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Abstract
Objective: This study aims to explore the mediating role of
parental reflective functioning (PRF) and parental sense of
competence (PSC) in the effect of romantic attachment on
harsh discipline among Chinese parents of young children
through both variable- and person-centered approaches.
Background: Harsh discipline is a negative parenting prac-
tice that has detrimental impacts on children. Evidence
showed that parents’ insecure romantic attachment may
contribute to the use of harsh discipline, whereas the psy-
chological mechanism underlying this association remains
unclear.
Method: Participants were 489 Chinese parents of children
aged 0 to 5 years. Validated scales were used to assess
romantic attachment, PRF (assessed by the prementalizing
modes dimension), PSC, and harsh discipline. Mediation
analysis and latent profile analysis were conducted.
Results: PSC mediated the relationship between attach-
ment avoidance and harsh discipline, whereas PRF and
PSC played a chain-mediating role between attachment
anxiety and harsh discipline. By using the person-centered
approach, three profiles of attachment were identified:
secure (46.8%), dismissive (23.9%), and fearful (29.2%).
Compared to secure profile, PRF and PSC sequentially
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mediated the link between dismissive/fearful profile of
attachment and harsh discipline.
Conclusions: The mediating roles of PRF and PSC eluci-
dated psychological mechanisms for the impact of roman-
tic attachment on harsh parenting, particularly among
couples with dismissive and fearful attachment.
Implications: Improving PRF and PSC is crucial for
preventing harsh parenting among insecurely attached
couples.

KEYWORDS

attachment, harsh discipline latent profile analysis, parental reflective
functioning, parental sense of competence, parenting

Harsh discipline refers to physical and verbal forms of aggressive discipline behavior by parents
in response to and intended to correct perceived misbehavior by a child (Straus &
Fauchier, 2007). The extent of harsh discipline ranges from less extreme and common forms
(e.g., psychological aggression and mild corporal punishment) to maltreatment-like forms, such
as severe physical abuse (Barkin et al., 2007). Growing evidence has shown that all forms of
harsh discipline can predispose children at risk to emotional and behavioral problems
(Berthelon et al., 2020; Choi & Becher, 2019; MacKenzie et al., 2014) and lifetime mental
health issues (Tang et al., 2018). Importantly, harsh discipline is not only common across vari-
ous cultures (Lansford, Deater-Deckard, et al., 2014; Lansford, Woodlief, et al., 2014) but
also becomes more frequent as children develop from infancy through preschool years, with a
higher prevalence during this period than other age groups. In the United States, 90% of 2-year-
old children have experienced psychological aggression in the past year, and this figure has risen
to 98% by age 5, with rates remaining within the 90% range into adolescence (Straus &
Field, 2003). Similarly, the prevalence of corporal punishment reaches a peak of 94% at the age
of 3 to 4 (Straus & Stewart, 1999). A more recent study in the United States showed the preva-
lence rate of spanking rose from 15% in children aged 12 months to more than 50% in children
aged 20 months or older (MacKenzie et al., 2011). In China, the prevalence of psychological
aggression rose slightly with children’s age, peaking at 7 years old (91% for fathers and 86% for
mothers), and prevalence of corporal punishment was also higher during this preschool period,
affecting more than 60% of children (Wang & Liu, 2014).

Given the established harmful effects and high prevalence of harsh discipline, it is important
to understand the risk factors of harsh discipline. Previous research has indicated that parental
romantic attachment (i.e., the attachment between mother and father) is predictive of parenting
quality, with individuals exhibiting secure attachment patterns being more likely to adopt
authoritative parenting styles (Doinita & Maria, 2015). Adult romantic attachment has been
conceptualized along the dimensions of anxiety and avoidance (Fraley & Shaver, 2000). The
anxiety dimension is defined as a fear of a partner’s absence in times of need due to a lack of
confidence in their being worthy of love, whereas the avoidance dimension is defined as a dis-
trust of the partner’s goodwill, leading to a preference for behavioral independence and emo-
tional distance. Based on Bartholomew’s four-category attachment styles (Bartholomew &
Horowitz, 1991), the cross of two dimensions results in secure (low in both avoidance and anxi-
ety), preoccupied (low in avoidance and high in anxiety), dismissing (high in avoidance and low
in anxiety), and fearful attachment styles (high in both dimensions). Substantial evidence has
shown an intergenerational transmission of attachment, where the parents’ attachment repre-
sentation with their early caregiver will influence the way they treat their own children, leading
to a correlated parent–child attachment (Verhage et al., 2016). Beyond these intergenerational
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effects, parental romantic attachment can independently impact their feelings and cognitions in
parent–child relationships and relate to parenting practices (Jones et al., 2015; Overall
et al., 2022). From the perspective of family system theory (Cox & Paley, 1997), family com-
prises several interrelated subsystems (e.g., husband–wife subsystem, father–child subsystem,
and mother–child subsystem). According to the spillover hypothesis, the affect and emotion in
the interparental subsystem may spill over to the interactions within the parent–child subsystem
(Easterbrooks & Emde, 1988). In other words, parents who are insecure in their romantic rela-
tionship may tend to bring negative emotions and insecurity into the parent–child relationship,
resulting in a harsher approach to discipline and control their child. Studies on Chinese parents
of adolescents have found that parents with insecure attachment were prone to adopting harsh
parenting (Li & Gong, 2022).

