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ABSTRACT 

 Data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health Waves I and 

III are used to estimate the effect of parental attachment on independence in emerging 

adults ages 18 to 27. The nature of independence focused on living in a place of their 

own, which described about half of the sample.  The study finds that emerging adults 

who, in their youth, expressed high attachments to their parents, were slightly less 

likely to become independent as emerging adults.  Rather, age and gender are greater 

positive predictors of independence. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 According to statistics, emerging adults are becoming independent much later 

than they did fifty years ago (Furstenberg, Kennedy, Mcloyd, Rumbaut and Settersten 

2004). The 2000 census indicates that 25% of young adults ages 18 to 34 still live with 

their parents.  Previous studies have described various reasons for this prolonged 

departure into adulthood, including changing gender norms and differences in the 

economic condition of today’s world (Fussell and Furstenberg 2005).  What is not 

clear is the affect that parents or guardians have on the timely transition to adulthood 

of their children. Why are more children remaining in the nest instead of 

independently flying away?  What are the common characteristics of individuals who 

have not become independent? Could the parents of these young adults be part of the 

solution?  The purpose of this study is to determine whether or not the relationship an 

emerging adult has with his or her parents is a predictor of becoming independent by 

age twenty-seven. 

 Researchers measure adulthood using five traditional benchmarks:  leaving 

home, finishing school, getting married or being in a committed relationship, 

becoming a parent, and being financially independent.  In a review of U.S. Census 

2000 data, Furstenberg et al. found that by age 30, only 46% of females and 31% of 

males had achieved all five markers (2004).  This is in stark comparison to the 77% of 

females and 65% of males the same ages who had completed these markers in 1960, 
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according to U.S. Census data from that year (Furstenberg et al. 2004).  Times have 

changed and researchers are tracking the evolution of a new generation.  This 

generation is giving new definitions to both the conceptualization of adulthood and the 

time frame for achieving it.   

Why is being independent favorable? 

 While the rest of life seems to be picking up pace, becoming an independent 

adult is the one element that is slowing, and we should be thankful, right?  While some 

may argue that there is no need to hurry into the future, this lengthening of youth is 

having negative consequences on the social institutions that are supporting these 

emerging adults.   Families continue to be the primary supporters of emerging adults 

who have not yet launched into independence. Schoeni and Ross (2004) estimate that 

25% of the cost of raising a child is incurred after he or she reaches age 17.  This same 

study shows that about 40% of older emerging adults are still receiving some sort of 

financial support from their family.  This financial strain is added to the burden of 

living in a period of economic downturn.  Frequently, these same families are also 

shouldering the burden of supporting aging parents who are living longer, often 

outliving their own pensions. 

What is affecting becoming independent? 
 
 Research indicates that this transition to independence is affected by a variety 

of forces (Fussell and Furstenberg 2005).  Social class has an influence on this process 

(Mollenkopf, Waters, Holdaway and Kasinitz 2005; Osgood et al. 2005; Fussell and 
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Furstenberg 2005).  Prolific research in the social sciences has recounted the additive 

value of being born into a higher class.  In pure economic terms, families with more 

financial resources are better able to get their children the education they need to be 

financially independent in the current economy. 

 Class and race are two variables that are inextricably linked on multiple levels.  

When considering race as a factor that might impact the transition to adulthood, 

researchers point to findings that children of immigrants, particularly Mexican, 

Laotian and Cambodian immigrants, are among the least likely to achieve any higher 

education (Rumbaut and Portes 2006).  Again, the link between education and 

independence puts the fastest growing population at a distinct disadvantage.  The 

inability to successfully transition to adulthood leaves families and subsequently 

communities at a continued disadvantage to support these struggling emerging adults 

(Furstenberg Jr., Kennedy, Mcloyd, Rumbaut and Settersten Jr. 2004).  

How do parents help or hinder independence? 

 While both class and race clearly have an impact on the attainment of 

independence, one area that has had little examination is the effect that an emerging 

adult’s relationship with parents or primary caregivers has on this transition.  Parents 

and caregivers play a significant role in the life of a child as they serve initially as 

protectors and then provide children and adolescents with the skills and nurturing 

needed for survival.  Theorists who examine the impact parents have on children 

discuss the two-fold relationship of helping children launch into the unknown and 
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preventing or protecting them from unwanted harm.  Attachment theory (Bowlby 

1969) explains how parents provide a secure base from which children launch while 

control theory (Nye 1958, Hirschi 1969) shows how parents keep children from 

behavior that would prevent or inhibit their achievement of adulthood.  Attachment 

explains the “push” in this relationship, while social control explains the “pull” 

mechanism in the parent-child relationship.  The combination of these push and pull 

theories paint a robust picture of the parental role in emerging adult development and 

will serve as the theoretical framework for this study. 

 Does the relationship between a parent and child ultimately affect the ability to 

become independent in emerging adulthood?  This question is at the crux of this study.  

If this relationship is found to be an important indicator of becoming independent, 

then more attention might be given to fostering this relationship throughout the life 

course.  A successful society depends on functioning independent adults.  It is 

important to know the barriers to becoming independent and then find ways that can 

maximize the development of a new generation of adults.  This study aims to answer 

this critical question. 
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CHAPTER II 

Review of Literature 

Why Do Parents Matter? 

 One of the inevitabilities in life is that individuals will age and their physical 

bodies will change.   What is not a given is the magnitude of development that will 

occur along the way.  Sociologist Kingsley Davis highlighted the fact that human 

development is a product of socialization when he studied a young five-year-old girl 

who had been hidden in a storage room for her short life, tied to a chair and unable to 

move (1940).  In his observations of this tragic situation, he found that the emaciated 

child could not laugh, speak, or even smile.  This extreme case highlights the fact that 

individuals need other individuals to develop into healthy people.  Parents play a 

critical role in this development because they are the first caregivers of young 

children. 

Theoretical Framework for the Parent-Child Relationship 

 While it is commonly understood that parents have a substantial effect on 

children, what remains uncertain are the ways by which a parent impacts a child’s 

trajectory in their early adult years.  Will children become self-sufficient adults 

regardless of parental relationship?  The answer to this question lies within literature 

that theorizes and tests the affects of the interaction between a parent and child and the 

subsequent developmental outcomes for that child.  As mentioned previously, two 
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theories speak directly to the role of parents within the lives of their children: 

attachment and social control.  These two theories explore two forces, push and pull, 

that work together to help launch a child into adulthood.  

Figure 2.1 The Push and Pull Factors:  Attachment and Control Working 
Together  

 

 First is the psychological theory of parental attachment, which claims in 

essence that the “secure base” provided by a parent will facilitate the exploration of 

the child’s environment and the prevention of debilitating psychological problems 

(Bowlby 1969).  It is the security of the attached relationship that pushes a child 

toward new challenges, especially those found in the adulthood transition.  Second is 

Travis Hirschi’s (1969) theory of social control, which asserts that children with a 

highly attached relationship to parents will be less likely to commit delinquent 

behaviors that may in turn prevent a timely and successful progression into adulthood.  

This theory contributes the pull factor in the parent-child relationship that essentially 

prevents children from participating in delinquent behaviors, thus delaying the 

transition to adulthood.  The following review of literature will explore these 

A"achment	  Pushes	  
Child	  Toward	  

Explora9on	  of	  New	  
Endeavors	  

Control	  Pulls	  Child	  
from	  Unwanted	  
Delinquencies	  
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complementary theories, investigate the social variances within each theory, and then 

draw the connection between the theories and their implications for the successful 

transition to adulthood. 

Attachment as a Theoretical Framework 

 The study of parental attachment as an explanatory model began with 

psychoanalyst John Bowlby and his three volumes titled, Attachment and Loss (1969, 

1973, 1980).  In his framework (1982), he asserts that attachment is a motivational 

system that evolved out of the protective function that comes from parental 

relationships.  A child becomes attached to his/her caretaker and emits a cry, which 

then elicits a response from the caretaker.  The type of caretaker response that is given 

interacts with the child’s behavior to create one of four types of attachment:  1) secure, 

2) anxious resistant (ambivalent), 3) anxious avoidant, or 4) disorganized.  In a secure 

attachment pattern, the caretaker is sensitive to the infant’s signals, which results in a 

sense of comfort experienced by the infant and confidence to explore his or her 

environment.  The “anxious resistant” attached infant responds with either rejection of 

the caretaker’s response or clings to the caretaker, who in turn is inconsistent in his or 

her actions toward the infant.  The next form of attachment is the “anxious avoidant” 

child who ignores the caretaker’s actions, in response to a parent who pays little 

attention to the child’s signals.  Finally, when there has been a history of abuse, 

psychosis or unresolved loss, the child will appear dazed or startled at the caretaker’s 

actions, exhibiting the fourth category of attachment, “disorganized” (Kenny and 

Barton 2002).   These four types of attachment represent the variety of relationship 
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interactions that can be exhibited between a parent and child.  But why does 

attachment matter?  The next section will outline the results of various types of 

attachment. 

