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Abstract

Identifying protective factors that could influence the positive well-being of
adolescents is important as positive development view emphasizes the
possibility of adolescents developing positive traits based on their strengths,
positive qualities, and supportive environments. This study examines the
relationship between peer attachment with positive adolescent well-being
and the role of gender as a moderator for links between peer attachment with
positive adolescent well-being. A total of 400 7th Grade students from
government schools in the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur and state of
Selangor were involved in this study. Adolescent positive well-being and peer
attachment were measured using the Positive Youth Development Scale and

103



ISSN 2411-9563 (Print) European Journal of Social Science July - September 2023
ISSN 2312-8429 (Online) Education and Research Volume 10, Issue 3

Inventory of Peer and Parent Attachment. The results show that peer
attachment was predictor of adolescent positive well-being. The study also
found that gender moderated the relationship between peer attachment and
adolescent positive well-being. This study provides information on factors
that can help the positive development of adolescents. Identifying these
factors will provide insight on events or experiences that will increase the
occurrence of positive outcomes and reduce the likelihood of negative
outcomes.

Keywords: Influence, positive traits, strengths, positive qualities, and supportive
environments

Introduction

The positive development approach provides an alternative view in the
developmental literature in addressing the issue of risky and problematic behaviour
(Lerner et al,, 2011). This view emphasizes the possibility of adolescents following
positive development based on their strengths and skills, and on conducive
environments. Adolescents with positive development not only have less problematic
behaviours but also show an increased tendency in making contributions to their
positive well-being (Lerner et al, 2011). A positive perspective on adolescent
development has been reinforced over the past two decades (Geldhof et al., 2013).

Background of the Study

In a comprehensive review of adolescent issues that take into account the risk factors,
studies (Allen & Waterman, 2019) have found that the period of ‘early adolescence’ is
defined as the period between 11-14 years of age. During this time, adolescents would
experience changes in their feelings, cognition and body (Lerner, 2005) and these
changes are deemed to contribute to affecting the positive well-being of adolescents
(Koepke & Denissen 2012; McElhaney & Allen 2012).

A study by Lee (2010) showed that the number of Malaysian adolescents diagnosed
with stress and depression increased from 13% in 1996 to 20.3% in 2006, while
Wong and Lua (2011) found the prevalence of mild anxiety and depression at 12.9%
and 11.3% in 2011. The Department of Statistics Malaysia (2016) noted that in 2015
adolescents were involved in 36% of property-related crimes, 29.7% with drugs, and
13.4% in people-related crimes such as assault, molestation and rape. These statistics
shows the level of social problems involving adolescents in Malaysia and it would
appear that more adolescents in Malaysia experience emotional problems such as
depression, anxiety, and aggression. Reasons attributing to such behaviours include
poor peer attachment (Millings, et al., 2012; Oldfield, Humphrey & Hebron, 2016).

Familial and social relationships have been found to be an important source for
positive development of adolescents (Youngblade et al., 2007). Bornstein, Hahn and
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Hayness (2012) report that a number of positive familial and social characteristics
are related to adolescent adjustment, self-esteem, academic success, social
competence, and a decrease in both externalizing and internalizing problems in
adolescents. Adolescents experiencing positive development is essential if they are to
lead meaningful and fulfilling lives to enhance what is best in themselves.

Peer attachment is essential in the development of the emotional and social
competence of adolescents especially in the school environment. Positive judgments
of others and sense of security in the company of others can be gained through
positive peer relationships. It can also increases confidence, develop social skills and
competencies. Chances to practice and improve social skills, develop empathy and
discuss moral dilemmas are gained through the social support of peers (Lim,
Baharuddin & Tan, 2013; Pitman & Scharfe, 2010; Schnyders, 2012; Strohmeier,
Fandrem & Spiel, 2012).

Studies points to the fact that being accepted in peer group is crucial to early
adolescents (Goresse, 2015). Research on the level of peer attachment indicates that
having friends in middle school and being socially accepted relates positively to
higher prosocial and lower antisocial behaviour in school (Lee & Hankin, 2009),
better academic achievement (Wentzel, Barry, & Caldwell, 2004), lower emotional
problems (Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997), and better school adjustment (Wentzel, Barry,
& Caldwell, 2004).