The early childhood period (i.e., birth to 5 years) is notable not only for its high prevalence
of harsh discipline but also because the interplay between parental romantic attachment and
harsh discipline may be especially pronounced during this period. The responsibility of caring
for a new child, especially for those first-time parents, can be a challenging and stressful event.
According to the attachment diathesis-stress process model (Simpson & Rholes, 2019), parents
who are themselves insecure or unresolved in relation to attachment are especially at risk of
maladaptive parenting in face of such a stressful event. However, there have been relatively few
attempts to investigate the relationship between parental romantic attachment and harsh disci-
pline among the parents of young children, as well as to understand the mechanisms that may
account for this relationship. Addressing this gap is essential for developing effective strategies
to support parents and promote positive parenting practices.

THE POTENTIAL MEDIATING ROLE OF PARENTAL REFLECTIVE
FUNCTIONING

Internal working models, rooted in attachment theory, explain how early attachment experiences
shape an individual’s mental representation of self and others, which, in turn, influences their rela-
tionships and behaviors throughout life (Bowlby, 1973). According to Bowlby, attachment is a
lifespan construct that guides thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in relationships “from the cradle
to the grave” (Bowlby & Bowlby, 2012). Therefore, the representation of self and others may also
shape the parental belief and quality of parenting. Parental beliefs encompass a broad range of
cognitions and attitudes about various aspects of parenting, child development, and their own
roles as parents (Sigel & McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 2002). Previous research has substantiated the
association between parental beliefs and parenting behaviors (Johnston et al., 2018).

In a narrower context, parental reflective functioning (PRF), also called mentalizing, refers
to the capacity to understand and interpret their child’s behavior in terms of their mental state
(Fonagy & Target, 1998), which can be viewed as a parental belief about their child’s mental
experiences. Theoretically, PRF originates from early secure attachment relationships in which
a child’s experience can be held in mind (Fonagy et al., 2018). Individuals with positive internal
working models of themselves and others are more capable of empathizing with others’ suffer-
ing and being more responsive and compassionate (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005). When the pri-
mary need for early secure attachment is not met, they may develop insecure attachment
representations (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2010), which in turn results in impaired PRF later in life.
Beyond the impact of early experience, recent research suggests that the romantic attachment in
the interparental relationship can also directly predict their PRF (Nijssens et al., 2018). As a
dimension of PRF, the so-called prementalizing modes particularly capture the inability to
enter a child’s mental world, characterized by the tendency to make distorted attributions about
the child. In contrast to the responsiveness shown by securely attached parents, parents with
insecure attachment may encounter more difficulty understanding the mental states of their
children and more likely to use the prementalizing modes (Erkoreka & Urrutia, 2023).

ROMANTIC ATTACHMENT AND HARSH DISCIPLINE 3
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Considerable studies have shown that PRF is a strong predictor of parenting quality
(Rostad & Whitaker, 2016; Stuhrmann et al., 2022). As a parental belief about children, PRF
may directly shape the way in which parents interact with their children. Prior studies have
found that parents with low reflective functioning are more likely to engage in psychological
control and hostile-intrusive parenting (Dieleman et al., 2020; Huth-Bocks et al., 2014). More-
over, parents who maltreat their children have severely impaired PRF and a tendency to use
prementalizing modes (Rosso, 2022). However, whether PRF mediates the association between
romantic attachment and harsh discipline remains unknown.

THE POTENTIAL MEDIATING ROLE OF PARENTAL SENSE OF
COMPETENCE

Parents with secure attachment generally have higher self-esteem and confidence in their parenting
abilities (Bylsma et al., 1997). Parental sense of competence (PSC), the belief in their ability to man-
age parenting tasks, has been identified as a key feature of positive parenting (Coleman &
Karraker, 1998). However, parents with insecure attachment, especially those with high levels of
attachment avoidance, may tend to keep emotional independence and have less engagement in the
parent–child relationship. This can results in a reduced PSC. Prior studies have reported that parents
with insecure attachment had a lower PSC (Bernadat & Wendland, 2021; Handelzalts et al., 2021).

As a crucial parental belief, PSC can motivate and shape parenting behaviors (Goodnow &
Collins, 1990). Furthermore, parents who doubt their parenting capacity may not exert the nec-
essary effort to learn and apply more supportive and effective parenting strategies, instead
resorting to harsh discipline that may be a more straightforward way to correct the child’s mis-
behavior (Bandura, 1997). Existing work also suggests that parents low in PSC are more likely
to experience higher parental stress, aggressively respond to child’s negative emotions (Ziv
et al., 2020), and use intrusive parenting (Eom et al., 2014). Overall, parents with insecure
attachment may have maladaptive parental beliefs about themselves and others, which may fur-
ther impact their parenting behaviors. In other words, we speculated that PSC would mediate
the relationship between romantic attachment and harsh discipline.

THE POTENTIAL CHAIN MEDIATING ROLE OF PRF AND PSC

Given that parents’ PSC can originate from successful experience of understanding their chil-
dren’s feelings and giving the appropriate care they need, there may be an interplay between
PRF and PSC. Parents with high PRF may possess the belief that children have their own feel-
ings, thoughts, and emotions. This belief may enhance the ability to understand and interpret
children’s behavior accurately in terms of mental states, which further improves their sense of
competence in appropriately dealing with their child’s misbehaviors (Rostad &
Whitaker, 2016). However, low PRF, reflected by high prementalizing modes (PM), can under-
mine parental sense of competence (Nijssens et al., 2018). Similarly, Gordo et al. (2020)
reported that PSC mediated the effect of PRF on infants’ socioemotional adjustment. Based on
the link between PRF and PSC, we intended to examine whether a chain mediating effect exists
through which romantic attachment is linked to harsh discipline via PRF and PSC sequentially.