Outcomes of Variable Parental Attachment 

 As researchers and clinicians have studied parental attachment over the years, 

they have discovered that parental attachment is indicative of a variety of positive 

outcomes well into adult life (Wintre and Yaffe 2000; Kenny 1987; Mattanah, Brand, 

Hancock 2004; Schultheiss and Blustein 1994, Bucx and van Wel 2008; Kenny and 

Rice 1995).  One important outcome that has implications across the lifespan is the 

increased ability to tolerate anxiety-arousing situations and the fostering of 

environmental exploration (Ainsworth et al. 1978, Kobak & Sceery 1988 in Kenny 

and Barton 2002).  In the study conducted by Mary Ainsworth and her colleagues, 

individuals with a secure attached parent-child relationship were able to better 

withstand what they call the “strange situation.”  This means that when an infant is 

faced with a new environment or unfamiliar people, he or she is better able to tolerate 

the change and then explore his/her environment.  In her later work, Ainsworth (1989) 

found that these infant attachment relationships carried over into adolescence.  It is 

hypothesized that these patterns of attachment become “internalized over time to form 

internal working models of self, others and the physical environment” (Bowlby 1973).  

When infants have caretakers who are reliable and responsive, Ainsworth (1989) 

asserts that the infant develops an “internal working model” that is worthy of a 

consistent response and therefore is positive and secure. 
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 To understand the implications of a securely attached parent-child relationship, 

it is helpful to investigate the findings of previous studies.  Children’s behaviors 

manifest differently as they grow and develop, gaining more sophisticated responses 

and understandings of their own attachment.  One such study has shown that the 

development of this secure base is helpful in dealing with the numerous biological, 

social and psychological changes that are abundant in adolescence (Kenny, Moilanen, 

Lomax, and Brabeck 1993).  In this study it was determined that in the sample of 

eight-grade boys and girls, attachment to parents had a positive affect on 

psychological functioning, as subjects who displayed greater attachment had fewer 

depressive symptoms.  More recently, Kenny and Sirin (2006) have replicated this 

study with a population of emerging adults, ages 22 to 28, and again found that a close 

parental relationship had a positive impact on reports of depressive symptoms.  

 While this research project will not attempt to measure attachment using the 

psychological constructs found in much of the previous literature, its theoretical 

framework is based on the same notion that having a close or “securely attached” 

relationship with one’s primary caregiver or parents will result in positive outcomes 

such as feeling secure enough to face a new situation.  It is further held that this push 

or launching mechanism will in turn facilitate achievement of adulthood markers such 

as going to school, moving away from home, or finding that first job.   

 This study will contribute to the continuation of this research for individuals 

beyond adolescence, the emerging adults.  One can imagine a scenario of a strange 

situation this age group might encounter such as a job interview or paying for one’s 
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living expenses. This study hypothesizes that individuals who have found a secure 

base in their parents will be more likely to adjust to these and other strange situations. 

 Much of the literature that adheres to the attachment model has investigated 

the parent-child relationship and its influence on adolescent outcomes.  A few 

researchers have offered studies with emerging adults as the sample population 

(Soroku and Weissbrod 2005; Taub 1997; Kenny and Rice 1995; Kenny and Sirin 

2006).  While this literature has measured psychological wellness as a dependent 

variable, there are no known studies that test whether or not this relationship also aids 

in the achievement of adulthood. This study will contribute significantly to this gap in 

the literature as well as help researchers understand the continued affect that a parent-

child relationship has throughout the life course. 

Social Control Theory 

 While the psychological constructs of attachment are helpful in explaining the 

importance of the parent-child relationship, sociologists emphasize the social nature of 

this interaction.    The language of a “secure base” that is found in the psychology 

literature becomes “social control” in sociology.  Control theories assume that the 

greater bond an individual has to society, the less likely he or she is to commit 

delinquent acts and the more likely he or she will act normatively (Durkheim 1961; 

Hirschi 1969; Nye 1958/75).  Indirect control by parents was described by Nye 

(1958/75) who found that as negative feelings toward parents decreased, social control 

increased.  Hirschi (1969) describes the interconnected elements of bond in four ways: 
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attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief.  Briefly, attachment is the idea that 

strong social attachments to family, peers or school, for instance, encourage 

conformity while weak ones promote deviance.  Commitment implies that an 

individual acts rationally and makes choices out of fear of consequences, thus 

exhibiting a commitment to conventional norms.  The concept of involvement 

assumes that the more time a person spends doing conventional things, the less time 

they will have for deviant acts.  And finally, Hirschi uses belief to describe an 

individual’s adherence to a set of rules that he or she is socialized to believe as valid 

(1969). 

 Hirschi and later researchers have used social control theory to understand the 

likelihood of a person to commit a crime based on the individual’s attachment to 

parental figures (1969, Magnino 2009, Rankin and Kern 1994, Cernkovich and 

Giordano 1987).  Other studies indicate that youth who are more highly attached to 

their parents are also more likely to avoid early pregnancy and are less likely to 

engage in sexually risky behaviors (Fisher, Fisher, and Rye 1995; Gillmore et al. 

2002; Luster and Small 1994). Research indicates that individuals who are more 

highly attached to one or more parents are less likely to report having committed 

delinquent behaviors such as drug use, truancy, theft or acting out violently (Rankin 

and Kern 1994).   

 Avoiding delinquent behaviors, crime resulting in incarceration, dropping out 

of school, or quitting sustainable employment, may be assumed to facilitate successful 

achievement of independence.  Previous literature has examined each of these factors 
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individually, but has failed to investigate the effect of parental attachment on 

becoming an independent adult.  This study contributes to the emerging adulthood 

literature as it examines becoming independent from parents and the role a parent-

child relationship has on this achievement. 

Connecting Two Theories:  Attachment and Social Control 

 Both attachment theory and social control theory provide a helpful framework 

for understanding how the parent-child relationship can affect various outcomes.  

Attachment stresses the ability of an individual to explore his or her environment and 

avoid debilitating psychological stresses when encountering a strange situation.  This 

theory helps us understand the push or launching mechanism that theoretically is a 

product of a secure parent-child relationship.  Even a child with more advanced 

cognitive reasoning capacities, such as an adolescent or emerging adult, might respond 

out of this attached relationship in the same way a child does.  For example, an 

emerging adult who feels securely attached to his or her parent might feel secure in a 

strange situation such as living in one’s own apartment.  Attachment researchers have 

yet to fully understand how far into human development the affects of attachment may 

reach.  This research will contribute to this endeavor. 

 Social control theory adds to our understanding by explaining why the parent-

child relationship deters emerging adults from entering into delinquent acts that 

prohibit individuals from becoming successful adults.  This type of control can be seen 

as the pull or prohibitive force that keeps the child from delinquency such as dropping 
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out of school, committing crimes, or quitting a full time job.  Therefore, understanding 

the influence of a parent on the life of a child can been seen through a complementary 

push and pull forces as represented in Figure 2.1 above. 

 Becoming independent requires the emerging adult to confidently launch into 

strange and unknown situations while also avoiding circumstances that would delay or 

prohibit these same achievements.  The current study uses the above model to explain 

how two theories of parent-child relationship attachment work together to both push 

and pull an individual towards independence.   

Social Forces Affecting the Parent-Child Relationship 

 Once the theoretical foundation is clearly laid that this attached relationship 

matters, it is critical to understand the social variations of parent-child relationship. 

Social forces such as age, race, class, gender, and family structure affect the 

relationship a child has with his or her parent.  Therefore these factors must be taken 

into consideration when creating a model that tests for the causation of the parent-

child relationship alone.  The following review of literature will capture what is 

currently understood about the parent-child relationship in relation to these various 

social background characteristics.  It must be noted that in no case is this literature 

exhaustive.  Kenny, for instance, reports in her anthology of parental attachment that 

literature examining the variation in parental attachment by race, gender and sexuality 

“remains limited” (In Demick and Andreoletti 2003).  This study aims to contribute to 

the limitations currently expressed by leading researchers. 
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Race and Parent-Child Relationship 
 
 Two studies indicate that Black adolescents reported higher levels of intimacy 

with their parents than did their White peers (Cernkovich and Giordano 1987; 

Giordano, Cernkovich and DeMaris 1993).  In their study of adolescents ages 12 to 19, 

Giordano and her colleagues found that Black students scored significantly higher on 

items measuring the level of intimacy with parents (1993).  In addition, Hinderlie and 

Kenny (1999) looked at the college adjustment of Black students and found a positive 

association between adjustment and parental attachment. These studies give support to 

the argument that race matters when considering parent-child relationships.   