The current and future well-being of adolescents is linked to peer attachment by being
the important sources of affection, intimacy, feelings of inclusion, dependable alliance
and enhancement of self-worth (Oberle, Schonert-Reichl & Thomson, 2010). Research
shows that having positive peer attachment in early elementary school years helps
acceptance in the later school years and promote social competence (Hay, 2005)
while poor attachment is related with negative outcomes such as delinquency, early
school withdrawal, mental health problems and substance abuse (Woodward &
Fergusson, 1999). Therefore, experiencing supportive and close relationships with
peers are seen to be important for the development of adolescent positive well-being.

Objective of the Study

It is essential to identify factors that may influence the positive (well-being) of
adolescents early to ensure they are given proper guidance to lead a better
accomplished life that may facilitate a successful transition from childhood through
adolescence and into adulthood. Research is still needed to assess adolescent positive
well-being not only from the standpoint of the absence of problems but also
identifying positive indicators of well-being (Pace & Zappulla, 2009). Previous
research on peer attachment have focused on negative outcomes (Feinberg et al,,
2013; Finan, 2016; Giletta, et al., 2012; Gorrese, 2015) so in order to foster the
psychological health and social competence of adolescents that may-potentially
prevent health risk behaviours such as substance abuse, it is important to strengthen
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peer attachment (Feinberg et al., 2013). Hence, this study examines the importance
of the level peer attachment on the positive development of adolescents.

Previous studies on the level of early adolescence peer attachment had focused on
understanding the negative aspects their relationships including peer rejection,
bullying and victimization, mental illness, dropping out of school, and behavioural
problems (Dijkstra, Lindenberg & Veenstra, 2007; Gazelle & Druhen 2009;
Trentacosta & Shaw 2009). Although there are advance understanding of the negative
influence of peer attachment on the well-being of early adolescents, there is a paucity
of information on the positive aspects of peer attachments (Oberle, Schonert-Reichl
& Thomson, 2010). Researchers have suggested taking a strengths-based approach in
understanding adolescent development by including positive dimensions of well-
being in examining influence of adolescent peer attachments (Benson, Scales,
Hamilton, Sesma, Hong & Roehlkepartain, 2006; Damon, 2004). This perspective
strives to observe the positive features of human development.

In the positive youth development framework (Lerner, 2005), gender differences are
seen as a factor that could affect adolescent’s positive well-being. Boys and girls tend
to take different behavioural and cognitive roles in life. It is more common for girls to
develop emotional problems such as sadness, anxiety, and anger whereas boys
develop externalizing problems such as aggressiveness and dominance
(Garaigordobil, Maganto, Perez & Sansinennea, 2009). Research has found that
gender can be an important moderator of the relationship between familial and social
relationships and adolescent positive well-being (Albert, 2003). However, empirical
findings to-date have been inconsistent and contradictory with regard to the specific
role gender plays in adolescent positive well-being (Albert, 2003). This study
examines gender as a moderating factor for the relationship between peer attachment
and adolescent positive well-being.

[t is essential to identify the indicators for positive well-being, and in the process this
study aims to address the following objectives:

Does the level of peer attachment contribute to adolescent positive well-being?

Does gender moderate relationships between peer attachments with adolescent
positive well-being?

Literature Review

One of the most obvious changes in adolescence is its transition from prioritizing
family to peer group (American Psychological Association, 2002). Adolescent peer
attachments are grounded in the desire for emotional support and security, and
during this period much time is spent among each other for the support that such
proximity affords (Schoeps, et al., 2020). Nickerson and Nagle (2005) studied grade
four, six, and eight students to compare the difference in parent and peer attachments
to establish exactly when peers figure in the attachment hierarchy and it is reported
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that during early adolescent rather than the late childhood phase is when less trust
and communication is reported with parents, and when peers seek to fulfill
attachment needs and safe havens.