VARIABLE- AND PERSON-CENTERED APPROACHES

Most previous studies on attachment have used a variable-centered approach (e.g., using
attachment dimensions), which is helpful in revealing the distinct contributions of different

4 FAMILY RELATIONS

 17413729, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/fare.13154 by U

niversity O
f M

acau Procurem
ent Section, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [12/03/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



attachment dimensions on the outcome variables. However, this common approach typically
assumes the independence of variables and tends to focus on the whole-sample level effects
(Flykt et al., 2021), which might conceal some naunces implications (Stern & Hertel, 2020). In
comparison, the person-centered approach offers an insightful way to capture the heterogeneity
of attachment by using latent profile analysis (LPA). This approach allows the possibility of
investigating how the combination of variables functions together and identifying naturally
occurring profiles. Some studies have investigated the adult romantic attachment profile in
Western cultures. Vaillancourt-Morel et al. (2022) identified four theoretically consistent pro-
files within a community sample of French Canadians: secure, preoccupied, dismissive, and
fearful. In a Danish sample of trauma victims, only secure, preoccupied, and fearful profiles
were identified (Armour et al., 2011). These differences indicated that attachment profiles can-
vary based on factors such as clinical settings and culture.

Although numerous studies have investigated the risk factors of harsh discipline in Western
countries, less is known about this issue in the Chinese context. In a particular region where
harsh discipline is culturally acceptable and common, parents may be more willing to use it to
deal with a child’s behavioral problems (Pinquart, 2021). In the Chinese context, harsh disci-
pline has been traditionally viewed as a sign of love and responsibility; as a Chinese proverb
says, “Beating and scolding is the emblem of love” (Chao, 1994). Moreover, the profound influ-
ence of Confucian principles in China emphasizes the importance of hierarchy and respect for
authority within the family structure; children in many Chinese families are expected to obey
their parents (Luo et al., 2013). In such cases, Chinese parents are more likely to exert greater
control over their children and display lower levels of warmth than parents from Western coun-
tries (Ng et al., 2014). Parents who heavily invest in traditional parenting practices may exhibit
reduced reflective functioning because they usually prioritize behavioral correction over
reflecting on children’s mental experience. Despite the cultural acceptance of harsh discipline,
empirical study on Chinese families indicates its adverse effect on children’s externalizing
behaviors (Chang et al., 2004). Thus, it is important to investigate the interplay among parental
romantic attachment, PRF, PSC, and harsh discipline in the Chinese context.

THE CURRENT STUDY

Through both variable- and person-centered approaches, we aimed to explore the mediating
effects of PRF and PSC in the association between romantic attachment and harsh discipline.
Supplemental Figure 1 depicts the hypothesized theoretical model. We identified PRF (parental
belief about their child) and PSC (parental belief about themselves) as two potential mediators.
On this basis, we hypothesized that parental romantic attachment dimensions and latent pro-
files are associated with harsh discipline through the following three paths: (A) romantic
attachment!PRF ! harsh discipline, (B) romantic attachment!PSC ! harsh discipline, and
(C) romantic attachment!PRF ! PSC ! harsh discipline. In addition, considering different
features among attachment dimensions or categories, we further hypothesized that (C) the asso-
ciations between different attachment dimensions or latent profiles and harsh discipline may be
mediated by distinct mechanisms.

METHODS

All methods were performed in accordance with the relevant guidelines and regulations and
adhere to the Declaration of Helsinki. This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the
Affiliated Kangning Hospital of Wenzhou Medical University (approval number: KNLL-
2021111505). Informed consent was obtained from all included participants.

ROMANTIC ATTACHMENT AND HARSH DISCIPLINE 5
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Participants

A sample of 489 Chinese parents (M = 33.9 years, SD = 4.7) rearing at least one child under
5 years (M = 3.5 years, SD = 1.2) participated in the survey. Sixty-five of the participants were
fathers (13.3%), and 424 were mothers (86.7%). Among the participants, 70.8% had achieved a
college degree or higher. Nearly half (47.3%) of participants reported an annual household
income ranging from 150,001 to 500,000 CNY, which is generally considered to be the middle-
income level. Participants primarily had only one child aged 0 to 5 (79.3%). Further demo-
graphic characteristics of the sample are shown in Supplemental Table 1.

Procedure

The cross-sectional survey was conducted in Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province, southern China
between January 13 to March 24, 2022. Participants were recruited via convenience sampling in
three local kindergartens with the following inclusion criteria: (a) Chinese-speaking,
(b) heterosexual parents who had (c) at least one child aged 0 to 5 years. Eligible participants
were given a brief description of the study in the cover letter and informed that the data were
for research purposes only. Participation was voluntary, and full anonymity was guaranteed.
Then, participants were asked to complete a comprehensive questionnaire to collect demo-
graphic information and other constructs, including romantic attachment, parental sense of
competence, parental reflective functioning, and comprehensive early childhood parenting
styles. All questionnaires were completed online via Wenjuanxing, a popular survey platform in
China. Participants provided informed consent online, and the study was approved by the
Ethics Committee.