 While these studies focus specifically on Black late adolescents, studies 

regarding the connections between parents and children of other races are clearly 

missing from the attachment literature.  Central to the study of the experiences of 

racial minorities is the work of Portes and Rumbaut (2001).  Their work, which 

focuses on the experiences of 5,262 second-generation immigrants, investigates the 

measures of parent-child conflict and family cohesion.  They found that Latino youth 

have the most cohesive families as well as the lowest levels of parent-child conflict.  

Comparatively, Asian youth report lower levels of family cohesion and higher levels 

of parent-child conflict, particularly among Hmong and Cambodian respondents.  The 

work of Portes and Rumbaut supports the notion that the nature of the parent-child 

relationship differs by ethnicity.  It is not clear, however, what the exact differences 

may be.  This study will look specifically at the variations found in multiple racial 

categories. 
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Social Class and Parent-Child Relationship 

 Social class influences many interactions between parents and children. Lareau 

(2003) discusses the concept of “concerted cultivation” to describe the type of middle-

class child-rearing that transmits important life skills such as language use, reasoning 

and personal advocacy within institutions.  These attributes provide capital that 

emerging adults will eventually use to negotiate the institutions of education and work 

life found within the social norms which reflect those of the middle-class family.  

Working-class and poor children are at a distinct disadvantage as their parents interact 

with a style that fosters the “accomplishment of natural growth” (Lareau 2003), which 

is not ultimately valued in adult institutions such as higher education and the work 

place.  For example, if two individuals were denied a job, the child raised under the 

concerted cultivation model might contact the employer to petition the denial, while 

the child raised under the natural growth model would be more inclined to accept the 

rejection as final. 

 While this study explains one way in which the parent-child relationship could 

affect the transition to adulthood, the question remains as to whether there are class-

based distinctions in the closeness of parent-child relationships.  In her 2005 study, 

Bogard indicates that the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services states that 

“youths of ages 12-17 years in the United States whose families make over $100,000 a 

year report feeling very close to their parents less than do all other teens from various 

socioeconomic backgrounds.”  This finding would suggest that emerging adults who 

come from lower income families would be more likely to exhibit a close relationship 
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with one or both of their parents.  This study will examine this bivariate relationship 

and use this factor as a control for the net effect of parental attachment on adulthood 

transitions. 

Gender and Parent-Child Relationship 
 
 While both race and class indicate variability in the parent-child relationship, 

gender appears to have the most salient affect of these three factors.  An examination 

of literature regarding the gendered nature of the parent-child relationship reveals that 

mothers and daughters experience a closer bond than do mothers and sons (Thorton et 

al 1995).  Among college students, women are more likely to have a close relationship 

with both parents, indicated by calling home more frequently and the sharing of 

deeply personal issues (Sorokuo and Weissbrod 2005). 

 In addition to examining the gender of the child, literature indicates that there 

is variability in perceived attachment according to the gender of the parent.  Some 

studies indicate that youth are more highly attached to their mothers than they are to 

their fathers (Silverstein, Bengtson and Lawton 1997; Rice, Cunningham, & Young 

1997).   It is clear that gender plays a role in the parent-child relationship and therefore 

must be examined as a control variable in this study’s models.   
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Family Structure 
 
 The evidence in previous literature is not conclusive regarding the effect a 

divorce has on the attachment of a child to their parents.  Bucx and van Wel (2008) 

state that in their sample of 1,064 young adult respondents, there is a negative 

association between parental divorce and attachment.  On the contrary, in a study of 

the divorced families of 200 young adult children, Carranza Kilmann and Vandemia 

(2009) concluded that the personality style of the parent was an indicator of 

attachment felt by the child, but not the divorce itself. This study will look at the 

attachment levels for children of both stable and divorced. 

Age in the Life Course 
 
 The final possible predictor of attachment considers the notion that the 

developmental stage of the child within the life course.  Blos (1979) argues that 

attachment lessens as a child becomes more independent, which hinges on the 

individuation and separation theory.  Stryker (1968) argues to the contrary, stating that 

as children achieve the same adult roles as their parents, they express greater 

sentiments of attachment and understanding.  Contributing to this notion, Buck and 

van Wel (2008) find that the more markers of adulthood that individuals have 

achieved, the closer they will feel to their parents. The project at hand will test this to 

determine if the same phenomena holds true for the sample under investigation. 
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Figure 2.2 Social Forces and Parent-Child Relational Variability 

 
 The interaction between various social forces and the closeness of the parent-

child relationship is depicted in Figure 2.2 above.  As described in the above review of 

literature, each of these variables could have an impact on how close or attached a 

child feels to his or her parent.  

BECOMING INDEPENDENT IN THE TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD 

 The crux of this study is to determine whether or not a positive parent-child 

relationship increases the probability of becoming an independent adult.  The 

following pages will review what is known about this period of life called emerging 

adulthood and describe the variations in becoming an independent adult. 

 First, that background of this stage in the life course must be established.  How 

does a young adult know when they have completed their transition out of adolescence 

and successfully arrived at adulthood?  Adulthood is a complicated concept that has 

different meanings to different individuals, as this review of literature will show. 
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 The period of life between ages 18 and 25 has been termed “emerging 

adulthood” by Jeffery J. Arnett (2004).  Arnett is a psychologist who conducted years 

of research using interviews, focus groups, and surveys to better understand what was 

happening during this period of life. He outlined five distinctive characteristics of 

individuals during this period.   First, it is a time of identity exploration in realms such 

as love, work, and beliefs.  Emerging adults typically experiment with several sexual 

partners, try out different majors in college, and may skip around from one short-term 

job to another.  Second, there is prolific instability in emerging adults as they leave 

home and often return.  Arnett explains that in the 1920’s only about 20% of 

individuals returned home after leaving, compared with today where just over half 

return home (2004). Third, individuals are often self focused as they attempt to chart 

their course for the remainder of their lives.  Their primary interests lie in establishing 

their educational trajectory and finding the “right” job or job-track.  Fourth, emerging 

adults also feel in-between, not a teen but not quite an adult.  Many want the freedom 

to create their own daily schedules, but still covet the financially security that comes 

from parents or caregivers.  Finally, emerging adults have a sense that their futures are 

full of possibilities and open to a variety of courses. 

 In addition to describing the nature of this period of life, Arnett asked his 

subjects to identify how they know they have reached adulthood.  His qualitative 

research found that the following three main features of being an adult can more 

concretely mark arrival into full adulthood: accepting responsibility for yourself, 

making independent decisions, and becoming financially independent (Arnett 2004).  
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The first and second markers, accepting responsibility for oneself and making 

independent decisions, indicated that individuals made choices in sex, work, and 

education, and then reaped the rewards or paid the consequences for those decisions.  

His respondents also felt that adults would cease asking parents and family for money 

or expecting them to provide food and shelter.  The essential concept in becoming 

adult according to Arnett’s studies is independence from parents. 

 While Arnett’s study focuses on three essential psychological and 

developmental tasks, other researchers have commonly used various concrete 

measures of adulthood, such as getting married/partnering, leaving home, having 

children, starting work, and finishing school (Settersten et al. 2005).  In an effort to 

further examine when individuals “feel like an adult,” Shanahan and his colleagues 

(2005) have determined that cohabiting or marriage, having at least one child, and 

owning a home or renting an apartment to be clear markers.   In their study one 

thousand ninth graders were surveyed annually for 11 years.  They asked under what 

circumstances those respondents “felt like an adult.”  Shanahan and his colleagues 

explain that people “feel like an adult” under different conditions, such as when they 

are with romantic partners as opposed to when they are with their parents.  Individuals 

were also most likely to feel like an adult when they were financially independent, 

became married or cohabiting, and became a parent (Shanahan et al. 2005).   Again, 

the common thread in these studies is independence. 

 In a third major study that explains how people conceptualize adulthood, 

Furstenberg and his colleagues report that most individuals understand adulthood as 
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(1) the completion of one’s education, (2) becoming financially independent and (3) 

working full-time (2004).  Their information was gathered from a series of questions 

that were added to the General Social Survey in 2002.  In the same data, only about 

half of the respondents felt that getting married and having a child were markers of 

achieving adulthood status, implying that these markers merely represent lifestyle 

choices.  

 Each of these researchers has contributed to the understanding of what it 

means to move from one developmental stage to the next: adolescence to emerging 

adulthood to full adulthood.  While education, partnering and becoming a parent are in 

fact common occurrences in adulthood, they each represent individual lifestyle choices 

that many adults do not choose and therefore are flawed measures of adulthood.  

Therefore, this study will use the pervasive idea, consistent within all of the above 

research, that a clear indicator of adulthood is independence.  The following pages 

will show the variation in and give definition to independence. 

