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Abstract
We are presenting some of the results of a study that examined the prevalence of attachment styles among children with emotional 
behavioral disorders (EBD) from special educational residential facilities in the Czech Republic. The development of EBD that brought 
these children into residential facilities was influenced by a variety of factors. One of such risk factors can be an attachment disorder 
influencing behavior, socialization and resilience.

The aim of the research was to determine the prevalence of attachment style, anxiety and avoidance of vulnerable adolescents towards 
father and mother as possible determinants of behavioral disorders.

The research group consisted of 204 respondents aged 15–19 years. The respondents were clients from 15 residential facilities from 
all over the Czech Republic.

We used the ECR-RS self-assessment questionnaire containing 36 items to determine attachment to emotional targets (mother/
father). We processed the data using descriptive statistical procedures using the ANOVA or Spearman coefficient procedure.

Findings regarding attachment indicate a high degree of avoidance and anxiety in vulnerable adolescents. In most respondents, an 
insecure attachment is prevalent. The most represented is preoccupied attachment to the mother in 36%. Only 14% of the examined 
adolescents formed a secure attachment to the mother.

Complex intervention and psychotherapy should focus on alleviating anxiety and avoidance, developing a secure attachment, and 
enhancing the resilient qualities of vulnerable adolescents.
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Introduction

In this article, we focus on the attachment of adolescents who 
have spent a portion of their lives in residential educational 
facilities. These are young people who have been court-ordered 
to have an institutional or protective education imposed. These 
are children whose life path has been burdened by a number of 
risk factors from the social environment in which they live. In 
our research,we sought to answer the question to what extent 
the disruption of attachment contributes to the situation of 
young people in educational institutions.

The residential facilities of special education programs are 
a form of intervention support for individuals with emotion-
al and behavioral disorders. It represents a significant inter-
vention in the child’s life and is imposed in a situation where 
outpatient or boarding form of intervention does not work 
or is ineffective. The intervention must be individualized and 
responsive to the specific needs of the individual. Questions 
of a child’s behavioral and relationship with other people are 

usually characterized by negative attunement. In this context, 
Kobak et al. (2017) describe a parenting practice of individu-
al sensitive attunement to build self-confidence, autonomous 
decision-making, and communication skills. Futhermore, 
sensitive attunement and secure attachment are mechanisms 
to reduce risky behavior and support the development of 
resilience (Doležalová, 2018). If the child lacks the opportu-
nity to establish a secure attachment with members of his/
her primary group (usually parents), the fulfillment of some 
of the developmental preconditions and thus also the basic 
needs is endangered. The child cannot openly experience life 
situations, thus blocking or limiting his/her further personal 
development and increasing the risk of vulnerability factors 
(Zeanach and Gleason, 2015). In this context, attachment is 
an important factor influencing the child’s level of resilience 
and vulnerability, not only in childhood, but also adulthood.

The style of attachment, and the dimension of avoidance 
and anxiety in attachment are reflected in many areas of the 
child’s life: in their behavior, experience and ability to develop 
interpersonal relationships. Vulnerable adolescents are more 
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likely to be avoidant or anxious due to high-risk environment, 
early neglect, loss or trauma, compared to adolescents who 
grew up in a safe environment (Mellick et al., 2019; Read et 
al., 2018). On the contrary, a secure relationship in early child-
hood can be perceived as a protective factor which is positively 
reflected in resilience, the ability to regulate behavior and ex-
perience, and in establishing high-quality sustainable relation-
ships.

The collection of data took place via a questionnaire survey 
in several selected educational institutions. The main tool of 
the questionnaire survey was the ECR-RS questionnaire (Fra-
ley et al., 2011).

The aim was to analyze the prevalence of attachment in 
girls and boys to the mother and father, as well as the dimen-
sions of avoidance and anxiety as determinants of potential 
influence on manifestations in the behavior of these young 
people.