A Monte Carlo simulated power analysis for a serial mediation model with 5,000 replica-
tions and 20,000 Monte Carlo draws was performed at confidence level of 95% to determine
sample size. The simulation based on the results of our preliminary experiment determined a
minimum sample size of 338 to detect the indirect and direct effects of our mediation analysis.

Measurements

Harsh discipline

Harsh discipline was evaluated by using the harsh discipline subscale of the Comprehensive
Early Childhood Parenting Assessment Questionnaire (CECPAQ). It is rated on a 6-point
Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (always). The harsh discipline subscale included 12 items
(e.g., “I make my child feel guilty when s/he doesn’t meet my expectations”). The Chinese ver-
sion of CECPAQ showed good psychometric properties (Dong et al., 2023). In the current
study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.88. The sum score of the items was calculated to represent the
variable of harsh discipline.

Romantic attachment

Romantic attachment was measured using the Chinese version of Experienced Close
Relationship-Short Form (ECR-CS) developed by Brennan et al. (1998) and revised by Wei
et al. (2007) and Zhao and Hao (2019). It comprises two dimensions: avoidance (six items) and
anxiety (five items). The parents rated items on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicated higher attachment avoidance or
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attachment anxiety. The psychometric properties of the 11-item ECR-CS were well established
(Zhao & Hao, 2019). In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha for avoidance and anxiety sub-
scales was 0.70 and 0.74, respectively. The sum scores of the subscales were calculated to repre-
sent attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety.

PRF

PRF was measured by using the Prementalizing modes (PM) subscale of the Chinese version of
Parental Reflective Functioning Questionnaire (PRFQ) developed by Luyten et al. (2017) and
revised by Ye et al. (2022). PM refers to a tendency to make distorted and even malevolent
attributions to a child’s behaviors, as well as an inability to enter a child’s mental world. This
subscale was selected mainly because of its association with negative features of parenting
(Nijssens et al., 2018) and parental attachment (Luyten et al., 2017). All five items of the PM
subscale are rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). The psychometric properties of the Chinese version of PRFQ are strong (Ye
et al., 2022). In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha of PM subscale was 0.83. After reverse scoring,
the sum score was calculated to represent the PRF.

PSC

PSC was measured using the Parenting Sense of Competence scale (PSOC), a 17-item scale
developed by Gibaud-Wallston and Wandersmann (1978). This scale assesses the feeling of
parental competence and comprises two subscales: Efficacy (eight items) and Satisfaction (nine
items). Two examples are “If anyone can find the answer to what is troubling my child, I am
the one” from efficacy and “Even though being a parent could be rewarding, I am frustrated
now while my child is at his/her present age” from satisfaction. The items must be answered on
a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The higher the score
on this scale, the more positively parents perceived their parental competence to be. The psy-
chometric properties of the Chinese version of PSOC are also strong (Yang et al., 2014). In the
present study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.82. The sum score of the overall scale was calculated to
represent the variable of parental sense of competence.

Control variables

Mediation analyses were adjusted for demographic and family characteristics. Demographic
factors included age, sex (male, female), annual household income (below 50,000 CNY, 50,001
to 150,000 CNY, 150,001 to 500,000 CNY, 500,001 to 1,000,000 CNY, more than1,000,000
CNY), education (junior high school or under, high school/2-year associate college/vocational
school, 3-year college, bachelor’s degree, postgraduate degree). Family factors included marital
status (married/partnered, divorced/not partnered), number of children aged 0 to 5, and age of
the smallest child.

Statistical analysis

Missing values only existed in the demographic factors. Most variables have <1.5% missing
values except for annual household income (5.7%) and education (2.7%). Due to relatively
small proportion and not being key variables, the missing values were filled in with the mode or

ROMANTIC ATTACHMENT AND HARSH DISCIPLINE 7
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mean before subsequent analyses. First, the common method bias test was carried out using
Harman’s single-factor test method (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Pearson’s correlations were calcu-
lated to highlight the bivariate relationships between key variables, which are the basis for test-
ing the mediation.

LPA, a person-centered approach, was conducted to identify heterogeneous profiles of
attachment based on the 11 items in ECR-S. Various class models were performed, and the best
fitting model was determined according to their information criteria-based fit indices, including
Akaike’s information criterion (AIC), Bayesian information criterion (BIC), and sample-size
adjusted BIC (SABIC; Dziak et al., 2020). Lower values of these indices indicate better model
fit. Entropy values higher than 0.80 indicate adequate classification accuracy (Lubke &
Muthén, 2007). Moreover, the bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT) was used to compare
the improvement in model fit between the k class and k-1 class models (Nylund et al., 2007). A
significant p value suggests a better fit for k classes than k-1 classes.

For mediation analyses, the bias-corrected percentile bootstrap was used. The chain mediat-
ing model (Model 6, the Process Macro; Hayes, 2017) was implemented with 5,000 bootstrap
samples, and 95% corrected confidence intervals (CIs) were obtained. The significance of the
mediation effect was determined when the 95% CIs did not contain 0. Mediation analysis was
first conducted using attachment dimensions as independent variables. When one of the attach-
ment dimensions was entered, the other was also included as a control variable. Then, relative
mediation analysis was performed using the dummy variables of attachment latent profiles cre-
ated by indicator coding.

LPA was performed using R statistical software version 4.3.1 (R Core Team, 2023) includ-
ing the use of tidyLPA package (Rosenberg et al., 2019). All other statistical analyses were con-
ducted using SPSS version 26.0 and the Process macro (Hayes, 2017).

