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Abstract

Claims that adult attachment differences across cultures are associated with individual
differences in individualism and collectivism have seldom been evaluated. This study
investigates how individualism and collectivism may relate to adult attachment orientations
(anxiety and avoidance) and if they moderate the attachment — psychological health-link. In
samples of young adults from Western (Australians, n = 143) and Eastern (Singaporeans, n =
146) locations, individual differences in individualism and collectivism were significantly
associated with attachment avoidance but not anxiety. As predicted, attachment anxiety
predicted worse negative symptoms more strongly among individuals higher in collectivism
across cultures. However, individualism and collectivism did not moderate the relation
between avoidance and negative symptoms. Results suggest there are other factors leading to
the differential moderating effect of individualism and collectivism in the attachment —
wellbeing link across cultures. The current study highlights the need to look beyond cultural

stereotypes in clinical practice.
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Young Adults’ Attachment Orientations and Psychological Health Across Cultures:

The Moderating Role of Individualism and Collectivism

Close relationships profoundly influence our development and adjustment and less
than optimal relationship functioning (e.g., break-up, divorce, loneliness) is associated with
serious consequences for health and psychological wellbeing (Perissinotto, Stijacic Cenzer, &
Covinsky, 2012; Prigerson, Maciejewski, & Rosenheck, 1999; Sbharra & Emery, 2005).
Attachment theory has been used to examine the nature of healthy and unhealthy adult close
relationships, their hypothesized precursors, and consequences-for functioning, and more
recently, cultural similarities and differences (Fraley & Davis;1997; Hazan & Shaver, 1987,
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; van ljzendoorn & Sagi-Schwartz, 2008). Emerging cross-cultural
comparison studies have found notable differences in adult attachment patterns and these are
often assumed to be linked to cultural differences in-individualism and collectivism
orientations (e.g., M. Friedman et al.,2010; Lu, Zhang, Michael, & Chan, 2009; Mak, Bond,
Simpson, & Rholes, 2010; Malley-Morrison, You, & Mills, 2000). However, available studies
have yet to demonstrate conclusively whether, and how, individualism and collectivism
associate with attachment representations as they rarely empirically examine the assumptions
around these constructs. The current study seeks to address this gap in the literature by
systematically examining the relations between attachment expectancies and cultural
orientations across samples of late adolescents/young adults from Western (Australian) and

Asian (Singaporean) cultures of origin.

Adult Attachment in Westerners and East Asians
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Individual differences in adult attachment styles develop from early experiences of
intimate relationships and are argued to be defined by two dimensions: anxiety (over
separation, abandonment, or insufficient love) and avoidance (of intimacy, dependency, and
emotional expressiveness) (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).
Attachment anxiety and avoidance vary across individuals with low scores on these two
dimensions interpreted as attachment security and high scores as attachment. insecurity
(Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Attachment theorists argue
that the negative expectancies of relationships represented by insecure attachment frustrate the
fulfillment of the human need for security, leading to emotional distress and relationship
difficulties (Hazan & Shaver, 1994; Wilkinson, 2010; Wilkinson & Scherl, 2006). Research,
predominantly conducted on White, Western populations, shows that attachment anxiety is
associated with symptoms of depression, anxiety, and-social difficulties, whereas attachment
avoidance is more commonly restricted to associations with social difficulties (Bartholomew
& Horowitz, 1991; Horowitz, Rosenberg, & Bartholomew, 1993; Kim, Carver, Deci, &

Kasser, 2008).

East Asian populations (e.g., Chinese from Hong Kong and China, international
students of Chinese ethnicity) form a significant proportion of non-Western, non-White
samples in cross=cultural studies of adult attachment. In these mostly single, cross-group
comparisons these participants typically show significantly higher attachment anxiety and
avoidance than their Western, Caucasian counterparts, who are predominantly North
Americans (e.g., Cheng & Kwan, 2008; Friedman et al., 2010; Ho et al., 2010; Lu et al.,
2009). Attachment anxiety and avoidance, however, have been found to predict poorer

outcomes in both Western and East Asian (including Asian American) samples alike.
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Attachment anxiety has been associated with more psychological distress as well as poorer
relationship outcomes, such as less perceived social support, lower relationship satisfaction,
and more interpersonal conflict (Friedman, 2006; Friedman et al., 2010; Mak et al., 2010; Wei,
Russell, Mallinckrodt, & Zakalik, 2004). Avoidance has more often been associated with
poorer relationship outcomes in romantic relationships (Friedman, 2006; Friedman et al.,
2010; Ho et al., 2012; Ho et al., 2010) but not consistently with poorer psychological health

(e.g., Friedman, 2006; Mak et al., 2010; Wei et al., 2004).

While some authors have argued that the relationship between-attachment and
psychological functioning is invariant across Western and East Asian samples (e.g.,
Ditommaso, Brannen, & Burgess, 2005; Ho et al., 2012; You & Malley-Morrison, 2000), a
number of studies have found stronger associations between attachment orientations and
psychosocial outcomes in East Asian than Western samples (Friedman, 2006; Mak et al.,
2010; Wei et al., 2004). Wei et al. (2004) found that Asian Americans showed a stronger
positive association between attachmentanxiety and negative mood than Caucasian
Americans. Friedman (2006) found that attachment anxiety, avoidance and self-construals all
predicted relationship and mental health outcomes across three cultures: Hong Kong, Mexico,
and the USA. While avoidance showed equally strong association with depressive symptoms
across cultures, its associations with relationship outcomes were stronger in Hong Kong and
Mexico than the USA. These findings suggest that culture might moderate the influence of

attachment representations on psychosocial outcomes.