Multiple factors of peer attachment is related to adolescent development (Kingery, et
al,, 2010; Parker, et al., 2006) and the friendship they share are both an important and
unique aspect in their development (Hussong, 2000; Kingery, et al., 2010). Close
friendships have a greater influence on adolescent’s development (Hartup 1996), and
strong peer attachment helps to improve their social skills development (Gorrese,
2015). In general, among friendships with high positive qualities, studies have found
lower rates of peer victimization (Hodges, et al., 1999), and depressive and anxiety
symptom (Roelofs, Onckels & Muris, 2013; Ruijten et al., 2011). Moreover, negative
interactions among close friends may lead to increased negative peer judgments and
raise in distress and discomforts (La Greca & Harrison, 2005).

There is a need to acknowledge the positive and negative feature of adolescent
attachment especially those that increase risks or shield against rise in internalizing
symptoms. In this respect, attachment theory (Monaco, et al., 2019) plays an
important function in understanding the psychological, emotional and social
adjustments of adolescents. Attachment theory allows for an evaluation of the basic
ways in which emotions, behaviours and cognitions are processed, and how they are
connected to the past, present, and future impacting attachments and effective bonds
(Zimmermann, 2004).

Positive peer attachment during adolescence is generally related to psychosocial
adjustment (Vagos & Carvalhais, 2020). Adolescents who are acknowledged by their
peers and have a reciprocal relationship with their peers, tends to have a better level
of self image and school experience (Hansen, Nangle & Meyer, 1998). In comparison,
social isolation by peers are associated with a variety of negative behaviours (Nangle
& Hansen, 1998) and a greater risk for psychosocial difficulties was found amongst
adults who experienced interpersonal problems during adolescence (Poudel, Sharma,
Gautam & Poudel, 2016). Greater levels of social support is needed during the
adolescence period where adolescents are inclined to share their innermost feelings
and thoughts with their peers (Gunasegaran, et al. 2018).

Studies show that both adolescent girls and boys place great emphasis on intimacy,
that as a primary quality of friendship, private thoughts and feelings can be freely
shared with their peers (Bakken & Romig, 1992, Rose & Rudolph, 2006). Gender
differences also exist with respect to the kinds of activities girls and boys engage in
most often with their friends. In general, boys prefer action-oriented pursuits whilst
girls spend greater time chatting together (Spencer, 2008). Irrespective of which
behaviour is engaged in, both boys and girls gives equal importance to certain values
of friendship such as trustworthiness, loyalty and frankness (Nega, 2014).
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Adolescents are assisted by peers in learning about solving problems as well as
provide important support in times of stress. Such learning in handling the needs and
emotions of other, gives adolescents a chance to learn, practice and enhance their
social skills. Problematic peer relationships and conflict can impair an adolescents’
emotional and social well-being. This research thus addresses peer attachment in the
effort to understand adolescent positive well-being.

Methodology

This is a cross-sectional study using a quantitative approach in the correlation
research design in determining the relationship between peer attachment and
adolescent positive well-being. The study involved 400 7th grade students from
government schools in the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur and the state of
Selangor. The total number of respondents for this study was 400 comprising 216
females and 184 males. The study comprised respondents from the three major ethnic
groups in Malaysia which are Malay (176 respondents), Chinese (120), and Indians
(104). The majority of parents of the respondents were aged 41 to 50 years. The
statistics also show that most respondents had a monthly family income below
RM6,000. The data was collected using self administered questionnaires, and the
measurement tools used for the study were the Positive Youth Development Scale
(Geldhof et al., 2013) and Inventory of Peer and Parent Attachment (Armsden &
Greenberg, 1987).

Adolescent Positive Well-being

The Positive Youth Development Scale was used as it is easily computable and can
provide a single number representing an adolescent’s global level of positive
development consisting of the 5Cs (Competence, Confidence, Connection, Character,
and Caring) (Geldhof et al.,, 2013). The items for the scale were drawn from multiple
sources and scored accordingly using different metrics. Not all items used the 5-point
Likert response format. There was a total of 34 items in the Positive Youth
Development Short Form Scale and scoring averaged the individual 5C scores to
achieve an overall Positive Youth Development Scale score with a higher score
representing better positive well-being. The Cronbach’s Alpha value showed 0.734
which indicated a strong internal consistency.