RESULTS

Common method bias

The test results for common method bias indicated that 10 factors had an eigenvalue higher
than 1.0. The first factor explained only 24.8% of the total variance, which was lower than 40%.
This indicated that common method bias was not large enough to distort the results.

Means, standard deviations, and correlations

Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation analysis results of attachment anxiety, attachment
avoidance, PRF, PSC, and harsh discipline were presented in Supplementary Table 2. All key
variables were significantly correlated with each other (p < .001). Harsh discipline was posi-
tively correlated with attachment avoidance (r = .35, p < .001) and attachment anxiety (r = .41,
p < .001). In contrast, PRF (r = �.54, p < .001) and PSC (r = �.48, p < .001) were negatively
correlated with harsh discipline.

Chain-mediating effects test under attachment dimensions

Considering the correlation between attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety, we con-
trolled for attachment avoidance when examining the effects of attachment anxiety and vice
versa. The bias-corrected percentile bootstrap approach was used to resample 5,000 times and
test the chain mediation effect, adjusting for the sex, age, income, education, children number,
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and age of the smallest child. The 95% CIs of all paths were calculated. Results of the mediation
analysis are shown in Figure 1 and Table 1.

For attachment avoidance, only the 95% bootstrap CI of the indirect path attachment
avoidance!PSC ! harsh discipline did not include 0, indicating the significance of the mediat-
ing effect of PSC. This simple mediating effect was 0.09, which accounted for 36.29% of the
total effect. The direct effect of attachment avoidance on harsh discipline was not significant.

For attachment anxiety, the 95% CI of all three indirect paths (attachment
anxiety!PRF ! harsh discipline, attachment anxiety!PSC ! harsh discipline, and attach-
ment anxiety!PRF ! PSC ! harsh discipline) did not include 0. The simple mediating
effect of PRF and PSC was 0.31 and 0.05, accounting for 55.9% and 8.35% of the total effect,
respectively.

Relative chain-mediating effects test under attachment profiles

Building on the variable-centered findings, we proceeded to explore whether the mediating
effects would also manifest in the relationship between attachment profiles and harsh disci-
pline by employing a person-centered approach. We conducted LPA using the standardized
scores of items in the ECR-CS. The results of fit indices for one to six profile solutions are
presented in Table 2. The three-profile solution showed lower LL, AIC, BIC, and SABIC
values, as well as a significant BLRT p value compared with one- and two-profile solutions.
Although four-, five-, and six-profile solutions had lower values in these fit indices, these solu-
tions contained a profile (4.1%) that was too small to represent a meaningful subtype (below
5%). The theoretical significance of the three-profile solution could be well interpreted
(including secure profile, dismissive profile, and fearful profile) and aligned with the theoreti-
cal framework of attachment style. Thus, the three-profile solution was selected as the best-
fitting model. The entropy value of the three-profile solution was 0.86, indicating good classi-
fication accuracy (above 0.80).

The proportion of each profile and the standardized means of each item are presented in
Supplemental Figure 2 and Supplemental Table 3. The naming of each attachment profile was
generally aligned with Bartholomew’s four-category model of attachment (Bartholomew &
Horowitz, 1991). The first profile included 23.9% of the sample and was characterized by high
attachment avoidance and average level of attachment anxiety. Therefore, this profile was
named “Dismissive.” The second profile, characterized by high levels of attachment avoidance
and anxiety and therefore named “Fearful,” comprised 29.2% of the sample. The last profile,
characterized by low levels of attachment avoidance and anxiety and therefore named “Secure,”
accounted for 46.8% of the sample.

Using the secure profile as the reference profile, two dummy variables (dismissive and fear-
ful profiles) were created as independent variables for relative mediation analysis (Supplemental
Figure 3). In both dismissive and fearful subgroups, the 95% bootstrap CI of all relative indirect
effects did not include 0, indicating that the relative mediation effects were significant (Table 3).
In dismissive and fearful subgroups, the simple mediating effect of PRF accounts for 41.07%
and 46.68% of the relative total effect, respectively, whereas the simple mediating effect of PSC
accounts for 25.95% and 12.42%. Furthermore, the relative chain-mediating effect accounts for
8.78% and 9.98% of the relative total effects in dismissive and fearful subgroups, respectively.
Compared with the secure subgroup, the dismissive subgroup had as 0.33 units lower PRF
(β = �0.33), whereas the fearful subgroup had as 1.18 units lower PRF (β = �1.18). Likewise,
the dismissive subgroup had as 0.34 units lower PSC (β = �0.34), whereas the fearful subgroup
had as 0.51 units lower PSC (β = �0.51). Furthermore, holding the condition constant, those
with lower PRF also had lower levels of PSC and more use of harsh discipline.

ROMANTIC ATTACHMENT AND HARSH DISCIPLINE 9
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DISCUSSION

This study was the first to adopt both variable- and person-centered approaches to explore the
mediating roles of PRF and PSC in the association between romantic attachment and harsh dis-
cipline among Chinese parents of children aged 0 to 5. The results of the variable-centered
approach indicated that attachment avoidance was linked to harsh discipline via PSC, which
supported Hypothesis B. For attachment anxiety, PRF and PSC played a chain-mediating role
in the relationship between attachment anxiety and harsh discipline, where Hypotheses A, B,
and C were supported. The differences in the mediating pathways between attachment avoid-
ance and anxiety supported Hypothesis D. Through the person-centered approach, we found
that the dismissive and the fearful profiles were similarly linked to harsh discipline via the
chain-mediating role of PRF and PSC, mainly supporting Hypotheses A, B, and C.