Individualism, Collectivism and Adult Attachment
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The individualism—collectivism framework! is the dominant approach in the literature
to characterize and explain many cross-cultural differences across various psychological
domains such as attribution styles, wellbeing, self-concept, and relationality (Oyserman, Coon,
& Kemmelmeier, 2002) as well as adult attachment (e.g., Friedman et al., 2010; Malley-
Morrison, You, & Mills, 2000). While individualism and collectivism have more commaonly
been treated as polar opposites of a single dimension at the culture-level (e.g., Hofstede, 1980;
Hui, 1988), there is accumulating research to support conceptualizing them'as two separate

dimensions at the individual level (e.g., Oyserman et al., 2002; Triandis & Gelfand, 1998).

In the attachment literature, individualism and collectivism have sometimes been
referred to as independent-interdependent self-construals (Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006; Wang
& Ratanasiripong, 2010). Exposure to individualist or collectivist cultural norms is thought to
promote the relative development of independent and interdependent self-construals,
respectively (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Individualism is characterized by a view of the self
as discrete and separate from others, an‘emphasis on independence, self-reliance, personal
identity, and unique qualities about the self, and is most often associated with Western
industrialized, White‘middle-class populations (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Oyserman et al.,
2002; Singelis.et al, 1995). Collectivism is characterized by a view of the self as
interconnected with others and embedded in relational networks, a duty to the in-group, and an
emphasis on social harmony, and is most often associated with Eastern or Asian populations

(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Oyserman et al., 2002; Singelis et al., 1995).

This general understanding of the individualism—collectivism distinction forms the
most typical account for East-West differences in adult attachment patterns (e.g., Friedman,

2006; Mak et al., 2010; Lu et al., 2009; Malley-Morrison & You, 2000; Wei et al., 2004). This
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is perhaps because attachment orientations and individualism—collectivism are considered to
be “fundamentally concerned with predictable patterns in relationships between self and
others” (Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006, p. 194). Relationships do not occur in a cultural vacuum
and it is reasonable to expect that attachment patterns would be associated with varying levels
of individualism and collectivism thought to entail different cultural expectations, beliefs.and

values about relationships (Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006).

Attachment researchers have suggested that the stronger collectivistic'orientation
attributed to East Asians/Chinese contributes to their higher need for social-approval and
greater sensitivity to social influence, which are putatively associated with their higher
attachment anxiety relative to Westerners (e.g., Cheng & Kwan, 2008; Wang & Mallinckrodt,
2006). Others have suggested that East Asians’ higher attachment anxiety may be linked to
their strong family orientation and the high value placed on maintaining close, lifelong
relationships with parents (Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006; Wei et al., 2004). On the other hand,
researchers have argued that East Asians’ higher attachment avoidance may be rooted in their
collectivistic values and norms (social harmony and reciprocity) that promote preferences for
restrained emotional/verbal expression and greater interpersonal distance to minimize the high
costs of reciprocal social support (Cheng & Kwan, 2008; Taylor, Sherman, Kim, Jarcho,
Takagi, & Dunagan, 2004; Wei et al., 2004). Other perspectives suggest that East
Asian/Chinese populations’ insecure attachment might be more strongly associated with
negative, psychosocial outcomes than Westerners’ because: 1) relationships are more integral
to their self-definition, source of self-esteem, and happiness, which may likely cause more

distress when they are not functioning well and, 2) insecure attachment orientations, such as
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high attachment avoidance, are at odds with collectivistic/interdependent cultural norms,

resulting in poor person-culture fit (Friedman, 2006; Friedman et al., 2010).

An implicit assumption in these accounts is that nations/cultures are either
categorically collectivistic or individualistic. Prevailing assumptions expect both attachment
anxiety and avoidance to correlate positively with collectivism and negatively with
individualism, and individualism and collectivism to moderate the relation between
attachment and psychological outcomes at the culture level. It remains to be'seen if these
assumptions apply at the individual-level of analysis as constructs may relate differently at the
culture or individual level (Hofstede, 1980; Schwartz, 2009). Further, the predictions
concerning avoidance needs re-examining. Avoidance appears to share more conceptual
similarities with individualism than collectivism, with both avoidance and individualism
stressing self-sufficiency and independence, whereas the defining characteristics of avoidance
(maintaining emotional distance, discomfort with closeness) are conceptually dissimilar to
those of collectivism (interdependence and connectedness). Theoretically, it makes more sense
that avoidance would be pasitively correlated with individualism and negatively correlated
with collectivism. This prediction also fits better with explanations that avoidance more
strongly predicts negative outcomes in East Asian than Western cultures due to poorer fit of its
characteristics (e.g., emotional restraint, maintaining interpersonal distance) in a collectivistic

compared to individualistic context.

While the explanations evoking individualism and collectivism to account for cultural
differences in attachment styles are appealing, most studies have made assumptions about
national/cultural differences without directly assessing and examining their association with

attachment. Such assumptions may be unsound, as Oyserman et al. (2002) found in a meta-
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analysis that showed national comparisons of individualism and collectivism vary depending
on how the construct is measured and that results were not always in accord with common
impressions. Irrespective, there are few studies that have properly measured individualism and

collectivism and also directly examined their association with adult attachment.

Studies on Relationships between Adult Attachment, Individualism, and Collectivism

We located three studies that report on the associations between attachment,
individualism and collectivism as individual differences (Frias, Shaver, & Diaz-Loving, 2014;
Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006; Wang & Ratanasiripong, 2010). These studies found attachment
anxiety showed a positive association with collectivism (Frias etal., 2014; Wang &
Mallinckrodt, 2006), but no significant association with.individualism (Frias et al., 2014;
Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006; Wang & Ratanasiripong, 2010), partially supporting the
assumptions in the literature. Results for attachment avoidance were less consistent and
differed across cultural groups and studies. /Avoidance showed negative or non-significant
associations with collectivism (Frias et al., 2014; Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006), and negative,
positive, or non-significant associations with independence (Frias et al., 2014; Wang &
Mallinckrodt, 2006; Wang & Ratanasiripong, 2010). These differences in results may have

been due to differences in cultural groups sampled.