In the text below, we will first present the theoretical basis 
of the research. We will briefly introduce the issue of attach-
ment in adolescents characterized by high vulnerability and 
risky behavior. Research on attachment in this group is par-
ticularly warranted, as this group is rarely included in research 
studies.

Attachment in childhood
The impact of attachment in childhood and early interaction 
with people have a profound effect on the future functioning 
of the individual in society – and consequently on their mental 
health. It can be said that early childhood experience has an 
impact on resilience and many aspects of the quality of the fol-
lowing stages of his/her life (Citak and Erten, 2021; Langmeier 
and Matějček, 2011).

The initial research of attachment in childhood was carried 
out by Bowlby (2010), who described attachment as a range of 
emotional and cognitive representation created and strength-
ened from the first months of the child’s life. Many authors 
have followed up on his findings. In childhood, it is a dyadic 
relationship in the early stages of life that forms the basis for 
a proper relationship with oneself or others. This also has an 
impact on self-esteem, mental health and wellbeing (Greger et 
al., 2017; Suzuki and Tomoda, 2015). Al-Yagon (2016) states 
that it is generally accepted that children form an attachment 
style not only in the dyadic child-mother connection, but also 
in other close relationships. However, it is not clear which re-
lationships have the greatest influence on the subsequent de-
velopment of the child. 

Furthermore, Keren and Mayseless (2013) mention that 
subsequent relationships may be secure even if the original 
dyadic attachment in childhood was insecure. The stability of 
relationships in the early stages of childhood and family ties 
supports characteristic and significant experiences of forming 
security and trust, as well as resilience throughout life (Waters 
et al., 2000). If there is abuse, neglect, failure of care by par-
ents or other wardens, these experiences can negatively affect 
the child’s ability to regulate its emotions, impulsivity and be-
havior. Adverse stimuli in childhood have a negative effect on 
the development of empathy and positive social skills or on 
authentic personality identity (Taylor et al., 2013). This state 
of vulnerability is a breeding ground for psychological and psy-
chosomatic disorders. Dissociative processes based on early 
attachment trauma are also activated (Doležalová, 2018).

Attachment styles
The modern theory of attachment is dealt with by experts 
from different perspectives, so there are several variants of 

how to describe the styles of attachment. For our purposes, 
we present attachment styles using a four-category model 
(Gunlicks-Stoessel et al., 2019): (1) secure attachment style;  
(2) anxious-preoccupied attachment style; (3) dismiss-
ive-avoidant attachment style; (4) fearful-avoidant attach-
ment style.

Secure attachment style
Secure attachment style is characterized by stability, higher 
resilience, lower levels of stress, trust in oneself and others, 
and feeling comfortable in relationships. Individuals with a 
secure attachment have sufficient self-confidence, self-esteem, 
self-trust and a sufficient degree of integrity and self-control. 
Young people with a secure attachment trust other people, 
are inquisitive, perceive the meaning and importance of their 
studies, and fulfill short-term and long-term goals towards au-
tonomy in adulthood. Roughly 6% of girls in institutional pro-
grams have experienced a secure attachment to their parents. 
This is in contrast to the general population of young people, 
where secure attachment prevalence varies from about 25% to 
60% (Doležalová, 2018; Lečbych and Pospíšilíková, 2012).

Dismissive-avoidant attachment style
In contrast to the previous style, the dismissive-avoidant at-
tachment style is characterized by a significant distancing, 
avoidance and coldness in intimate relationships. However, 
an individual with this attachment style maintains a positive 
image of him or herself, especially in the sense that he/she em-
phasizes his/her independence and own strength. Young peo-
ple who have a dismissive style tend to refuse to ask a teach-
er or therapist for help and devalue relationships with adults 
(Doležalová, 2018).