Leaving the Nest as Independence 

 In the United States, the cultural trend as children age is to leave their parents’ 

home and establish themselves in autonomous households.  The psychological 

constructs of adulthood mentioned by Arnett (2004), independent decision making and 

being responsible for oneself, confirm that living independently from one’s natal 

household signifies a significant step in achieving adulthood. 
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 The transition from living with parents to living on one’s own is not as 

straightforward as it may have been in previous generations.  Historically, when a 

child reached age 18, he or she went to college if from a middle class family, or got a 

full time job and subsequently moved out on their own.  However, as indicated above, 

studies show that emerging adults are living with their parents in greater numbers than 

ever before (Fussell and Furstenberg 2004).   In their study of the labor market 

experiences of emerging adults, Hill and Hozer (2007) cite that in 1985, 45% of the 

young adults ages twenty to twenty-two in their sample lived with parents, while in 

2003 that figure jumped to 57%.  This indicates that more emerging adults are 

choosing to live with parents than in recent decades.  Rumbaut (2006) points out that 

in the 2000 census roughly one third of individuals ages 18 to 34 still lived with their 

parents or in the home of their youth. 

 What factors contribute to a person’s likelihood of leaving the nest?  In their 

data, Hill and Hozer (2007) determined that individuals who were most likely to live 

at home in 2002 were individuals without a college degree orenrolled in a four-year 

college. Hispanic males, Black females and, according to their study, those from 

higher income families are more likely to live at home than those from lower income 

levels.  This means that, according to this study, independent individuals are most 

likely enrolled in a four-year college or university, have a bachelor’s degree, are non-

Hispanic females, non-Black males or come from lower income families. 

 In contrast to the study by Hill and Hozer (2007), Rumbaut’s study (2004) 

indicates that with respect to sex, 52% of males and 59% of females ages 18 to 24 had 
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moved out of their parents’ home.  As the age range increases, 81.9% of males and 

86.4% of females ages 25 to 29 had left home.  These figures show that despite the age 

of this individual, females are more likely to leave the nest than are males. 

 Another pivotal study investigates the nest-leaving practices of 18 to 30 year 

olds, using U.S. Census data from 1970 and 2000 (Yelowitz 2007).  This study 

confirms earlier notions that independent living varies by demographic characteristic 

and over time.  This study shows that the older a person is, the more likely he or she is 

to live independently.  Also, individuals who live in areas with higher housing costs 

are more likely to remain living with their parents.  Yelowitz concludes that over the 

last 30 years, individuals have become less likely to live independently.  

 In light of the aforementioned research, the present study will investigate 

whether or not parental attachment is related to living independently while controlling 

for the salient characteristics that predict nest leaving:  age, race/ethnicity, gender, 

family SES, bachelor’s degree achievement status, and educational status.  These 

variables have demonstrated predictive value in leaving one’s natal home. 

Variability On the Path to Adulthood 

 In addition to understanding independence as described above, it is helpful to 

see how and in what ways various populations achieve independence.  The following 

pages will give detail to the varied adulthood trajectories that are experienced by 

emerging adults.   
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 There are three key studies that examine the different ways that emerging 

adults reach their destination. Mouw (2005) uses life-history data from the National 

Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY79), which annually surveyed over twelve 

thousand individuals from 1979 to 1998.  Using the five basic markers of adulthood, 

Mouw found that the order in which individuals achieve all five markers has no 

significant effect on income at age thirty-five.  However, the timing of events such as 

first marriage and when work started had a significant effect on income attainment. 

 Another study that examined variability in the transition to adulthood indicated 

that men and women had significantly different paths (Sandefur, Eggerline-Boeck, 

Park 2005).  These researchers used two datasets, High School and Beyond (HSB) and 

the National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS), to look at who was more likely 

to avoid behaviors that delay independence, such as dropping out of school or having a 

child early in life.  They discovered that men were most likely to fall into one of four 

classes related to education attainment and family formation in the following order.  

(1) Limited postsecondary education and married with children  
(2) Limited postsecondary education and no family  
(3) BA or higher and married with children  
(4) BA or higher and no family.   

 
Women however landed in the following sequential classes.   

(1) Limited postsecondary education and married with children  
(2) BA or higher and no family 
(3) BA or higher and married with children  
(4) Limited postsecondary education and child/children   
 

This study is useful because it depicts that men are more likely to postpone marriage 

and women are slightly more likely to attain a Bachelor’s degree.  Both of these 
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factors, the authors indicate, lead to greater economic success and eventual 

independence. 

 The third study of interest explores the varied paths to adulthood (Osgood, 

Ruth, Eccles, Jacobs and Barber 2005). This study sampled youth from Michigan in 

1999 (n=1,410).  Using latent class analysis, the researchers determined the 

probability that individuals would follow certain paths to adulthood.  Dividing their 

study into typologies, “educated singles,” or individuals with a Bachelor’s degree who 

were not married, constitute the largest group within their sample.  The next largest 

group was “educated partners,” or those who have a degree and are married.  Their 

findings support the assertion that emerging adulthood is a diverse and elongated 

process (Arnett 2004). 

 In summary, the above review of the literature shows that becoming 

independent hinges on various social predictors. Specifically, the literature indicates 

that being older, female, White, not enrolled in a four-year college or university, or 

having a Bachelor’s degree all have positive predictive value in attaining 

independence (Hill and Hozer 2007; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Rumbaut 2004; 

Goldscheider, Thornton and Young-DeMarco 1993.)  This study will build on 

previous research and examine a further possible predictor of becoming independent – 

that is a strong parent-child relationship. 
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CONNECTING PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIP AND INDEPENDENCE 

 This review of literature has explained that parents affect the development and 

potential life transitions of their children.  Attachment theory and control theory help 

articulate both the push and pull forces that parents exert on their children. 

 Next, the literature review detailed the understanding of independence and the 

variations within social variations.  This study takes the theoretical framework of 

attachment and control and applies them to becoming independent.  In Figure 2.3 

below, a conceptual model for this study shows how the parent-child relationship 

influences independence. In essence, this study hypothesizes that the greater 

attachment children have to their parent(s), the more likely these children are to 

become independent. 

Figure 2.3 Conceptual Model for Predicting Independence 
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Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses are derived from the previously cited literature regarding 

becoming independent and from the theoretical framework that parental attachment 

affects a child’s trajectory.  

Hypothesis 1:  High parental attachment in youth will have a positive influence on 

being independent in emerging adulthood. 

Hypothesis 2: Being older will have a positive affect on independence. 

Hypothesis 3:  Females are more likely to be independent than males. 

Hypothesis 4:  Individuals from families with lower SES will be more likely to be 

independent than those of higher SES. 

Hypothesis 5:  Being White will have a positive affect on independence. 

Hypothesis 6:  Not being currently enrolled in a four-year college will have a positive 

affect on being independent. 

Hypothesis 6:  Having a Bachelor’s degree will have a positive affect on being 

independent. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

DATA 

 This study tests the hypothesis that parental attachment has a positive influence 

on becoming independent in emerging adults.  In order to do this, a secondary analysis 

of the public-use data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health 

(Add Health) Wave III is conducted.  The strength of conducting a secondary data 

analysis of a large representative national database over other forms of social inquiry 

is that one is able to observe broad patterns in social behaviors within an extensive 

number of cases that just would not be feasible using individual interviews or focus 

groups. 

 Why Add Health?   These data represent a longitudinal study of youth in three 

waves, conducted from the time the respondents were ages 13 to 17 (1994-1995) 

through the third wave (2001-2002), at which time these respondents were ages 18 to 

28.  The sampling frame for Add Health was a database of 80 high schools that were 

selected to represent all U.S. schools with respect to region of the country, urbanicity, 

size, type, and ethnicity.  Oversamples were drawn for the final data that included 

ethnicity, saturation, disabled status, and genetics.  Germane to the current study is 

that oversampling for race and ethnicity included Blacks from well-educated families 

(a parent with a college degree), Chinese, Cubans and Puerto Ricans.   
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 In addition to the in-school questionnaire, parents or guardians of the 

respondents completed an in-home questionnaire for Wave I and an in-home interview 

for Wave II.  Finally, in Wave III, in-home interviews were conducted, questionnaires 

were given and education data was collected.  In this wave of data collection, partners 

were also interviewed and saliva and urine specimens were collected.  In comparison 

to other datasets that attempt to capture youth behavior, Add Health is superior due to 

its broad sampling. 

 The second strength of using Add Health in this study is found in the scope of 

its variables.  In the first wave of data, which was used to fill in some of the missing 

information in this study, there are over 2000 variables, when considered as a whole, 

depict in part the lives of these youth.  The Wave III data contains an equally broad 

scope of variables.  However most important to this study is that this dataset includes 

questions regarding the child’s relationship with their parents.  Because this variable is 

of key theoretical interest, it was important to find data that both had respondents in 

the emerging adulthood age range and contained information about the nature of the 

relationship between parent and child. 