Importantly, Wang and Ratanasiripong (2010) was the only study to have examined
the moderating effect of individualism on the relationship between attachment orientations and
psychological functioning (i.e., emotional expressivity, social difficulties and depressive
symptoms) involving an East Asian sample (i.e., Chinese Americans). Controlling for

avoidance, they found that individualism moderated the relation between attachment anxiety
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and social difficulties. At low and median individualism levels, attachment anxiety was
associated with more social difficulties, but this trend was reversed at high individualism
levels. The authors speculated that Chinese Americans with higher individualism might have
acculturated better and enjoy better person-culture fit to mainstream American culture, which
might provide them with alternative sources of self-esteem to mitigate the harmful aspects of

their attachment anxiety.

While these studies have furthered our understanding of the relations-between
attachment orientations and culture-related variables, they have limitations-and were not
necessarily intentionally conducted to understand the systematic associations between
individualism—collectivism and adult attachment differences across Western and East Asian
populations. For instance, Wang and Ratanasiripong (2010) only measured individualism and
not collectivism and sampled Asian Americans without a comparison sample. Frias et al.
(2014) sampled US and Mexican participants and did not focus on East-West comparisons.
Wang and Mallinckrodt’s (2006) purpose had been to assess the conceptual equivalence of
“ideal attachment” and they did not examine the associations between actual attachment

orientations and individualism—collectivism in their samples.

The Present Study

Overall, attempts to link differences in adult attachment orientations to cultural
influences are largely based on inferences about culture-level differences in individualism and
collectivism with few studies that acknowledge within-culture individual differences. Using
samples of Singaporean (East Asian) and Australian (Western) young adults, this study

examines the associations between individual differences in adult attachment orientations and



ATTACHMENT, INDIVIDUALISM, AND COLLECTIVISM 12

personal characteristics in individualism and collectivism, and their moderating role in the
relation between attachment and psychological outcomes. In view of existing findings and

theoretical considerations, we propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1a — Culture level comparisons. Common assumptions in the literature hold that
those from cultures/ethnicities of East Asian/Chinese origins should rate themselves-higher.in
collectivism and lower in individualism than those from cultures/ethnicities of
Western/Caucasian origins (Friedman, 2006; Hofstede, 1980). At the same time, adult
attachment studies that compared culture-level means often find East Asians to report higher
attachment anxiety and avoidance than Westerners (e.g., Friedman et al., 2010; Lu et al.,
2009). Thus, we expect Singaporeans to report higher attachment anxiety and avoidance than

Australians.

Hypothesis 1b — Individualism, collectivism, and attachment. If differences in attachment
anxiety are associated with individual differences in individualism and collectivism (e.g.,
Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006), irrespective of country of origin, we would expect individuals
with high levels of collectivism or low levels of individualism to report more attachment
anxiety than those with high levels of individualism or low levels of collectivism. On the other
hand, based an the definitions of avoidance, individualism and collectivism, we would expect
individuals with high levels of individualism or low levels of collectivism to report more
attachment avoidance than individuals with low levels of individualism and high levels of

collectivism.

Hypothesis 2 — Attachment and psychological health. Consistent with existing literature (e.g.,

Friedman, 2006; Mak et al., 2010), attachment anxiety will predict poorer psychological
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outcomes in both Australians and Singaporeans. Attachment avoidance, on the other hand,

will be a weaker predictor of psychological health outcomes (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).

Hypothesis 3 — Individualism and collectivism as moderators. We expect that individualism
and collectivism will moderate the relationship between attachment anxiety/avoidance and
psychological outcomes. Relatively collectivistic people view their self as more
interconnected with others and stress relational harmony and duty to the in-group. A personal
view of self as highly collectivistic is likely to exacerbate fears of rejection,-abandonment and
hypervigilance to these signs associated with attachment anxiety. A strongview of self as
interdependent with others (high collectivism) is also in conflict with preferences for
maintaining independence and emotional distance with others associated with avoidance,
which may evoke and intensify avoidance fears for closeness and emotional dependency on
others. Thus, attachment anxiety/avoidance are expected to predict worse psychological
outcomes more strongly among individuals who rate themselves to be high than low on
collectivism. On the other hand, relatively individualistic people define their self more with
personal characteristics, stressing independence, which might act as a buffer to one’s fears
associated with attachment anxiety. This emphasis on independence and self-sufficiency
among individualistic individuals is also congruent with similar preferences of attachment
avoidance. Thus;attachment anxiety and avoidance are expected to predict negative symptoms

less strongly among individuals who rate themselves to be high than low on individualism.

Method

Participants and Procedure
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Student volunteers aged between 18 and 29 years were recruited from universities in a
predominantly Western cultural setting (the Australian National University, Australia) and a
predominantly Chinese cultural setting (Nanyang Technological University, Singapore) and
completed an online survey in English as part of a larger study examining interpersonal
relationships and psychological functioning. In Singapore, English is the official language and
main medium of instruction in educational institutions. Participants had spent at least 10 years
living in Australia or Singapore, respectively. The final sample of Australians consisted of 43
males (30.1%) and 100 females (69.9%). Their mean age was 19.97 years (SD = 2.20 years).
Of this sample, 105 (73.4%) reported they were of European/Caucasian background, 13
(9.1%) Asian excluding Chinese (e.g., Indian, Japanese, Filipino), 11 (7.7%) Chinese, and 14
(9.8%) Other Ethnicity. At the time of study, 59 (41.3%) were in a romantic relationship, 84

(58.7%) were not, and 36 (25.2%) had never been in‘arelationship.