Preoccupied attachment style
Preoccupied attachment style is characterized primarily by 
ambivalence. These young people have a negative attitude to-
wards themselves while preserving a positive image of others. 
They long for a relationship, especially with their peers, as it 
can improve their perception of their self-image. Some young 
people compensate for their unfulfilled need for childhood 
love through relationships with older partners or use drugs to 
alleviate their emotional pain (Doležalová, 2018).

Fearful-avoidant attachment style
The fearful-avoidant attachment style is characterized by a 
negative image of oneself and others. It manifests itself in un-
predictability, fear of rejection and emotional hurt. Young peo-
ple with this attachment trust neither others nor themselves, 
having often experienced traumatic events in early childhood 
or not having had an opportunity to meet their parents for 
many reasons and having grown up in an institutional setting 
(Doležalová, 2018).

 
Materials and methods

Objectives
As explained above, a certain type of attachment is related to 
risk factors in mental health. This particular type of attach-
ment may therefore carry complex risk consequences during 
adulthood. The following questions arise:

What is the prevalence of attachment styles among adoles-
cents in residential facilities?

What type of attachment is closer to the dimension of anx-
iety and avoidance regarding important attachment targets in 
the observed adolescents?
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This pilot research is unique due to its focus. A systematic 
collection of data on vulnerable adolescents who are in resi-
dential facilities of special education programs for children 
with risky behavior has never been systematically carried out 
by the founder of these institutions (Ministry of Education, 
Youth and Sports of the Czech Republic). In the last few years, 
however, there have been pilot research studies in the field of 
mental health (Dolejšová, 2017; Doležalová, 2018).

Our research involved adolescents who have spent several 
years in residential facilities due to a number of accumulated 
adverse life circumstances. Based on a court decision, these 
adolescents are accepted into residency programs in special 
education programs. These decisions are most often related 
to a variety of risks, the violation of legal norms, truancy or 
drug use, or in connection with a neglected and risky family 
environment.

The aim of the research was to map the prevalence of at-
tachment in vulnerable adolescents to the mother and father, 
and to determine their anxiety and avoidance as possible de-
terminants of behavioral risks.

The research took place in 2019. The research field consist-
ed of residential educational institutions from several regions.

The research group was designed in two steps. First, res-
idential facilities were selected and approached. In the next 
step, the clients present at that time were approached as 
potential respondents. Vulnerable adolescents could also be 
identified in mainstream education, but in residential pro-
grams, potential respondents are clearly formally identifiable 
on the basis of a court decision on a mandatory institutional 
education or on imposing protective education.

The facilities were selected with regard to several factors. 
Given the sensitive nature of the topic being studied – which 
is closely linked to issues of trust and security – we tried to 
ensure the safest possible situation for the data collection i.e., 
from the respondents’ point of view, the situation in which 
they filled in the questionnaires. We therefore selected 15 res-
idential educational facilities. In addition, the main selection 
criterion was that these were facilities with which researchers 
had cooperated before. This aspect was crucial, as residential 
educational facilities with limited access can be considered 
as quasi-total institutions. For successful data collection, we 
needed access to the facility and, equally important, for their 
staff to trust the members of our research team. One of the 
essential selective factors was the respondents’ willingness 
to participate in our research. Participation in the research 
was voluntary and the respondents were allowed to refuse to 
participate without providing reasons. They were also allowed 
to refuse to answer any of the questions and/or express disa-
greement with the processing of certain data or information. 
This possibility was emphasized in the informed consent form 
which the respondents received.

The participating respondents received and signed infor-
mation about the research project – and their roles in the re-
search were explained to them. They were also acquainted with 
the rights associated with their participation in the project 
and also with the methods of data handling (anonymization). 
All of this occurred through informed consent.Prior to the ac-
tual collection of data, the consent of the management of the 
relevant school facility was also obtained. Furthermore, the 
date of implementation and the conditions of data collection 
were chosen upon agreement.