TABLE 1 Chain mediation test under two attachment dimensions.

Path
Effect
value

Boot
SE

95% CI
Effect
sizeLower Upper

Attachment avoidance as independent variable

Total effect 0.26 0.08 0.09 0.42

Direct effect Avoidance!harsh discipline 0.09 0.08 �0.06 0.24 NA

Total indirect effect 0.17 0.05 0.08 0.26 65.25%

Indirect effect Avoidance!PRF ! harsh discipline 0.06 0.04 �0.00 0.14 NA

Avoidance!PSC ! harsh discipline 0.09 0.03 0.04 0.16 36.29%

Avoidance!PRF ! PSC ! harsh
discipline

0.01 0.01 0.00 0.03 NA

Attachment anxiety as independent variable

Total effect 0.55 0.09 0.38 0.72

Direct effect Anxiety!harsh discipline 0.15 0.09 �0.02 0.31 NA

Total indirect effect 0.40 0.07 0.28 0.55 73.32%

Indirect effect Anxiety!PRF ! harsh discipline 0.31 0.06 0.20 0.44 55.90%

Anxiety!PSC ! harsh discipline 0.05 0.03 0.00 0.10 8.35%

Anxiety!PRF ! PSC ! harsh discipline 0.05 0.02 0.02 0.09 9.07%

Note: CIs not containing zero are shown in bold. CI = confidence interval; NA = not applicable; PRF = parental reflective functioning;
PSC = parental sense of competence.

TABLE 2 Fit statistics for the latent profile analysis of attachment (N = 489).

No. of classes LL AIC BIC SABIC Entropy BLRT Proportion of sample size in profile

1 �7,627 15,298 15,390 15,320 1 NA 1

2 �6,910 13,888 14,031 13,923 0.92 0.0099 0.41/0.6

3 �6,751 13,594 13,787 13,641 0.86 0.0099 0.24/0.29/0.47

4 �6,423 12,962 13,206 13,022 0.95 0.0099 0.07/0.41/0.48/0.04

5 �6,333 12,807 13,100 12,878 0.91 0.0099 0.07/0.22/0.46/0.21/0.04

6 �6,237 12,637 12,981 12,721 0.91 0.0099 0.22/0.07/0.06/0.36/0.25/0.04

Note: AIC = Akaike information criteria; BIC = Bayesian information criteria; BLRT = bootstrapped likelihood ratio test;
LL = loglikelihood; SABIC = sample-size adjusted BIC. Lower AIC, BIC, and SABIC indicated better model fit. BLRT p value ≤ .05
indicate a superior fit of k-class solution compared with a k-1 class solution. Higher entropy indicates better classification accuracy.
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Attachment and harsh discipline

The present study found that both attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety were posi-
tively associated with harsh discipline, which supports family systems theory (Cox &
Paley, 1997) and spillover hypothesis (Easterbrooks & Emde, 1988). Within the family, the
avoidance and anxiety patterns in the interparental relationship may affect their interaction
with the child, leading to more nonoptimal parenting. Although previous studies have examined
the predictive effect of parental romantic attachment on harsh discipline among Chinese par-
ents of adolescents (Li & Gong, 2022), our study extends past research by finding that these
links also hold among Chinese parents of young children. Notably, our findings indicated that
attachment anxiety had a greater effect on harsh discipline than attachment avoidance, which is
also consistent with the previous study on adolescents (Li et al., 2021). A possible explanation
is that parents with high attachment anxiety are often characterized by a strong desire for close-
ness, which may drive them to seek excessive intimacy or control with their children to mitigate
their own feelings of insecurity. This drive for control can result in harsh discipline to ensure
that the child’s behavior aligns with the parent’s needs. In contrast, although parents with high
attachment avoidance may also struggle with adaptive parenting, they are more likely to resort
to the coping strategy of maintaining emotional distance than control. In line with such differ-
ent strategies, a previous study found that maternal attachment anxiety, rather than avoidance,
was associated with conflict in mother–child interactions (Selcuk et al., 2010).

The mediating role of PRF and PSC

For attachment avoidance, only PSC mediated the association between attachment and harsh
discipline, supporting Hypothesis B but not Hypotheses A and C. Specifically, parents’ attach-
ment avoidance may reduce their PSC, which further increases the use of harsh discipline.
According to attachment theory, attachment avoidance reflects a negative view of others. Par-
ents with high attachment avoidance may keep an emotional distance from their child and
engage less in parenting tasks, which may impair their subjective belief about their parenting

TABLE 3 Relative chain mediation test under three attachment profiles.