The final sample of Singaporeans consisted of 47 males (32.2%) and 99 females
(67.8%). Their mean age was 21.56.years (SD = 1.76). Participants’ ethnicities were: 137
(93.8%) Chinese, 8 (5.5%) Other Asian (e.g., Indian, Punjabi, Malay), and 1 (.7%) Mixed
Ethnicity (e.g., Eurasian). Atthe time of study, 47 (32.2%) were in a romantic relationship, 99
(67.8%) were not, and 70 (47.9%) had never been in a relationship. The Australian sample
was on average 1.6 years younger than the Singaporean sample, t(1, 287) = 6.75, p <.001,
reflecting structural differences in educational systems. The Australian and Singaporean
samples did not differ significantly in their gender ratio, ¥*(1) = .15, ns, or the proportion of

participants with a romantic partner at the time of study, (1) = 2.56, ns.

Measures



ATTACHMENT, INDIVIDUALISM, AND COLLECTIVISM 15

Attachment. General attachment orientations were assessed with a modified version of
the Experiences in Close Relationships-Relationships Structures scale (ECR-RS)(Fraley,
Heffernan, Vicary, & Brumbaugh, 2011; Wilkinson, 2011), which comprises 14 items to
measure attachment Anxiety (7 items) and Avoidance (7 items). Participants were asked to
think about ‘all the people you know in general’ and rate their agreement with each itemusing
a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). Example of items are: “I’'m afraid
that people may abandon me” (Anxiety); “/ don 't feel comfortable opening up to people”
(Avoidance). Higher scores indicate higher attachment anxiety or avoidance. In Fraley et al.
(2011), Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .83 to .87 for Anxiety, and .81.t0 .95 for Avoidance. In
the current study, Cronbach’s alphas for Anxiety were .90 (Australians) and .87

(Singaporeans), and for Avoidance were .89 (Australians) and .76 (Singaporeans).

Individualism and Collectivism. Cultural orientations were assessed with the
Individualism-Collectivism scale (Triandis & Gelfand, 1998) which has four subscales that
assess horizontal and vertical forms.of individualism and collectivism: Vertical Individualism
(VI; 8 items), Horizontal Individualism (HI; 5 items), Vertical Collectivism (VC; 6 items), and
Horizontal Collectivism (HC; 8 items). Mean scores of the HI items were used to derive
participants’ personal endorsement of individualism while mean scores of HC and VVC items
were collapsed to'derive their personal endorsement of collectivism?. The fourteen
Collectivism items assess a view of the self as interdependent with others and having a sense
of duty towards the in-group (e.g., “My happiness depends very much on the happiness of
those around me;” “Family members should stick together, no matter what sacrifices are
made”). The six Individualism items assess a view of the self as autonomous and stress

personal independence (e.g., “I’d depend on myself than others;” “Being a unique individual is
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important to me”). Participants were asked to rate their agreement with each item on a 9-point
scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Unsure/Does not apply; 9 = Strongly agree). Higher scores
indicate a stronger orientation. These measures have demonstrated divergent and convergent
validity and have acceptable subscale reliabilities ranging from .67 to .74 (Singelis et al.,
1995). In the current study the Cronbach’s alphas for Individualism were .75 (Australians)

and .76 (Singaporeans), and for Collectivism were .83 (Australians) and .74 (Singaporeans).

Psychological Outcomes. The DASS-21 (Lovibond & Lovibond;1995) was
administered to assess psychological outcomes. It has three subscales (7 items each) that
measure the symptoms of depression (e.g., ““l felt downhearted and blue™), stress (e.g., “I
found it difficult to relax”), and anxiety (e.g., “l felt I was close to panic”). Participants rated
how each item applied to them over the past week using a 4-point scale (0 = not at all; 3 =
very much or most of the time). All items were summed to yield an overall psychological
outcomes (Negative Emotional State).score. Higher scores indicate more negative symptoms
or poorer outcomes. The internal reliabilities for the Depression, Anxiety and Stress subscales
and total scale ranged from..82 to .93 in non-clinical Western samples (Henry & Crawford,
2005), and .74 to .88 in Asian samples (Norton, 2007). The internal reliabilities for the overall
scale in this study were high. Cronbach’s alphas were .93 (Australians) and .92

(Singaporeans).

Results

As expected, comparisons of means (Table 1) showed that Singaporeans reported
significantly higher levels of collectivism than Australians (H1a), t(287) = 4.71, p <.001, as

well as significantly higher levels of attachment anxiety than Australians (H1a), t(287) = 2.51,
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p <.05. A one-way ANCOVA showed that the samples differed significantly in Anxiety even
after age, the number of years participants had lived in their respective country, and
relationship status were controlled for, F(1, 283) = 7.24, p < .01, #p = .025. Contrary to
expectations, however, Singaporeans and Australians were not significantly different in their

mean level of Individualism or Avoidance (H1a, t(287) = .38 and .91, ns, respectively:

Insert Table 1 here

Of more interest to our study were the associations between attachment, individualism,
and collectivism. Pearson product correlations provided partial support for H1b. As
hypothesized, Avoidance was significantly correlated with Individualism, r = .34, p < .001,
and Collectivism, r = -.31, p <.001, in the appropriate directions. Contrary to our hypothesis,
attachment anxiety was not significantly correlated with either Collectivism or Individualism.
In support of H2 both Anxiety, r = .42 p <..001, and Avoidance, r = .23 p < .001, were
correlated with Negative Emotional State with Avoidance showing a weaker correlation,

Steigers Z = 3.00, p < .01.

Table 2 shows.the Intercorrelations for the major variables separately for the two
samples. Multiple regression analyses were employed to evaluate the hypotheses involving
moderation-hypotheses. All predictor variables were mean-centered or dummy-coded as
appropriate, with appropriate product terms employed as interaction terms for the moderation
analyses (Aiken & West, 1991). To test for H2, Negative Emotional State was regressed on
Anxiety and Avoidance. As hypothesized, both Anxiety and Avoidance significantly predicted

worse negative symptoms, F(2, 286) = 33.66, p < 001. Further, in support of H2, attachment
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anxiety (standardized = .39, p <.001) was a stronger predictor of negative symptoms than

avoidance was (standardized p = .12, p <.05).