VARIABLE DESCRIPTIONS 

 Dependent Variable.  The objective of this study is to focus on independence 

as it is affected by parental attachment.  The dependent variable, independence, is 

conceptualized by residential status.  Independence is defined as living in one’s own 

dwelling, not with parents or in group-quarters.  All known previous research in this 
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area has focused on independence as comprising several different measurements such 

as residential independence, working full time or making a wage that is above the 

poverty level (Yelowitz 2007; Goldsheider et al 1993; Danziger and Rouse 2007; Hill 

and Hozer 2007).   

 Previous research has operationalized residential independence as living on 

one’s own or in group-quarters (dormitories and military barracks; Goldscheider, 

Thornton, Young-DeMarco 1993).  However, considering that the previously 

mentioned study found that college students and those in the military often return 

home before making a final departure, the present study will not include group 

quarters living as independence.   

 This study operationalizes independence as physically living apart from family 

(see Appendix A for full description of questions.)  The independent respondents 

identified that they lived in “their own place” and not in another person’s place or 

group quarters, which is consistent with indicators used in previous research (Danziger 

and Rouse 2007, Hill and Hozer 2007, Yelowitz 2007).  One half of the sample was 

identified as independent. 

 Parental Attachment.  The key concept of theoretical interest is the effect of 

parental attachment on independence.  While research in psychology uses a very 

formal and in-depth instrument to operationalize parental attachment (The Parental 

Attachment Questionnaire, Kenny and Sirin 2006), this study will follow sociological 

research that looks at measures of self-described feelings of closeness or attachment to 
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one’s parental figures (Haynie 2001, Mangino 2009).  In order to account for a time 

ordered sequence, Wave 1 data, collected in adolescence, is used to determine parental 

attachment as a predictor of independence in emerging adulthood.  Parental 

attachment is computed using the mean of two questions for the respondent’s mother 

and father: “How close do you feel to your mother/father?” and “How much do you 

think your mother/father cares for you?”  These two questions consistently have 

significantly strong correlations for each parental figure (Pearson’s r2= +.574 to +.7, 

p<.01).   

 Respondents had five response options on a Likert-scale ranging from “not 

close at all” to “extremely close.”  Parental attachment is the mean across the four 

questions for both parental figures.  In this study, all results were rounded to the 

nearest whole number to account for the low number of cases that fell between the 

integer ranges.  The result was a five-category ordinal variable ranging from “very low 

attachment” to “high attachment.” 

 A second parental attachment variable was also constructed from Wave 3 data 

to determine whether or not attachment changed over time.  This data asked similar 

questions about previous residential parents.  Again, the same two items were selected 

for both the previous residential mother and father.  There was a net change of -.24 in 

parental attachment in Wave 3 when compared to Wave 1.  This indicates that parental 

attachment decreased slightly over time, but still continues to remain high in emerging 

adults. 
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 Preliminary analysis of Wave I attachment indicates that it is highly skewed: 

88% of the respondents scored a 4 or 5 with a mean of 4.43 and a standard deviation 

of 0.5.   This indicates the most children feel very close to their parents.  Following the 

work previous researchers (Haynie 2001, Magnino 2009), parental attachment was 

converted into a dummy variable, which indicated whether or not the respondents 

were “highly attached” to their parents or not.  This categorical variable was recoded 

to a binary variable where scores of 4 or higher signified that the respondent was 

“highly attached” (79.5% of the sample), while scores of less than 4 indicated “low” 

attachment (20.5% of the sample).   

 Control Variables.  The final models include several controls for demographic 

and family characteristics that prior research suggests are associated with emerging 

adult independence.  The following is a description of the construction of these 

variables.  Missing values for each variable were coded as missing in final regression 

models and therefore not included in the final analysis. 

 Age.  The emerging adults in this study ranged in age from 18 to 27. Age was 

previously calculated by the original researchers using the date of birth given in Wave 

I of the study.  The average age of the individuals in this sample was 21.84. 

 Gender.  In the public use data, a variable for biological sex is given with two 

response categories, one male and the other female.  This was coded to a dummy 

variable with males=0 and females=1.  About 54% of the respondents identified as 

female. 
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 Race.  In the in-home survey, respondents were able to select their racial 

identity from among many categories and subcategories.  The original data were then 

coded into general categories including Hispanic, Black, Asian, Native 

American/Pacific Islander, White, and other.  

 Research by Hill and Hozer (2007) indicated that Black females and Hispanic 

males were most likely to not live independently from their parents.  They also 

indicate that Whites are most likely to live independently from their parents.  

Therefore, White is used as the reference variable with all other races excluded in the 

final models (White, not Hispanic=1, Not White=0). 

 Family SES.   Parental education was used as the proxy for family SES because 

of the strong association between education and socioeconomic status (Bearman and 

Moody 2004; Haynie et al. 2004, Magnino 2009).  Consistent with previous research, 

in a family with two parents, the highest level of education between the two parents 

was used.  This variable was ordinal in nature and included the ten levels listed as 

follows. 

1. Never went to school 
2. Eighth grade or less 
3. Greater than eighth grade/didn’t graduate high school 
4. Business/trade/vocational school instead of high school 
5. Completed GED 
6. High school graduate 
7. Business/trade/vocational school after high school 
8. College/didn’t graduate 
9. Graduated from college or university 
10. Professional training beyond four-year college or university 

 



	   	   34	  

	  
	  

This variable construction is consistent with previous research that uses parental 

education as a proxy for SES (Magnino 2009, Bearman and Moody 2004, Haynie 

2001).  The average family SES was 7.06. 

 Family Structure.  This variable refers to individuals who are from families in 

which parents are divorced or separated compared with stable two-parent families.  It 

is constructed using information from the Wave 3 in-home questionnaire that asked 

first if the respondent’s parents with whom he or she lived in adolescence (previous 

residential mom and dad) were still living together in the same household.  Individuals 

who had parents who were no longer living together were coded “0” while the rest 

were coded “1,” indicating that the parents of their adolescence were still together.  

Eleven percent of the population comes from presumably separated divorced families. 

 In School.  As previously noted, individuals who are currently enrolled in a 4-

year college or university are less likely to be independent (Hill and Hozer 2007).  To 

control for this, a variable called “In_School” was constructed from two items that 

asked whether or not the respondent was currently in school and in what type of 

school he or she was enrolled.  Individuals who were currently enrolled in a four-year 

college or university were identified as "in school" (1=not in school, 0=currently in 

school).  Two-thirds of the sample indicated that they were not enrolled in a four-year 

institution. 

 Completed Bachelor’s Degree.  This variable was a dummy variable 

constructed from an item, which asked respondents whether or not they had completed 

either a BA or a BS degree (1=yes, 0=no).  Only 11.5% of the sample had already 
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earned a bachelor’s degree.  Descriptive statistics for all of the variables discussed 

above are shown in Table 3.1 below. 

Table 3.1  Descriptive Statistics for All Variables 
Variable Mean Range % of N N # Missing % Missing 

Age    21.82 18-27  4882 0 00.0 
Sex 
     Male 
    Female 

- 
 

0-1  
46.1 
53.9 

4882 
 

0 00.0 

Race 
     White 
     Hispanic 
     Black 
     Asian 
     Nat. Am/Pac. Is. 

-  
 
 

 
58.9 
09.9 
24.9 
04.2 
02.2 

4876 
2870 
482 
1213 
203 
108 

6 00.12 

Family SES 07.10 0-10 - 4794 19 00.40 
Family Structure 
     Divorce 
     Stable 

- 0-1  
11.4 
88.6 

3230 
367 
2863 

1652 33.80 

Parental 
Attachment 
     Very Low 
     Low 
     Moderate 
    High 
    Very High 

04.07 0-5 
 

 
00.2 
02.8 
17.5 
49.1 
30.3 

6370 
11 
134 
845 
2370 
1463 

134 02.06 

Parental Attachment 
     Low Attachment 
     High Attachment 

00.79 0-1 
 

 
20.5 
79.5 

6370 
990 
3834 

134 02.06 

Independence 
     Not Independent 
     Independent 

00.50 0-1  
50.3 
49.7 

4881 
2458 
2423 

1 00.00 

Enrollment 
     Not Enrolled 
     Enrolled 

00.83 0-1  
16.8 
83.2 

6504 
1094 
5410 

0 00.00 

SOURCE:  The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave III
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ANALYTICAL APPROACH 

 First parental attachment is examined as a dependent variable.  Then parental 

attachment is examined as a dependent variable to independence.  Independence 

variation is explored followed by a multivariate analyses to evaluate the hypothesis 

that parental relationship positively affects independence.  Using logistic regression 

techniques, seven models were constructed and analyzed.  Model 1 is the baseline 

model that examines the effect of Wave 1 parental attachment on independence in 

Wave 3.  Each successive model added an independent variable in order to determine 

which variables contribute to independence, as depicted in Table 3.2 below.  