Path
Effect
value

Boot
SE

95% CI
Effect
sizeLower Upper

Dismissive profile

Relative total effect 3.18 1.15 0.93 5.43

Relative direct effect Dismissive!harsh discipline 0.77 1.04 �1.26 2.80 NA

Relative indirect effect Dismissive!PRF ! harsh discipline 1.31 0.47 0.50 2.36 41.07%

Dismissive!PSC ! harsh discipline 0.83 0.30 0.31 1.45 25.95%

Dismissive!PRF ! PSC ! harsh
discipline

0.280 0.11 0.10 0.52 8.78%

Fearful profile

Relative total effect 10.15 1.07 8.05 12.26

Relative direct effect Fearful!harsh discipline 3.14 1.12 0.94 5.34 30.92%

Relative indirect effect Fearful!PRF ! harsh discipline 4.74 0.86 3.13 6.57 46.68%

Fearful!PSC ! harsh discipline 1.26 0.40 0.58 2.13 12.42%

Fearful!PRF ! PSC ! harsh discipline 1.01 0.25 0.56 1.57 9.98%

Note: The “secure” profile is treated as reference. CIs not containing zero are shown in bold. CI = confidence interval; PRF = parental
reflective functioning; PSC = parental sense of competence.
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capacity. This is consistent with a previous finding that attachment avoidance was negatively
associated with more general social competencies (Corcoran & Mallinckrodt, 2000). According
to self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1977), reduced PSC may prevent the investment of effort in
parenting tasks they perceive as challenging, thereby shaping parenting behaviors. When par-
ents with low PSC are faced with children’s misbehavior or emotional distress, they may be less
inclined to provide warmth, relying instead on harsh disciplinary approaches, which they per-
ceive as a more direct way to manage problems (Eom et al., 2014). In the Chinese context,
because parents with low PSC may have no idea how to parent children properly, they may
defer to traditional views on parenting, perceiving harsh discipline as a necessary and effective
method to assert authority and manage children’s behavior.

For attachment anxiety, a distinct mediating mechanism was found in its relationship with
harsh discipline. First, PRF appeared to be a mediator in the effect of attachment anxiety on
harsh discipline, and this simple mediating path accounts for the majority of the total indirect
effect. Parents with higher levels of attachment anxiety had lower PRF, as indicated by higher
PM, which in turn predicted harsh discipline. This result aligns with prior literature showing
that insecure individuals tend to have lower PRF (Nijssens et al., 2018; San Cristobal
et al., 2017). Individuals with high attachment anxiety are preoccupied with their own need for
reassurance, which can hinder their ability to effectively understand children’s mental states. In
this case, they tend to “respond to other’s behavior rather than to their minds,” sometimes man-
ifesting in a harsh style. This is in line with a previous study showing the association between
reflective functioning and hostile-intrusive parenting (Huth-Bocks et al., 2014). In addition, this
association may be enhanced in the Chinese culture, which values on the importance of con-
forming to social norms and showing respect to elders. In this context, parents may prioritize
aligning their children’s behavior with these expectations. However, this focus, without consid-
ering their children’s inner feelings and thoughts, could lead to harsh disciplinary methods to
enforce compliance.

Second, PSC was another mediator in the relationship between attachment anxiety and
harsh discipline despite the relatively small effect size. Individuals with high attachment anxiety
often doubt their worthiness of love and are prone to psychological distress in a self-focused
way. These ruminative processes may impair their self-efficacy as parent. Furthermore, we
found a chain-mediating effect of PRF and PSC in the association between attachment anxiety
and harsh discipline. Consistent with previous research results, low levels of PRF may also
impair parents’ PSC (Nijssens et al., 2018). When parents are unable to recognize their chil-
dren’s thoughts and cognitions, they may also have difficulties establishing beliefs in their role
as parents.

As hypothesized, attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety exhibited distinct paths to
impact harsh discipline. As avoidance and anxiety constitute different dimensions of the inter-
nal working model of self and others, they may also distinctly shape parental beliefs about
themselves and their children. Interestingly, the negative model of others (avoidance) contrib-
utes to impaired parental belief about their own parenting competence, whereas the negative
model of self (anxiety) mainly contributes to impaired parental belief about a child’s mental
state. These results indicate that interventions aimed at reducing harsh discipline should con-
sider the unique contributions of attachment avoidance and anxiety. For parents with high
attachment avoidance, interventions should focus on building self-efficacy and confidence in
the parental role, possibly through positive feedback and skill-building exercises. For those with
high attachment anxiety, interventions could further focus on enhancing the capacity to under-
stand children’s feelings and thoughts.

Despite the current focus on parental attachment and beliefs, it should be noted that the
parent–child relationship is a bidirectional, dynamic interaction (Pettit & Arsiwalla, 2008). That
is, children’s behavioral problems or development can also influence and shape parental beliefs
and practices (Merz et al., 2017). As children increasingly express their thoughts and develop
autonomy with age, it is possible that such development improves their parents’ PRF and PSC,

ROMANTIC ATTACHMENT AND HARSH DISCIPLINE 13
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which alter the trajectory of maladaptive parenting. Considering the declining prevalence of
harsh discipline after preschool age (Wang & Liu, 2014), future studies can focus on the inter-
play between child characteristics and parental beliefs during key switch points (e.g., transition
to school age). Investigating these interactions could yield a deeper understanding of how the
parent–child interaction shapes the trajectory of parenting practices over time.

Person-centered approach

Through a person-centered approach, we identified three latent profiles of attachment by LPA.
Based on Bartholomew’s four-category model of attachment (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991),
three of four attachment styles (secure, dismissive, and fearful) emerged in the current study,
whereas preoccupied attachment was not found. This classification was in contrast to prior
studies, where preoccupied, fearful, secure profiles were identified in a Danish population
(Armour et al., 2011) and the four profiles were identified in a French Canadian community
sample (Vaillancourt-Morel et al., 2022). Notably, the proportion of secure individuals in the
present study (46.8%) closely matches that in the Danish population (46.9%), both of which
comprised the largest proportion in their respective populations. The differences between stud-
ies may be explained by sample characteristics, measurements, and subtle cultural influences on
the structure and function of attachment (Joo et al., 2023). In contrast to the individualism in
Western cultures, Chinese culture emphasizes a collectivistic orientation, which emphasizes
interdependence and connectedness among individuals (Wang & Song, 2010). In this context,
the self is embedded in the relationship, and the manifestation of attachment can be context spe-
cific (Choi & Becher, 2019). Once individuals become parents, the responsibilities associated
with parenthood may encourage a shift toward a more self-reliant stance, thereby reducing the
likelihood of exhibiting preoccupied attachment. However, some previous studies also
suggested that collectivistic orientation appears to be associated with higher levels of preoccu-
pied attachment (Schmitt et al., 2004), which is inconsistent with the current results. Various
factors can contribute to these differences, therefore more research is needed to clarify the
potential impact of culture and parenthood on attachment style.