Insert Table 2 Here

To test for the hypothesized moderation of cultural orientation on the relation between
attachment anxiety/avoidance and negative symptoms in H3, four parallel hierarchical
regressions regressing Negative Emotional State on Anxiety (or Avoidance), Culture, and
Collectivism (or Individualism), and their interaction terms were conducted. For instance, for
analyses involving Anxiety as the predictor of interest, Avoidance was entered as a covariate
in Step 1. In Step 2, Anxiety, Culture, and Collectivism (or Individualism) were entered. In
Step 3, Anxiety x Collectivism (or Individualism) was entered. Other possible two-way and
three-way interaction terms were entered in Steps 3.and 4, respectively, to control for higher-

order effects (Aiken & West, 1991).

When Collectivism was testedas the moderator in the relation between Attachment
Anxiety and Negative Emotional State, the interaction term explained a significant increase in
the variance explained for Negative Emotional State, AR?= .03, AF(3, 281) = 3.48, p < .05
(see Table 3a). Thus, Collectivism significantly moderated the relationship between
Attachment Anxiety and Negative Emotional State, supporting H3. As can be seen in Figure 1,
Attachment Anxiety predicted Negative Emotional State more strongly at 1 SD above the
mean of Collectivism (unstandardized simple slope = 4.66, t =5.51, p <.001) than at 1 SD
below the mean of Collectivism (unstandardized simple slope =2.24,t=3.35, p <.001). No

other interaction effects were significant.
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When Individualism was examined as a moderator in the relation between Anxiety and
Negative Emotional State, although adding Anxiety x Individualism in Step 3 did not add
significantly to the explanation of the variance of negative symptoms, AR2= .02, AF(3, 281) =
1.96, ns, adding the 3-way interaction term Anxiety x Individualism x Culture in step 4 did,
ARZ= .02, AF(1, 280) = 5.58, p < .05 (see Table 3b). Individualism significantly moderated
the relationship between Anxiety and psychological symptoms among Singaporeans but not
Australians, providing qualified support for H3. For Singaporeans, Anxiety predicted more
symptoms at 1 SD below the mean of Individualism (unstandardized simple slope = 6.36, t =
6.12, p <.001) but not at 1 SD above the mean of Individualism (unstandardized simple slope
= 1.75,t = 1.69, ns; slope difference: t =-3.18, p < .01) (see Figure 2). For Australians,
Attachment Anxiety predicted a higher Negative Emotional State similarly at 1 SD below
(unstandardized simple slope = 3.16, t = 3.72, p < .001) and 1 SD above the mean of
Individualism (unstandardized simple slope = 2.80, t = 3.64, p < .001; slope difference: t

= .36, ns), contrary to predictions.

Insert Tables 3a and 3b Here

When Collectivism'was tested as a moderator in the relation between Avoidance and
Negative Emotional State, although adding Avoidance x Collectivism in step 3 did not add
significantly to the explanation of Negative Emotional State, AR?= .01, AF(3, 281) = .59, ns,
adding the three-way term Avoidance x Collectivism x Culture in step 4 did, AR? = .02, AF(1,
280) = 7.44, p < .01 (see Table 4a). For Australians, Avoidance showed trends of predicting
worse negative symptoms at 1 SD above the mean of Collectivism (unstandardized simple
slope = 2.19, t = 1.93, p = .055) but not at 1 SD below the mean of Collectivism

(unstandardized simple slope = 0.98, t = 1.25, ns; slope difference: t = 1.07, ns) (see Figure 3).
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For Singaporeans, on the other hand, Attachment Avoidance predicted higher scores on
Negative Emotional State at 1 SD below the mean of Collectivism (unstandardized simple
slope = 4.46, t = 2.55, p < .05) and opposite trends of predicting less negative symptoms at 1
SD above the mean of Collectivism although this association did not reach significance levels
(unstandardized simple slope = 1.08, t = 0.89, ns; slope difference: t = 2.49, p < .05). Thus, H3

was not supported.

Insert Figure 1 here

When Individualism was tested as a moderator in the relation between Avoidance and
Negative Emotional State, adding Avoidance x Individualism in‘step 3 did not significantly
increase in the explanation of Negative Emotional State, AR2= .00, AF(3, 281) = .39, ns (see
Table 4b). There were no other significant higher order effects. Thus, in this respect H3 was
not supported. Overall, H3 received qualified support when Individualism and Collectivism
were examined as moderators in the relation’between attachment anxiety and psychological
symptoms but was not supported.when Individualism and Collectivism were evaluated as

moderators in the relation between Attachment Avoidance and the measure of distress.

Insert Tables 4a and 4b here

Insert Figures 2 and 3 here

Discussion

The results of this study provided mixed support for our hypotheses. In line with the
prevailing literature, Singaporeans reported higher attachment anxiety and collectivism than

Australians (H1a). Contrary to expectations, however, Singaporeans did not show significant
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differences in attachment avoidance and individualism compared to Australians. These
findings partially replicate typical findings in the literature that East Asians report significantly
higher levels of attachment insecurity than Westerners (e.g., Cheng & Kwan, 2008; Ho et al.,
2010; Lu et al., 2009). That Singaporeans and Australians reported similar levels of avoidance
and individualism may suggest that either or both populations may represent less typical
Western or East Asian culture. For instance, Singapore may be higher in individualism being a
cosmopolitan culture that has received strong Western influences due to its"highly-globalized
economy. Alternatively, while it is conventionally assumed that East Asians are more
collectivistic and less individualistic than Westerners, a recent meta-analysis has shown that
culture-level mean differences in individualism—collectivism do not always conform to those
expectations (Oyserman et al., 2002). Moreover, it has beenargued that culture-level mean
comparisons of subjective ratings may be unreliable as different cultural groups are likely to
use different social referents to anchor their personal responses (Heine, Lehman, Peng, &
Greenholtz, 2002). Thus, it has been argued that a better approach to understand how cultural
influences relate to constructs:of interest is to directly assess their associations at the
individual level (Heine etal., 2002). In any case, our findings underscore the importance of
explicitly assessing both individualism and collectivism as assumptions about their ‘culture’

levels may.-not-hold true.