Comparing the Naglekerke R-square statistic in each model shows the difference in 

the model strength compared to the first model.    

Table 3.2  Logistic Regression Models 
Dependent 
Variable 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Independence W1 Parental 
Attachment 

W1 Parental 
Attachment 

W1 Parental 
Attachment 

  Age Age 
   Female 
 

Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
W1 Parental 
Attachment 

W1 Parental 
Attachment 

W1 Parental 
Attachment 

W1 Parental 
Attachment 

Age Age Age Age 
Female Female Female Female 
White White White White 
 Family SES Family SES Family SES 
  Not in School Not in School 
   Completed BA/BS 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

FINDINGS 

 The guiding hypothesis for this study is that a strong parent-child relationship 

in adolescence has a positive influence on living independently from parents in 

emerging adulthood.  The following pages will first explore parental attachment and 

then the variability in independence.  The final section will look at the predictors of 

independence within this emerging adult sample.  

Parental Attachment 

 Among the Add Health respondents, both adolescents and emerging adults 

show a strong parental attachment.  Figure 4.1 below depicts the differences in 

attachment levels between Wave 1 adolescents, ages 12 to 18, and their responses as 

emerging adults, ages 18 to 27, in Wave 3.    

Figure 4.1.  Comparative Parental Attachment Percentages 

 
Source:  The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave 1 and 3 
Wave 1 N=6370, Wave 3 N=4675 
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Both measures of attachment are negatively skewed in their distribution, with Wave 1 

responses showing 90.7% “high” or “very high” attachment levels and Wave 3 

responses with 82.9% “high” or “very high” attachment levels.  This indicates that 

while respondents expressed highly attached relationships with their parental figures 

in both adolescence and emerging adulthood, there is a slight decrease in average 

attachment as the respondents aged. 

 The remaining analysis will use parental attachment as recorded in Wave 1, 

unless otherwise indicated. Researchers have indicated that women are more likely to 

express attachment to their parents (Thornton et al. 1995; Sorokuo and Weissbrod 

2005), males in the current study expressed a statistically significant higher degree of 

parental attachment (p=.001, N=4801).  When measuring the strength of this 

relationship it was found that gender explains 6% of the variation in parental 

attachment (Cramer’s V=.06). 

 With respect to age, there was little variation and no statistical differences 

among the means for either Wave 1 attachment or Wave 3 attachment.  This came as 

no surprise since there was no known literature to support the notion that age should 

make a difference in parental attachment.  However, one study does indicate that 

parental attachment often increases with the achievement of adulthood markers (Bucx 

and van Wel 2008).  To test this hypothesis, cross-tabulations were conducted between 

parental attachment and the number of adulthood markers each individual had 

achieved:  completing High School diploma/earning GED, working full time, living 

independently, partnering and becoming a parent.  There was no statistical difference 
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between individuals who had achieved more of the adulthood markers than those who 

had achieved fewer for either measure of attachment. 

 Next, the effects of race and family SES on level of attachment were 

considered.  According to the literature, Asians are less likely to express sentiments of 

attachment toward their parents (Kenney 2006).  When this hypothesis was tested, 

Asians had the lowest percentage of responses in the high attachment category.  While 

it was not statistically significant, it may contribute to the Kenney’s (2006) assertion 

that Asians are less apt to express extreme emotional connectedness.  This claim, 

however, merits further investigation. 

 In regards to family SES, the literature indicates that individuals from higher-

income families show lower parental attachment (Bogard 2001).  Initial observation of 

the interaction between family SES and the two measures of parental attachment did 

not show any patterns or statistically significant differences (N=4881).  This was in 

part due, however, to the low numbers of cases found in many of the cells.  To account 

for these low numbers of cases, both variables were collapsed into general categories 

using high and low attachment for the parental attachment variable (Haynie 2009) and 

five categories for family SES: No GED/High School diploma, GED/High School 

diploma, some education beyond HS but no bachelor’s degree, earned bachelor’s 

degree and professional training beyond the bachelor’s degree.  

 While parental attachment at Wave 3 showed no statistical significance, Wave 

1 attachment showed a weak positive correlation (p<.05, Cramer’s V=.048).  Figure 
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4.2 below depicts the comparison of attachment as recorded at Wave 1 with Wave 3.  

This reveals that there is no association between Wave 3 measures of attachment and 

family SES.  Wave 1 measures of attachment show that attachment increases slightly 

as family SES increases.  This is in direct opposition to the aforementioned literature 

(Bogard 2001) that states higher SES families typically have lower levels of 

attachment. 

Figure 4.2. Parental Attachment, by Family Education 

 
Source:  The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave 1 and 3 
Wave 1 N=4714, Wave 3 N=4739, p<.05, Cramer’s V=.048 
 

 Family structure was the next social background characteristic to be 

considered.  The bivariate analysis confirms with statistical significance the literature 

stating that people from divorced families express lower levels of attachment as 

measured at Wave 3 (Bucx and van Wel 2008, p=<.01, N=3220), while attachment 

measured at Wave 1 showed no statistical significant difference.  For Wave 3, 84.1% 
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of individuals from stable homes were highly attached while only 71.3% of 

individuals from divorced homes expressed high parental attachment.   

 Each of the independent variables was examined in a correlation matrix to 

determine whether or not multicollinearity was present.  The results indicate that there 

was no evidence of multicollinearity. Table 4.1 on the following page presents 

summary statistics on the variation in parental attachment for the background variables 

that previous studies have found to influence attachment.  
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Table 4.1. High Parental Attachment at Wave 1 

 High Parental Attachment 
 % Phi or Cramer’s V N 

Independent 88.6*** -.051 1226 
Not Independent 91.9  3140 
    
Controls    

Gender    
     Females 89.3*** -.064 2304 
     Males 92.9  2063 
Race    
     White 81.0*** .039 2324 
     Black 78.2  948 
     Hispanic 76.2  367 
     Asian 72.1  146 
     Native Am.  74.0  79 
Family Structure    
     Non-divorced 84.1*** .107 261 
     Divorced 71.3  2401 
Enrollment Status    
     Not enrolled 90.4** .036 3323 
     Enrolled 92.8  1037 
Family SES    
     <HS Diploma 89.1* .048 488 
     HS Diploma/GED 89.4  1125 
     BA/BS 92.7  800 
     >BA/BS 91.9  693 
 Mean  Range 
Age 21.84***  18-27 
Marker Completion 2.82  0-5 

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
Source: The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave 1 
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Independence 

 The dependent variable in this study was operationalized as living away from 

parents, which this study refers to as “independence.”   Half of the respondents in this 

sample live in their own place (apartment, house or trailer, for instance) as depicted in 

Figure 4.3 below.  The next largest group consists of those who live with their parents 

or 39% of the sample.  The final eleven percent of the sample live either in another 

person’s home, in group-quarters, or “other” arrangement. 

Figure 4.3.  Living Arrangements of Emerging Adults 

 
Source:  The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave 3, 2001-2002 
N=4881 
 
 Focusing first on bivariate analyses in Table 4.2 below, cross tabulation results 

indicate that there respondents with lower levels of attachment are more likely to be 

independent than their more highly attached peers (p<.001, Phi=-.078).  This finding 

runs in opposition to the hypothesis that higher attachment will predict independence.  
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Table 4.2. Independence, by All Independent Variables 

 Independent 
 % Phi or Cramer’s V N 

Parental Attachment    
     High Attachment: W1 30.2*** -.078 1320 
     Low Attachment: W1 42.9  186 
Controls    

Gender    
     Females 53.1*** -.074 1395 
     Males 45.7  1028 
Race    
     White 33.5* .048 961 
     Black 30.3  367 
     Hispanic 30.9  149 
     Asian 23.6  48 
     Native Am.  31.5  34 
Enrollment Status    
     Not enrolled 51.9*** -.085 1950 
     Enrolled 41.8  467 
Degree Attainment    
     No Degree 47.6*** .116 2052 
     Has Degree 65.7  369 
  Gamma Range 
Age 21.84*** .021 18-27 
Family SES 07.03 .003 1-10 
    

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
Source:  National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave 1 and 3.  W1 = Wave 1 

 When sex is considered, cross tabulation results indicate that females were 

more independent than their male peers (p<.001, Phi = -.074).   This confirmed 

findings from Rumbaut (2006), in which he describes 2000 U.S. Census data, 

indicating that females from ages 18 to 34 are statistically more likely to live on their 

own. The research on gender and independence is conflicted.  When Hill and Hozer 

(2007) examine gender and race together, they found that Hispanic males and Black 

females are more likely to live at home rather than independently.  The current study 
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examined these two variables together and found that combining race and gender did 

not significantly change the net effect of independence.  Therefore, the final models 

maintained race and gender as separate variables. 