Peer Attachment

Peer attachment was assessed using the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment
(IPPA) that is comprised of 25 items. This inventory was developed to assess
adolescents’ perceptions of the positive and negative dimension of relationships with
their peers (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). The Cronbach’s Alpha value for this scale
showed 0.850 which indicated strong internal consistency.
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Findings
Peer Attachment and Adolescent Positive Well-being

A pearson correlation analysis was conducted to analyse the link between peer
attachment and adolescent positive well-being. Later multiple regression analysis
was conducted to determine whether peer attachment was a predictor variable for
adolescent positive well-being. The results of the Pearson correlations (Table 1) show
a significant result (r=0.232, p<0.05) which indicates peer attachment is associated
with adolescent positive well-being. In addition, the findings of multiple regression
analysis found that peer attachment is a predictor of adolescent positive well-being
(B=0.369, p <0.01) as shown in Table 2.

Moderation Role of Gender on the Relationship between Peer Attachment and
Adolescent Positive well-being

To test the hypothesis that gender moderates the relationship between peer
attachment and adolescent positive well-being, a hierarchical multiple regression
analysis was conducted using “Model 1” in Macro Process (Table 3). Firstly, two
variables of peer attachment and gender were included and they accounted for a
significant amount of variance in adolescent positive well-being at R? = 0.157, F(2,
397) = 37.09, p < .001. To avoid potentially problematic high multicollinearity with
the interaction term, the variables were centered and an interaction term was created
between peer attachment and gender (Aiken & West, 1991).

The interaction term was added to the regression model, which accounted for a
significant portion of the variance in adolescent positive well-being at AR*= 0.075, AF
(1, 396)= 38.563, P<0.001, b= 0.566, t(396)= 5.739, p<0.001. An examination of the
interaction plot (Figure 4.6) in the overall model showed that girls had higher positive
well-being compared to boys. The result for girls showed that higher attachment with
their peers led them to have higher positive well-being; however, the well-being of
boys were similar regardless of the level of attachment with their peers.

Table 1. Correlation between Maternal and Paternal Attachment with Adolescent
Positive Well-being

Variable 1 2 3
1. Positive well-being

1
2. Peer Attachment 239wk 1

Note: ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
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Table 2. Multiple Regression Analysis between Maternal and Paternal Attachment
with Adolescent Positive Well-being

Unstandardized Standardized
Coefficients Coefficients
Std
Model B Error Beta () t Sig.
(Constant) 69.462 3.463 23.163 .000
Peer Attachment 0.350 0.044 0.369 3.407 .000
Note: F (1,398) = 62.859, p < 0.05

Table 3: Interaction between Gender, Peer Attachment and Adolescent Positive Well-
being

Change Statistics

Model R R? Adj R? SEE R? F dfl |df2 |p
1 3972 |.157 |.153 11.661 157 37.09 |2 397 1.000
2 482b |.232 |.226 11.145 .075 3856 |1 396 |.000

Note: b= 0.566, t(396)= 5.739, p<0.001

a. Predictors: (Constant), Peer Attachment, Gender

b. Predictors: (Constant), Peer Attachment, Gender, genderxIPPAP

110
105
100
95
90
85

80
Low Peer Attachment High Peer Attachment
Male Female

Figure 1: Interaction Plot for the Moderation Role of Gender on the Relationship
between Peer Attachment and Adolescent Positive Well-being
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Discussion
Peer Attachment and Adolescent Positive Well-being

The results of the study it was found that there is a significant link between peer
attachment and adolescent positive well-being. It was also found that peer attachment
was a predictor for adolescent's positive well-being. It could be explained that peer
groups have been found to serve various important funtions during adolescents
(Gorrese, 2015). During the period of adolescence, peer attachment can help form the
sense of their identity. Adolescents develop moral judgments and values through
identification with peers which determines how they differ from their parents.
Information about themselves and the world outside of the family are gained through
the relationship with their peers (Oberle, Schonert-Reichl & Thomson, 2010).