In relation to attachment orientations, our hypotheses were partially supported in that
Individualism and collectivism correlated with attachment avoidance such that participants
with low collectivism or high individualism tended to have higher levels of avoidance than
those with high collectivism or low individualism. Our study replicated previous results

showing non-significant associations between attachment anxiety and individualism (Frias et
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al., 2014; Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006; Wang & Ratanasiripong, 2010), and the directions of
associations between avoidance and individualism as well as collectivism in Frias et al.
(2014). However, contrary to expectations, attachment anxiety did not correlate significantly
with individualism and collectivism. Thus, we did not find, as others have (e.g., Frias et al.,

2014), that attachment anxiety is positively associated with collectivism.

With respect to attachment avoidance, we argued it makes more conceptual sense that
avoidance is positively associated with individualism (and negatively associated with
collectivism) because both avoidance and individualism share definitional similarities in their
emphases on the self to maintain independence and self-sufficiency (Brennan et al., 1998;
Singelis et al., 1995). This is supported by our results (also Frias et al., 2014). However, our
results do not support the implied direction of assaciations between attachment avoidance and
cultural orientations in the literature, as well'as the expectations that differences in attachment
anxiety may be associated with differences in individualism—collectivism, at least at the
individual level of analysis. Having said that, a lack of evidence that individual differences in
individualism and collectivism are ‘associated with attachment anxiety in our study does not
preclude the possibility. of relationships between individualism, collectivism, and attachment
orientations at.the culture-level. This is because the pattern of associations observed between
constructs at thesindividual level cannot be assumed to apply at the culture level and vice-
versa (Hofstede, 1980; Oyserman et al., 2002; Schwartz, 2009). Schmitt et al.’s (2004) cross-
cultural study spanning 62 cultural regions/58 nations found that at the culture level of
analysis, national levels of preoccupied attachment correlated negatively with national levels

of individualism. Their study offers some promise that culture level differences in
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individualism and collectivism may indeed relate to culture level differences in attachment

orientations.

In support of Hypothesis 2, attachment anxiety was a stronger predictor of higher
levels of psychological symptoms across cultures. Interestingly, avoidance was not
significantly correlated with negative symptoms for Singaporeans when correlations between
attachment orientations and negative symptoms were examined within each culture. These
results support common findings that attachment anxiety is more consistently associated with
poorer outcomes such as depressive symptoms or negative mood than avoidance (Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2007). Our results add to the literature in demonstrating that the relation between
dysfunctional attachment representations (attachment anxiety) and poorer psychological
outcomes is robust across East Asian and Western cultures (e.g., Friedman, 2006; Mak et al.,
2010; Wei et al., 2004). At the same time, differential associations between avoidance and
negative symptoms across cultures suggest that avoidance does not exert similar adverse

impacts on psychological outcomes.among Singaporeans and Australians.

Our hypothesis (H3) that individualism and collectivism would moderate the
relationship betweenattachment anxiety and psychological wellbeing received qualified
support. As hypothesized, regardless of cultural origin, attachment anxiety predicted poorer
psychological outcomes more strongly among individuals with higher than lower personal
endorsement of collectivism. Our results suggest that high attachment anxiety may be even
more detrimental to one’s psychological health when one is also highly collectivistic, that is,
views the self as strongly interdependent with others. When one already has high attachment
anxiety, viewing the self as interdependent with others may exacerbate the fear of

abandonment and rejection, increasing negative emotions. On the other hand, low levels of
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collectivism may serve as a ‘buffer’ that makes one less hypervigilant to social cues that could

be interpreted as rejection, protecting one from distress arising from attachment anxiety.

Examination of the collectivism items reveal that they assess concerns about
maintaining group harmony ( “It is important to me to maintain harmony in my group ), the
extent that close others form an inherent part of the self (“My happiness depends very much-on
the happiness of those around me”), as well as acceptance of duties, especially towards the
family (“It is my duty to take care of my family, even when I have to sacrifice what I want”).
Scholars have argued that collectivism and individualism may be better defined as a multi-
faceted rather than a unitary construct that comprises different.content domains (Singelis et al.,
1995). Supporting this view, a content-analysis of existing.individualism and collectivism
scales identified up to eight content domains of individualism and collectivism that are not
assessed to the same extent, or sometimes not assessed at all, across scales (Oyserman et al.,
2002). It is unclear if the collectivism.scale we employed assessed all of these content domains
adequately or to the same extent. Thus, further systematic study is needed to determine if
different aspects of collectivism moderate the association between attachment anxiety and

psychological outcomes.

The third hypothesis, that attachment anxiety would predict worse negative emotions at
lower rather.than higher individualism, also received qualified support. We found that
attachment anxiety predicted negative symptoms among Singaporeans with a low but not high
personal endorsement of individualism, whereas attachment anxiety predicted Australians’
negative symptoms similarly regardless of their individualism levels. We had argued that high
individualism would partially mitigate the fears of abandonment and rejection associated with

attachment anxiety because of its emphasis on independence and self-reliance (see also Wang
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& Ratanasiripong, 2006). Examining the individualism scale items revealed that they assess
independence, self-sufficiency, and one’s personal identity (e.g., “I rather depend on myself
than others,” “My personal identity, independent of others, is very important to me”). Our
results suggest that valuing these qualities appears to buffer the negative effects of attachment
anxiety very effectively for Singaporeans, but not for Australians. Such differential
moderating effects of individualism across the cultures suggest that there may be other
cultural/contextual factors influencing psychological outcomes that are not‘investigated in this

study.