 While half of the sample is living independently, these individuals are more 

likely to be older.  Hill and Hozer (2007) cited in their research that 57% of 

individuals ages twenty to twenty-two still lived at home.  This is fairly consistent 

with the present research findings that show 65% of twenty-year-olds still live at home 

and 44% of twenty-two-year-olds also live at home, see Figure 4.4 below.  

Figure 4.4. Independence, By Age  

 
Source: The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave 3, 2001-2002 
Note: 18 year olds n=36, 19 year olds n=540, 20 year olds n=766, 21 year olds n=801,  
22 year olds n=877, 23 year olds n=833, 24 year olds n=746, 25 year olds n=229,  
26 year olds n=40, 27 year olds n=12 
 
The percent independent tapers off in the older age groups, as seen in the age groups 

of 26-year-olds and 27-year-olds above.  This data is a snapshot in time and therefore 

cannot measure the revolving door nature of independence, however it could be 
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plausible that individuals in these older age groups may have initially left the nest only 

to return once again, as suggested by Goldscheider et al. (1993) 

 As predicted by previous studies (Hill and Hozer 2007), individuals who had 

completed their bachelor’s degree had statistically significant higher rates of 

independence (65.7%) than those without degrees (47.6%) (p<.001, Phi=-.116).    In 

economic terms, the most recent U.S. Census data report that individuals with a degree 

make higher wages than those without a degree (Day and Nuberger 2002).  In this 

sample individuals with degrees lived independently, perhaps because of their 

economic circumstances. 

 Finally, individuals who were not currently enrolled in a 4-year college or 

university were more likely to be independent (p<.001, Phi=-.085).  While 51.9% of 

individuals not enrolled in a college or university were independent, only 41.8% of 

their college-bound peers were independent.  This fact could be attributed to the fact 

that those not enrolled may already have a degree and, as previously mentioned, are 

more likely to be independent.  However, another possible explanation is that those 

not enrolled in college have more time to work and therefore are able to afford living 

on their own. 
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MULTIVARIATE ANALYSES 
 
 After a detailed descriptive analysis of social background characteristics by 

attachment and independence, a series of logistic regressions was estimated to 

determine the effect parental attachment has on being independent.  Covariates were 

entered one at a time to test the hypothesis that high parental attachment in youth is a 

positive predictor of independence in emerging adulthood, net of important control 

variables.  Analysis begins by predicting independence with the inclusion of only 

parental attachment (Model I).  In an effort to control for the social background 

effects, the following models then add age (Model II), gender (Model III), family SES 

(Model IV), race (Model V), school attendance status (Model VI), and degree 

attainment (Model VII).  The purpose of modeling the regressions in this manner was 

to determine the effect parental attachment has on independence while controlling for 

other variables. 

 Table 4.3 presents the resulting odds ratios from predicting physical 

independence.  Contrary to hypothesis one, parental attachment has a weak and 

statistically significant negative relationship with independence (Model I).  Individuals 

with high levels of parental attachment are 20% less likely to be independent in 

emerging adulthood than are individuals with low levels of parental attachment 

(OR=.80, p<.001).   The relationship between attachment and independence is notably 

weaker than the relationship between age and independence.  However, this weak 

negative relationship persists across all seven models with statistical significance.  
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Parental attachment has a very low explanatory value (Naglekerke R2=.007), which 

indicates that this variable explains less than 1% of the variables that predict 

independence. 

 In the second model, age is added as a control variable.  By comparing the 

odds ratio for parental attachment and independence in Model I (.80) to that in Model 

II (.86), we see that age explains some of the relationship between parental attachment 

and independence. Model II also shows that age helps considerably to strengthen the 

model (Naglekerke R2=.097).   When age is added in Model II, there is a net change of 

.086 in the R2.  Age strengthens the models more than any other variable, which 

indicates that it has the greatest positive effect on independence.  This is consistent 

with previous research that also determined age to be a positive predictor of 

independence (Hill and Hozer 2007, Rumbaut 2004). 

 In Model III, gender is added to the model.  Like age, it contributes to the 

overall strength of the model (Naclekerke R2=.097).  Gender also explains some of the 

effect parental attachment had on independence, as the odds ratio for parental 

attachment changes from .86 to .88.  However, gender does not mediate the 

relationship between parental attachment and independence with the same magnitude 

that age does (Model II). 

 Model IV adds family SES as a controlling factor in predicting independence.  

The results indicate that family SES is not a significant factor and does not change the 

odds ratio of parental attachment.  This result is in contrast to previous research that 
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found that individuals from lower incomes were more likely to be independent than 

those from higher incomes (Hill and Hozer 2007). 

 Model V adds race, or being White, to the equation, which results in an odds 

ratio of 1.10 (p<.05).  Race does not Help explain any of the effect of parental 

attachment on independence.  However, the statistical significance of race in this 

model confirms the findings of Hill and Hozer (2007) that being White, relative to all 

other race/ethnic groups, is a significant predictor of independence.   

 The next model adds non-enrollment in a 4-year college or university to the 

equation.  Like race, this variable is statistically significant (p<.001), but it does not 

have an impact on the odds ratio of parental attachment; which continues to have a 

weak and negative prediction on independence.   

 Model VII is the full model that includes parental attachment and all of the 

control variables.  This final model adds the attainment of a Bachelor’s degree.  As 

with previous models, attaining a Bachelor’s degree does not explain away any of the 

effect that parental attachment has on becoming independent.  In general, the results in 

the final model for independence are low (Naglekerke R2=.124), explaining about 12% 

of the variation in becoming independent. 

 In summary, when we observe parental attachment across all seven models we 

see that it remains a statistically significant factor in predicting independence (OR = 

.88, p<.001).  While both age and gender explain some of the effect of parental 

attachment, as observed in Model II (OR = .86) and Model III (OR = .88), the effect of 
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parental attachment persists as a weak yet statistically significant predictor in 

determining independence among emerging adults.  This indicates that while 

controlling for variables that previous research indicates are also positive predictors of 

independence, parental attachment has a negative impact rather than the positive 

impact that was hypothesized. 

 

Table 4.3.  Estimated Odds Ratios Predicting Independence 

 
 

Models 

Variables I II III IV V VI VII 

Parental 
Attachment 

.80*** .86*** .88*** .88*** .88*** .88** .88** 

Age  
 

1.38*** 1.39*** 1.39*** 1.39*** 1.33*** 1.37*** 

Female   1.31*** 1.31*** 1.31*** 1.35 1.37*** 

Family SES    1.02 1.00 1.00 1.00 

White1     1.10* 1.09* 1.09* 

Not In 4-Year 
College/Univ. 

     1.48*** 1.46*** 

Has 
Bachelor’s  

      1.63*** 

        

Constant .07 -7.29 -7.69 -7.69 -7.79 -6.85 -7.30 

Number of 
Observations 

4800 4800 4800 4781 4781 4774 4773 

Nagelkerke R2 .007 .093 .097 .098 .099 .118 .124 
Source:  The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Wave 3, 2001-2002 
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
1Note:  Omitted category for each variable is all other races  
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CHAPTER V 

 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Summary 

 The analyses presented in this study show that parental attachment in youth has 

a slightly negative impact on becoming an independent adult.  While this study shows 

that emerging adults exhibit highly attached sentiments toward their parents, its 

predictive value for increasing levels of independence is not clearly established.  This 

unconfirmed hypothesis seems to suggest that there may be a slightly negative effect 

of being highly attached to parents.  The following sections will discuss in detail these 

and other findings. 

Discussion- Parental Attachment  

 Why might parental attachment have a slightly negative impact on becoming 

independent?  This question directs this research back to both attachment literature 

and independence literature.  This study hypothesized that an attached child would feel 

a secure push and pull as suggested by Bowlby (1969, 1973, 1980) and Hirschi 

(1969).  The findings indicate that the opposite may be true.  An attached child is 

slightly less likely to become independent.  Perhaps there has been a generational 

parenting shift in attachment behaviors than were measured in the 1960s, 1970s, and 

1980s.  Attachment in these decades was perceived in a positive light.  Could over 

attachment be a problematic contemporary phenomenon?  The sample population was 
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studied in 1994, a full two decades or more after Bowlby’s initial theory was 

postulated.  Perhaps parenting styles have changed in the course of this time and over-

protective parents are causing more dependence in children rather than cultivating 

independence.  This is an issue that merits further investigation and would be an 

excellent topic for future research.   