This finding is supported by previous studies where it was found that peers are of
central importance for social functioning, academic achievement and psychological
well-being of adolescents (Hay, 2005). The degree to which an individual is liked or
disliked by his or her peers, is not only related to early adolescent well-being but peer
rejection can predict adjustment problems in later adolescence and adulthood
(Woodward & Fergusson, 1999).

Continuous high level peer conflict may lead to problematic behaviours in some
adolescents, and those who are unable to manage their problems appropriately may
become isolated and rejected by their peers which leads to negative outcome. Secure
peer attachment plays a greater role in positive development (Hartup, 1996) such as
encouraging enhancement of social skills (Gorrese, 2015) and providing important
interpersonal experiences not available in other social interactions and contexts
(Poudel], et al,, 2016). It can be summarised that the level of peer attachment during
adolescence therefore, is significant in the promotion of positive development in
adolescents.

Moderation Role of Gender on the Relationship between Peer Attachment and
Adolescent Positive well-being

Adolescents who have strong bonds with others are generally more impulsive in
response to situational demands, flexible in their expression of feelings and would be
able to solve their problems by using their better in social networks (Seiffge-Krenke,
2006). Adolescents who had the ability to recognise and acknowledge their negative
emotions, are capable of improving both interpersonal competence and successful
social adjustments (Laible, 2007). In contrast, insecure adolescents exhibit
withdrawal symptoms, mistrust of others and difficulty in seeking support during the
period of successful transition into adolescence (Larose & Bernier 2001).

Adolescents would be able to improve their emotional regulation skills by having
secure peer attachment. Therefore, it might be expected that the strength and security
of adolescent peer attachment relationships are related to their positive well-being
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because of the effects that attachment relationships with peers have on the
development of emotion-expression and regulation.

The findings of this study concur with previous research that reports how females
are more attached to their peers than males (Richards, McGee, Williams, Welch &
Hancox, 2010) and display higher trust and more deep communication with them
(Gullone & Robinson, 2005; Ruijten, Roelofs & Rood, 2011; Song, Thompson &
Ferrer, 2009). Girls’ friendships typically are deeper and more interdependent than
that of boys; furthermore, in their friendships girls reveal a greater need for
nurturance, more empathy and the desire for and ability to sustain intimate
relationships (Gorrese & uggieri, 2012). This may be attributive factors for their
higher positive well-being compared to boys. In summary this result indicates that
gender does moderate the relationship between peer attachment and adolescent
positive well-being.

Conclusion

This study showed that peer attachment is a significant predictor of adolescent
positive well-being. The findings supports the view of the theories used as the
baseline for the study which are the Positive Youth Development Framework, Family
System Theory, and Attachment Theory. The study contributes to understanding the
interrelationships between family and social environment during early adolescence
and connects Family System Theory and Attachment Theory with the Positive Youth
Development Framework, particularly in balancing the theoretical work that
emphasizes that adolescent positive well-being is about the positive relationship with
friends (Burton & Jarrett, 2000; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). This study found
that gender moderates the relationship between peer attachment and adolescent
positive well-being. It also notes that girls generally did have higher positive well-
being compared to boys.

The information from this study adds to the existing literature on peer attachment
during early adolescence as most of the past studies focused on negative outcomes
and less focus was given on positive development (Feinberg, et al., 2013; Finan, 2016;
Giletta, et al,, 2012; Gorrese, 2016). The findings of this study had found that peer
attachment were important predictors of adolescent positive well-being. Limitations
in this study include population and ecological validity. Due to the demographic
characteristics of the current sample, it is likely that implications may only apply to
adolescents in the cultural majority, raised in two-parent homes, and living within a
middle-to-high social economic status community. Further, the study sample is
limited to adolescents aged 13 in Kuala Lumpur and Selangor. In addition, this study
included measures of several individual characteristics (age, gender, ethnicity, years
of education, and monthly income) but not individual-level measures such attitudes,
behaviours, and personalities of adolescents and parents.
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Greater insight and relevance could be achieved if future studies employed a wider
sampling range. To operationalize fully the interactions of adolescents and families
future research can incorporate the individual characteristics of participating
adolescents and their parents to arrive at a richer understanding of factors
influencing adolescent positive well-being.
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