Characteristics of the sample
The sample consisted of 204 respondents, female and male, 
aged 15–19, who were in residential educational programs. At 

that time, the respondents were clients of one of the 15 res-
idential facilities from within the network of such facilities 
from all over the Czech Republic (which consists of a total of 
25 facilities). The research sample was made up of more girls 
(N = 121 girls) than boys (N = 83 boys), as girls were willing 
to cooperate in this research more often than boys. Boys were 
less accessible during data collection.

In this context, it is useful to provide some brief informa-
tion on the target group. In the school year 2018/19, a total of 
933 young people of both genders (348 girls, 585 boys) stayed 
in residential facilities in the Czech Republic. Our research 
group numbered 204 respondents, which is approximately 1/5 
of the target population of young people in residential facili-
ties in the period.

Research tool and data analysis
The ECR-RS questionnaire (Fraley et al., 2011) was used in 
the section of our project from which we are drawing data for 
this study. The ECR-RS self-assessment questionnaire consists 
of 36 items that allow the researchers to reveal the nature of 
emotionally intimate relationships.. The respondent fills in the 
items separately for each target person. Items are rated on a 
seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 
agree). There are six items related to the avoidance dimension 
and three items related to the anxiety dimension.

We came to our findings through quantitative analysis of 
the collected data, using statistical procedures. We included 
statistical descriptive analysis of data with a variation of sta-
tistical procedures using ANOVA or Spearman’s coefficient. 
Furthermore, statistical analyses of the occurrence of individ-
ual types of attachment of the observed adolescents to close 
persons were performed, including anxiety and avoidance.

 
Results

The results of the study summarize the distribution of anxiety, 
avoidance and the prevalence of attachment styles of adoles-
cents to mother and father. We analyzed and examined the do-
mains of anxiety and avoidance related to mother and father 
and the prevalence of individual attachment styles as possible 
determinants of the behavior of adolescent girls and boys at 
risk of behavioral issues.

Anxiety and avoidance related to mother and father
In the following table, we present the anxiety and avoidance 
related to the mother and father. The analysis of these indica-
tors is followed by an analysis and division of the monitored 
adolescents into four types of attachment. The overall anxiety/
avoidance rate was summarized as the arithmetic mean of all 
four attachment styles.

The determined results of the rate of avoidance and anxiety 
are presented in Table 1. There is a higher rate of father avoid-
ance than mother avoidance, both for girls and boys (average 
score 4.29). On the contrary, there is lower rate of avoidance in 
relation to the mother (average score 3.89). Boys and girls have 
a higher degree of anxiety towards their mother (average score 
3.61) than towards their father. The mother is an essential pri-
mary relational figure in early childhood. The loss or threat of 
abandonment by the mother are common among adolescents 
in residential facilities. Uncertainty towards the mother can 
increase anxiety in both boys and girls.
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Table 1. Anxiety and avoidance – Adolescents in residential facilities

Mother/Father Minimum Maximum Mean Standard 
deviation

Median Number of 
responses (N)

Avoidance domain
Mother
Father

1.00
1.00

7.00
7.00

3.89
4.29

1.68
1.61

4.00
4.60

165
156

Anxiety domain
Mother
Father

1.00
1.00

7.00
7.00

3.61
3.26

1.91
1.96

3.67
3.00

165
156

The domain of avoidance and anxiety is an indicator of 
stress. High levels of anxiety have the effect of suppressing 
one’s needs, and the inability to talk about what an individ-
ual needs from himself or others. Anxiety leads to withdrawal 
into one’s inner self, negative expectations of oneself and low 
self-esteem. Anxiety in adolescence can be masked by unstable 
mood, such as outbursts of anger and hatred towards others 
and parents. Similarly to anxiety, individuals with a high rate 
of avoidance also hide their emotional needs with imbalance. 
Adolescents with a high rate of avoidance believe they cannot 
even expect the fulfillment of their needs, they perceive others 
negatively and do not trust others to meet their needs. Avoid-
ant individuals tend to saturate their needs in adolescence by 
superficial surrogate or virtual non-binding and short-term 
relationships.