 While parental attachment may not have been a strong predictor of 

independence in these models as hypothesized, the variation found in levels of 

attachment merits recognition.  In general, highly attached individuals were most 

likely to be male, non-Hispanic Whites, from stable families.  Additionally, families 

with parental educations beyond the bachelor’s degree showed significantly less 

attachment than those with less education.   

 The level of attachment by gender is of particular interest because it contrasts 

with previous studies that found females to be more highly attached to parents 

(Thornton et al. 1995; Sorokuo and Weissbrod 2005).  This result could be indicative 

of the low numbers of cases and limited sampling technique used in the Sorokuo and 

Weissbrod study (N=88), which were derived from one college campus.  The strength 

of the present study is that there are many more cases drawn from a national sample, 

which allows for greater generalizability in the findings.  The study by Thornton and 

colleagues used a sample of interviews gathered in 1980 and 1985.  The sample in the 

current study was conducted in 2007, a full twenty years later than the earlier study.  

This could indicate a cultural shift in the gendered nature of attachment; perhaps males 

are adopting more affective responses than they did two decades ago.  This also merits 
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further explanation as family researchers investigate the changing norms in parent-

child relationships. 

 With regard to SES, the findings of this study indicate that as parental 

education increases, so does attachment.  This confirms Bogardi’s (2001) study that 

higher SES families show higher parental attachment.  However, in light of the 

negative findings the current study reports regarding the effect of attachment on 

becoming independent, this might not be good news for individuals with more 

education.  These findings could indicate that the more education a parent has, the 

longer they can expect their child to live at home.  This assumption merits further 

investigation that would focus on the parent-child relationship by class. 

 The final parental attachment variation is that of race.  The current study 

indicates that being White or Hispanic, versus being of any other race had small 

positive statistical significance in predicting attachment.  Kenny (2006) discusses that 

the psychological literature is lacking in terms of investigating the effect race has on 

attachment.  Sociologists who examine control theory have found that parental 

attachment cannot be causally linked to race (Bogard 2005, Magnino 2009).  

However, the question of race and parental attachment is not one that has been 

investigated thoroughly by either psychologists or sociologists.  The current study also 

does not examine ethnicity as Portes and Rumbaut (2001) have done, which could 

prove to be a fruitful investigation.  The findings in the present study hint that there 

may be some racial variations in attachment, but further research would be needed to 

affirm any direct correlations.   
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Discussion - Independence 

 In the current study, the number of individuals who are independent from their 

parents is equal to those who remain in the nest.  The same can be said for parental 

attachment, as highly attached individuals are no more likely to be independent than 

their less attached peers, contrary to the assertion in hypothesis seven.  The individuals 

who are most likely to be independent are older, female, White, not enrolled in a 4-

year college or university, and have completed their bachelor’s degree.  These findings 

are all consistent with previous research (Hill and Hozer 2007; Rumbaut 2006).    

 Future research should consider whether or not becoming independent merits 

achieving at all.  People in other societies and at earlier periods of history have seen 

that being independent from parents as a negative outcome for society as a whole 

(McLoyd et al. 2000).  What is the experience of these families that sustain multiple 

generations under one roof?  Is there a new form of independence that is appropriate 

for a new generation of families?  Researchers Bellah et al. (1985/2007) explore the 

discussion of individualism in America and suggest that it is individualism that is 

corroding American communities and social sustainability.  Perhaps the question for a 

new study should investigate how interdependent parent-child relationships might 

contribute to healthy adulthood for the next generation rather than independent 

children.  This could mean a new way of conceptualizing the process of becoming an 

adult in the U.S.  For example, in times of global economic hardship it might be 

financially advantageous for multiple families to live together.  This could, in turn, 

promote stronger familial connections.  This certainly merits further investigation. 
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Limitations 
 
 An important limitation in this study is the possibly insufficient 

operationalization of attachment. First, this study uses self-reported feelings of 

attachment to parents as a variable.  Attachment is a complex reality that may be 

insufficiently measured by two questions. While many studies in sociology use similar 

measures (Haynie 2004, Magnino 2009), psychology uses instruments, such as the 

Inventory of Parental and Peer Attachment by Armsden and Greenberg (1987) or the 

Parental Attachment Questionnaire by Maureen Kenny (1985), that operationalize 

attachment with more robust measures.  These questionnaires however have not been 

applied to large nationally representative sample populations, such as the Add Health 

data.  The ability to test a full measure of parental attachment may be contingent on 

attaining a greater pool of cases using a fuller measure of attachment. 

 Second, the dataset does not give information on respondents’ attachments to 

non-parents using the same measures.  Initially, the internal working model that 

Ainsworth (1989) and Bowlby (1988) described may be present in relationships 

outside of that parent-child dyad.  While the present research conceptualized 

attachment using all possible parental figures, other people may play a role in 

providing attachment to an individual, such as a sibling, clergy or other mentor.  While 

Bogard (2005) found that there was no evidence that other adults could substitute for 

lack of attachment from parents, research in religion indicates that some individuals 

who expressed an extreme religious conversion did so out of a parental attachment 

deficit (Granqvist and Hagekull 1999).  This points to the notion that individuals may 
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be able to find attachment in other people or entities, such as a religious god.  The 

present data does not conceptualize attachment to other figures such as siblings, 

partners, and certainly not a god-figure.  Future research needs to investigate multiple 

sources of attachment to other besides parents and how the presence of such 

attachments might contribute to an internal working model that produces positive 

outcomes in all ages of children. 

 Finally, this study measures a one-time snapshot of independence.  It does not 

measure the revolving door nature of independence that can be found in today’s 

emerging adults.  Economic forces or other circumstances sometimes dictate a return 

to home after an initial departure (Goldscheider et al. 1993).  Future research may be 

able to capture the longitudinal nature of this adulthood marker using the Wave IV 

data that is not yet available.  This question remains a topic for future research. 

Conclusion 

 It is clear from this study that emerging adults continue to have a strong 

attachment to their parental figures.  The findings from this research cannot prove that 

these relationships propel the child toward independence or pull them from 

delinquency as was originally hypothesized.  The results do indicate a slightly 

negative affect of parental attachment on independence in emerging adults.  The 

operationalization of parental attachment may not adequately capture this interaction, 

which may limit the findings of this study. 
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 As initially described by Davis (1940), parents and guardians are strong 

influences on children and their developmental paths.  Researchers have explained this 

through social interaction theories such as parental attachment (Bowlby 1969) and 

social control (Nye 1958, Durkheim 1961, Hirschi 1969).  Our best attempts to 

understand the nature of this influential relationship are limited by our ability to link 

relationally causal forces, such as parental attachment.  For example, a college student 

may recognize his or her parent’s influence on getting him or her to college through 

means such as providing academic encouragement, paying for expenses, or even 

filling out the child’s application.  But can we truly recognize the relational forces that 

are at work along the way?   The variety of factors could impede independence, thus 

making it difficult to measure the influence of parental attachment.  Perhaps a 

complimentary approach to this investigation would be to explore the qualitative 

interpretations of the nature and influence that the parental relationship has on the 

emerging adult’s ability to become independent. 

 In addition to difficulties in measuring the affective parental relationship, it is 

equally complicated to recognize forces that cause a child to leave home.   While this 

researcher hypothesizes that a securely attached relationship empowers a child to 

launch from the nest, a very negative relationship might also cause a child to leave the 

nest.  The data could be indicative of both healthy and unhealthy parental relationships 

causing a child to leave home.  In this light of this spurious effect, a possibility for 

future research would be to examine the relationship intricacies of individuals who 

remain in their parents’ home well into adulthood. 
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 In summary, this study indicates that parents of emerging adults clearly are not 

out of the picture once the child reaches age eighteen and beyond.  Most emerging 

adults, while prolonging their independence, eventually make the transition to a life 

physically and financially separated from their parents. This transition, however, is not 

made in a vacuum. The results of this study suggest that independence has been 

achieved either because of or in spite of the parent-child relationship.  This field of 

study begs further investigation as researchers contribute to society’s understanding of 

how parents can strengthen their emerging adults and encourage a successful transition 

to independence. 
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Appendix:  Variable Construction Items 

Independence 

Where do you live now?  That is, where do you stay most often? 

Attachment 

Wave I 

How close do you feel to your current residential mother? 

1= not close at all 
2= not very close 
3= somewhat close 
4 = quite close 
5 = extremely close 
 

Do you think your mother cares for you? 

1= strongly disagree 
2= disagree  
3= neither agree or disagree 
4= agree  
5=strongly agree 
 

How close do you feel to your current residential father? 

Do you think your father cares for you? 

Wave III 

How close do you feel to your previous residential mother? 

Most of the time, she is warm and loving toward you. 

How close do you feel to your previous residential father? 

Most of the time, he is warm and loving toward you. 
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