Consistent with the results of the variable-centered approach, we found that both dismissive
and fearful attachment profiles were associated with higher levels of harsh discipline, which was
consistent with previous research (Doinita & Maria, 2015; Zvara et al., 2020). In addition, fear-
ful attachment (high in both avoidance and anxiety) had a stronger total effect on harsh disci-
pline than dismissive attachment (low in anxiety and high in avoidance). The fearful
attachment involves negative views of self and of others, characterized by beliefs that the self is
unlovable and others are untrustworthy (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Previous studies
have indicated that fearful parents experienced the highest level of parental stress, whereas the
functioning of dismissive and preoccupied parents fell between that of secure parents and fearful
parents (Vasquez et al., 2002). Our results also consistently indicated that fearful parents are at
the highest risk of harsh discipline.

The relative mediating effects of PRF and PSC shared a similar pattern for dismissive and
fearful attachment. A chain-mediating role of PRF and PSC in the association between attach-
ment profile and harsh discipline was found, and the effect proportion of each indirect path is
similar for dismissive and fearful attachment. Although we have found the distinct contribu-
tions of attachment dimensions through a variable-centered approach, the results of the person-
centered approach did not show apparently different mediating mechanisms in the two insecure
profiles. This suggests that the identified attachment profiles in the sampled parents may not
simply represent a straightforward combination of the two dimensions as theoretically
predicted. Instead, it may involve a more intricate interplay of items of attachment dimensions
as well as the potential influence of cultural context. For instance, despite the dismissive profile
being identified by low anxiety and high avoidance, its scores of anxiety items were still higher
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than those in secure parents. Therefore, the associations between attachment profiles and harsh
discipline may involve mixed mechanisms of both PRF and PSC.

Implications

The present findings have theoretical and practical implications for the intervention of harsh
discipline. First, this is the first study to explore the mediating role of parental belief about the
child (PRF) and themselves (PSC) in the relationship between parental romantic attachment
and harsh discipline through a variable- and person-centered approach, which generally sup-
ports family systems theory. Second, we found attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety
were associated with harsh discipline through distinct, indirect paths, which extends previous
theoretical research on the contribution of the attachment dimension on parental beliefs and
behaviors. Providing targeted intervention, such as structured parenting programs
(Sanders, 2008), may provide essential support to parents with insecure attachment. Given the
mediating role of PRF and PSC, as well as the potential cultural impact on these links, focusing
on improving both PRF and PSC might be a particularly critical in preventing harsh discipline
among Chinese parents. Improving PRF can be achieved through techniques such as role-
playing exercises that encourage understanding of children’s feelings and emotional needs, as
indicated by a previous intervention study (Sadler et al., 2006). Group-based intervention that
reinforces parents’ confidence in their caregiving skills through positive feedback and skill-
building exercises would help enhance PSC (Wittkowski et al., 2016). These targeted interven-
tions have the potential to reduce harsh discipline practices among Chinese parents, promoting
healthier parent–child relationships and better developmental outcomes for children.

Limitations

The present study has several limitations that must be considered when interpreting the results.
First, this was a cross-sectional study, and no causal conclusion could be made. Future longitu-
dinal studies are warranted to confirm relationship and mediation effects. Second, the data were
collected using participants’ subjective recall and reporting, and thus information bias may
exist. Third, the number of fathers and mothers in the sample was not evenly distributed, and
the number of mothers included in the sample in this study was far greater than that of fathers.
Fourth, caution is required in that the PM subscale was used as an indicator of PRF in this
study. Although high PM can reflect an impaired PRF and may be particularly associated with
negative features of parenting, the concept of PRF is dimensional and cannot be fully represen-
ted by PM. Finally, the sample for this study is predominantly from Wenzhou, China, which
has a homogeneous culture characterized by a majority of middle-class and highly educated
individuals; this may limit the generalizability of our findings. Future research is needed to rep-
licate these results within a more diverse sample.

Conclusion

In this study, we provide evidence to support the hypothesis that parental attachment avoidance
and attachment anxiety are positively associated with the use of harsh discipline among Chinese
parents of young children. In addition, the study found that only PSC mediated the relationship
between attachment avoidance and harsh discipline, whereas PRF and PSC played a chain-
mediating role in the relationship between attachment anxiety and harsh discipline. This result
highlights the potential of PRF and PSC as intervention targets for reducing parents’ use of
harsh discipline. Through a person-centered approach, we identified secure, dismissive, and
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fearful attachment profiles and found that the chain-mediating effect of PRF and PSC was
more evident among dismissive and fearful individuals compared with secure individuals. This
result implies that interventions should be particularly focused on parents with dismissive and
fearful attachment, where the need for addressing PRF and PSC may be more pronounced.
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