The evaluation of the results indicates anxiety or avoidance 
towards the individual person. The psychometric properties 
of ECR-RS acquire high values of Cronbach’s alpha reliabili-
ty from 0.85 to 0.92 (Fraley et al., 2011). The measurement 
of relationship structure in adolescents showed high validity 
(Feddern Donbaek and Elklit, 2014). Similar psychometric re-
sults were confirmed in the Czech version of the questionnaire 
(Lečbych and Pospíšilíková, 2012).

Analysis of the prevalence of individual attachment 
styles in relation to the mother and father
For the analysis of individual attachment style, emotional-
ly close targets were chosen, using the methodology of the  
ECR-RS questionnaire (Fraley et al., 2011). We focused on ana-
lyzing the attachment styles to the mother and father. With 
regard to the theory of attachment and the purpose of this 
research study, we chose mother/father because of their emo-
tional significance. We examined the prevalence of individual 
attachment among adolescents to both parents.

Table 2 shows the distribution of the types of attachment 
to the mother. No statistical differences were found between 
boys and girls. The most represented is preoccupied attach-
ment to the mother in 36%. Only 14% of the examined adoles-
cents formed a secure attachment to the mother.

Table 2. Distribution of attachment styles to the mother

Mother (attachment style) N %

Mother is absent 18 9.8

Secure 26 14.2

Avoiding 7 3.8

Preoccupied 66 36.1

Anxious preoccupied 66 36.1

Total 183 100.0

Table 3 shows the differences in the representation of at-
tachment styles between girls and boys. These results show a 
relatively higher proportion of preoccupied attachment to the 
father in girls compared to boys. Furthermore, girls have a 
relatively higher proportion of fearfully-avoiding attachment 
to the father compared to boys. Differences which verge on 
statistical significance are already apparent (0.05 < p < 0.1). 
Secure attachment to the father is the least represented in girls 
(5%), while it is slightly higher for boys (8%). It should be not-
ed that one third of these adolescents has no connection with 
the father. 14% of girls and boys have a secure connection to 
their mother. Less than 7% of boys and girls have a secure con-
nection to their father.

 
Discussion

Secure attachment plays a key role in creating resilience. It also 
contributes to the interpersonal and intrapersonal aspects of 
personality development in adolescent girls and boys in insti-
tutional behavioral modification programs. Our findings show 
high avoidance and anxiety among vulnerable adolescents. 
A low representation of a secure attachment to parents occurs 
similarly among girls and boys. The respondents are on the 
contrary more likely to have a preoccupied or fearful attach-
ment to their parents.

Table 3. Distribution of attachment styles among girls and boys to the father

Father (attachment style)
TotalAbsent father Secure Rejective- 

avoiding
Preoccupied Fearfully-

avoiding

Gender

Girls
12 4 2 47 14 79

15.2% 5.1% 2.5% 59.5% 17.7% 100.0%

Boys
21 9 5 43 32 110

19.1% 8.2% 4.5% 39.1% 29.1% 100.0%

Total
33 13 7 90 46 189

17.5% 6.9% 3.7% 47.6% 24.3% 100.0%

Doležalová et al. / KONTAKT



96

In most boys and girls, an insecure attachment prevails; in 
particular the preoccupied and fearfully-avoiding attachment 
styles are present. The differences in the representation of the 
types of attachment between boys and girls are the same for 
the mother, and no statistical differences were found between 
the sexes. The most represented is the fearfully-avoiding and 
preoccupied attachment to the mother (which occurs in 36%). 
Only 14% of both genders form a secure attachment to the 
mother. Security and safety as protective factors are formed 
primarily in interpersonal relationships built from childhood. 
Strengthening protective factors and the quality of interper-
sonal relationships are essential in both childhood and adoles-
cence, where it is possible to shape personality.