Our hypothesis that individualism and collectivism would moderate the relation
between attachment avoidance and psychological outcomes was not supported. On the other
hand, when collectivism was examined as a moderator, it only emerged as a significant effect
among Singaporeans (not Australians) and in.unexpected ways. More specifically, attachment
avoidance predicted worse negative symptoms among Singaporeans who were low (but not
high) on collectivism, contrary.to predictions that high collectivism may evoke stronger
avoidance fears leading to poorer psychological outcomes. Instead, it appears that
Singaporeans low on‘collectivism were more susceptible to poorer psychological outcomes
associated with.avoidance than those high on collectivism. For Australians, also against the
hypothesis, collectivism did not moderate the extent to which attachment avoidance predicted
negative symptoms. These results suggest that having high collectivism, although seeming to
be in conflict with avoidance tendencies, may mitigate some of the negative effects of
avoidance for those living in Singapore. Such findings require replicating and it is premature
to draw strong conclusions at this point. However, they do highlight, that the way personal

characteristics in individualism and collectivism interact with attachment processes to
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influence psychological outcomes is complex and may differ across individuals coming from
different cultural backgrounds, possibly due to the presence of other cultural factors that are

not fully captured by self-ratings of individualism and collectivism.

Overall, our results show that personal characteristics in individualism and
collectivism interact with attachment anxiety and avoidance in different ways to influence
psychological outcomes, possibly because the two attachment orientations are associated with
different concerns, fears, and responses relating to interpersonal issues. These differences
appear to interact differently with individualism and collectivism in ways that are still poorly
understood and need further investigation. On the whole, ourresults suggest that prevailing
views about the associations between individualism, collectivism, and attachment orientations
are more supported in the case of attachment avoidance, and prevailing views about the
moderating role of individualism and collectivism in the attachment — psychological health

link are more supported in the case of-attachment anxiety.

Limitations and Future Directions

We sampled two cultural groups to examine if cultural orientations are associated with
variations in attachment orientations at the individual level of analysis. Whether and how
cultural orientations relate to differences in attachment orientations at the culture level of
analysis remains an empirical question that our study does not address. The culture level
question can only be answered by larger scale, cross-cultural studies that sample numerous
nations and/or cultural groups (e.g., Schmitt et al., 2004) or meta-analyses of smaller-scale
studies that have systematically assessed the relationships between cultural orientations and

attachment orientations (e.g., Bakermans-Kranenburg & van ljzendoorn, 2009). Before the
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culture level question is adequately examined empirically, however, researchers should refrain
from invoking cultural orientations, such as individualism and collectivism, as assumed

reasons for cultural differences in attachment orientations.

Individualism and collectivism have not always been defined or operationalized
consistently across studies or scales (Oyserman et al., 2002). Thus, researchers are urged to
employ tighter definitions and strive for specificity in the assessment of individualism and
collectivism so that meaningful conclusions can be drawn from their results<(Schimmack,
Oishi, & Diener, 2005; Singelis et al., 1995). Although the individualism and collectivism
scales we used appear to cover the core meaning of these constructs consensually agreed upon
by researchers (Oyserman et al., 2002), the items may not have assessed all aspects to the
same extent. Future studies should pay more attention to measurement issues regarding
individualism and collectivism. Our study also generated some different findings across
cultures that could not be accounted for by self-ratings of individualism and collectivism. If
further empirical studies determine that cultural orientations cannot serve as all-encompassing
explanations for cultural/individual differences in attachment patterns other constructs should
be explored. Some possibilities may be to examine the associations of attachment orientations
with cultural norms.or to examine the moderating role of person-culture fit and acculturation

in the attachment-wellbeing link, aspects which were not assessed in the current study.

Importantly, the current study only focused on the attachment dimensions of anxiety
and avoidance. There remains debate in the literature over whether this is the optimal
approach or whether there are other aspects or alternative conceptualisations of individual
differences in attachment expectancies that need to be considered (e.g., Bowles, 2010;

Karantzas, Feeney, & Wilkinson, 2010). It has been argued that attachment security, for
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example, is not simply the lack of insecurity (attachment anxiety and avoidance) but is
constituted of positive attitudes and expectancies about close relationships, interdependency,
and the self (Shaver, Mikulincer, Sahdra, & Gross, 2016). Future research should also look at
alternatives to self-report assessments of attachment such as the Adult Attachment Interview

(George, Kaplan, & Main, 1996) and the Adult Attachment Projective (George & West, 2001).

In the current study we only examined common psychological outcomes in a non-
clinical population with the DASS 21, which measures symptoms reflecting-negative
emotional states. While there has been extensive validation of DASS 21 in-a number of
populations, including Chinese participants (Chan et al., 2012), future research should attempt
to establish if our results are replicable in clinical populations or with other indices of
psychological health that reflect broader or more trait-like attributes. Like other correlational
studies based on self-report measures, our study is also unable to establish causal direction for
the relationships revealed and suffers.from the-potential measurement biases associated with
self-report methodology. Future studies'may employ priming techniques (e.g., Gillath, Sesko,
Shaver, & Chun, 2010; Mikulincer, Birnbaum, Woddis, & Nachmias, 2000) to manipulate
differences in attachment and/or cultural orientation levels to investigate their causal effects on
response variables of interest. Finally, the generalisability of our results may be limited to the
East Asian and Western undergraduates we sampled. Future studies should extend the research

to other cultures and non-undergraduates.

