mental health among college students. Journal of American College 

Health, 61(3), 176–183. https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2013.773903 

Willoughby, B., Hersh, J., Padilla-Walker, L., & Nelson, L. (2015). ―Back off‖! Helicopter 

parenting and a retreat from marriage among emerging adults. Journal of Family Issues, 

36(5), 669. 

Willoughby, B. J., Carroll, J. S., Vitas, J. M., & Hill, L. M. (2012). ―When are you getting 

married?‖ The intergenerational transmission of attitudes regarding marital timing and 

marital importance. Journal of Family Issues, 33(2), 223–245. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X11408695 

Wolf, D. S., Sax, L., & Harper, C. E. (2009). Parental engagement and contact in the academic 

lives of college students. NASPA Journal, 46(2), 325–358. 

https://doi.org/10.2202/1949-6605.6044 

Wolfinger, N. (2011). More evidence for trends in the intergenerational transmission of divorce: 

A completed cohort approach using data from the general social survey. Demography, 

48(2), 581–92. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-011-0025-4 

Wolfinger, N. H. (2003). Parental divorce and offspring marriage: early or late? Social Forces, 

82(1), 337–353. https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2003.0108 

Young, B., Furman, W., & Laursen, B. (2011). Models of change and continuity in romantic 

experiences. In Romantic Relationships in Emerging Adulthood (pp. 44–66). 

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511761935.005 

Zhong, J., & Arnett, J. J. (2014). Conceptions of adulthood among migrant women workers in 

China. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 38(3), 255–265. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025413515133 

 



 

287 

 

 CURRICULUM VITAE 

 

Academic qualifications of the thesis author, Ms. CHIU Renee: 

 Received the degree of Bachelor of Social Work (First-class Honours) from Hong 

Kong Baptist University, November 2005. 

 Received the degree of Master of Arts in Family Counselling and Family 

Education from The Chinese University of Hong Kong, December 2008.  

 

March 2019 

 