Conclusion

By explicitly measuring individualism and collectivism, our study was able to

systematically examine the associations between attachment orientations and cultural



ATTACHMENT, INDIVIDUALISM, AND COLLECTIVISM 29

orientations, as well as the moderating effect of individualism and collectivism in the
relationship between attachment orientations and psychological outcomes across cultures. By
recognizing within-culture individual differences in individualism and collectivism we were
able to demonstrate that cultures/nations traditionally regarded as individualistic or
collectivistic showed the same patterns of associations between attachment orientations,
cultural orientations, and psychological outcomes. Our results also suggest that individualism
and collectivism could not fully account for differences in attachment patterns and. that there
are probably other cultural and contextual factors moderating the relationship between
attachment orientations and psychological outcomes that should be explored. While we
acknowledge that research has indicated relationships between the adherence to ‘Asian’ values
and attitudes to both psychological symptoms (e.g.,-Cheng & Kwan, 2008; Iwamoto & Liu,
2010) and seeking professional help (e.g., Hamid, Simmonds, & Bowles, 2009; Kim &
Omizo, 2003), the current research emphasises the importance of recognizing that our
assumptions about cultural differences may not be correct for any individual. Stereotypes
derived from perceived cultural membership may negatively impact on our clinical
formulations and ability to provide appropriate assistance for individuals with relationship

problems or in psychological distress.
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Table 1

Means and Standard Deviations for Australians and Singaporeans

Australians Singaporeans
(n=143) (n =146)

Variables M SD M SD
Attachment orientation

Anxiety 3.45 1.46 3.84* 1.17

Avoidance 3.67 1.29 3.79 94
Cultural orientation

Collectivism 6.26 1.16 6.83** 90

individualism 6.88 1.28 6.94 1.18
Negative Emotional State 16.34 11.91 17.66 10.95

*p < .05. **p < .001.
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Table 2
Intercorrelations between Attachment Orientations, Cultural Orientations, and Negative

Emotional State for Australians (n = 143) and Singaporeans (n = 146)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

1. Attachment anxiety 36** 14 -.07 A1F*
2. Attachment avoidance 16 A2 -.37** 28**
3. Individualism -12 23** -17* .20*
4. Collectivism -.04 - 27** .04 -.05

5. Negative Emotional State  .43** .16 .08 -.15

*p<.05. **p<.001.

NB: Australians (above the diagonal), Singaporeans (below the diagonal)
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Table 3a
Hierarchical Regression Analyses on the Moderating Effects of Collectivism on the Relation Between Attachment Anxiety and Negative

Emotional State (N = 289)

Step B B t R? Adjusted R? A R? AF df
1. Step model .052 .048 .052 15.66*** (1, 287)
AV 2.31 23 3.96***
2. Step model 191 .180 140 16.36*** (3, 284)
AN 3.35 .39 6.95%**
Collectivism -.36 -.03 -.57
Culture .09 .00 .07
3. Step model 220 201 .029 3.48* (3,281)
AN x Collectivism 1.13 16 2.83**
Culture x AN 12 .01 13
Culture x -1.24 -.07 -1.02
Collectivism
4. Step model 222 .200 .002 .58 (1, 280)
AN x Collectivism x -.66 -.05 -.76
Culture

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Table 3b

Hierarchical Regression Analyses on the Moderating Effects of Individualism on the Relation Between Attachment Anxiety and Negative

Emotional State (N = 289)

Step B B t R2 Adjusted R? A R? AF df
Step model .052 .048 .052 15.66*** (1, 287)
AV 2.31 23 3.96%**
Step model 201 189 149 17.62*** (3, 284)
AN 3.41 40 7.09%**
individualism 99 A1 1.89
Culture -.16 -.01 -.13
Step model 217 197 .016 1.96 (3, 281)
AN x individualism -.75 -12 -2.14
Culture x AN 99 .07 1.05
Culture x individualism .35 .03 34
Step model 232 210 015 5.58* (1, 280)
AN x individualism x -1.73 -15 -2.36*

Culture

*p < 05 **p < 01 ***p <

.001.
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Table 4a
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Hierarchical Regression Analyses on the Moderating Effects of Collectivism on the Relation Between Attachment Avoidance and Negative

Emotional State (N = 289)

Step B B t R2 Adjusted R? A R? AF df

1. Step model 178 175 178 62.26%** (1, 287)
AN 3.62 42 7.89%**

2. Step model 191 180 013 1.59 (3, 284)
AV 1.06 11 1.77
collectivism -.36 -.03 -.57
Culture .09 .00 .07

3. Step model 197 77 .005 .59 (3, 281)
AV x collectivism -.05 -.01 -11
Culture x AV - 47 -.03 -37
Culture x collectivism -1.73 -.10 -1.34

4. Step model 217 195 021 7.44%% (1, 280)
AV x collectivism x -3.14 -.18 -2.73%*

Culture

*p = .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Table 4b

Hierarchical Regression Analyses on the Moderating Effects of Individualism on the Relation Between Attachment Avoidance and Negative

Emotional State (N = 289)

Step B B t R2 Adjusted R? A R? AF df

1. Step model 178 175 178 62.26%** (1, 287)
AN 3.62 42 7.89%**

2. Step model 201 189 022 2.64* (3, 284)
AV .78 .08 1.31
individualism .99 A1 1.89
Culture -.16 -.01 -13

3. Step model 204 184 .003 39 (3, 281)
AV x individualism 45 .06 1.07
Culture x AV A3 .01 A1
Culture x individualism -.22 -.02 -21

4. Step model 207 184 .003 97 (1, 280)
AV x individualism x .89 .07 .98

Culture

*p = .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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1 Other parallel, but less common, terms that have been used in the literature for Individualism—Collectivism
are independence-interdependence, self-construals, and Western-Eastern worldviews (Oyserman et al.,
2002). For consistency, we use individualism and collectivism to replace parrallel terms used in other studies
when reporting their results.

2 Combining HC and VC scales to derive a Collectivism score but using only HI items to derive an
Individualism score is in line with recommendations and empirical evidence (Oyserman et al., 2002; Singelis
etal., 1995; Schimmack et al., 2005).
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