Due to the uncertainty, avoidance and distrust of the par-
ticipating young people, it is necessary to build long-term trust 
and strengthen resilient characteristics in the form of special 
educational and psychosocial therapeutic interventions. Re-
silient characteristics include, for example, tolerance to stress 
and its negative effects, and healthy testing of potentially risky 
situations (Moreno et al., 2016). Individuals with a secure at-
tachment, high self-confidence and self-worth, and positive 
prosocial and flexible behavior in a given social reality have the 
aforementioned and other abilities (Al-Yagon, 2016).

Studies confirm a higher degree of security in adolescents 
placed in residential facilities who have been in early contact 
with their biological parents during their residential program 
(Kobak et al., 2017). Anxiety in adolescents is also affected by 
a number of adverse circumstances faced by the family as a 
result of the separation phase between the children and the 
parents. Active communication with parents during the tran-
sitional phase towards independence and the possibility of re-
turning back home had high benefits for adolescents.

The limitations of the study were the amount of missing 
data for mother or father related questions in the ECR-SR 
questionnaire. Due to traumatic early childhood experienc-
es, some adolescents refused to answer certain questions. 
The most common missing data were the loss of a parent in 
terms of lack of interest and neglect by the biological parent, 
placement in early institutional care until the age of 5 or not 
knowing the biological parents at all..Adolescents responded 
by not filling in the questions because they were upset. Five 
adolescents refused to fill in a part of the questionnaire and 
discontinued the interview after questions about their moth-
ers and early trauma and neglect.

Furthermore, the selection of respondents was voluntary 
within selected institutions of institutional behavioral modi-
fication. These were only respondents who voluntarily agreed 
to participate in the research survey. More data were obtained 
from facilities for girls, because girls were more willing to fill 

out questionnaires and work with researchers than boys. Boys 
were more likely to refuse to participate in the research at all. 
There was a degree of avoidance and distrust of the researcher 
or a lack of interest in responding to all of the questions about 
their relationship with their parents. Alternatively, fatigue af-
ter schooling and lack of interest in filling out the question-
naires might have played a role as well. The fact that these ad-
olescents are impulsive and display ADHD symptoms, or have 
developed huge psychiatric comorbidity due to early trauma or 
neglect might have also been significant in our data collection. 
The studied adolescents did not have intellectual disabilities.

The collection of data took an hour, and this time was also 
a limit, as adolescents did not have the patience to fill out a 
longer questionnaire and came tired from school. Also, the 
data collection was not rewarded by incentives, everything was 
based on their motivation and voluntary cooperation.

 
Conclusions

The findings support the comprehensive direction of special 
education and psychotherapeutic interventions in developing 
secure relationships. They also support the strengthening of 
resilient characteristics in therapeutic and behavioral modifi-
cation programs. A better understanding of the attachment in 
girls and boys to other close persons, as well as the dimensions 
of avoidance and anxiety, can improve emotional and social 
aspects of these vulnerable adolescents. Our findings suggest 
strengthening the well-being of vulnerable adolescents and 
creating a secure professional atmosphere. This study provides 
novel evidence for future research into attachment in vulnera-
ble adolescents in residential facilities.
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Citová vazba vulnerabilních adolescentů v institucionálních zařízeních v České republice

Souhrn
Prezentujeme část výsledků z výzkumné studie, která zkoumala prevalenci citové vazby u dětí s poruchami chování a emocí 
(PCHE) ze speciálněpedagogických programů v institucionálních zařízeních v České republice. Rozvoj poruch chování a emocí 
souvisí s řadou faktorů, které měly vliv na umístění dětí do programů institucionálních zařízení. Jedním z takových rizikových 
faktorů může být porucha citové vazby, která má vliv na chování, socializaci a resilienci.

Cílem výzkumu bylo zjistit prevalenci stylu citové vazby k otci a matce, míru úzkostnosti a vyhýbavosti u vulnerabilních ado-
lescentů jako možných příčin poruch chování a emocí.

Výzkumnou skupinu tvořilo 204 respondentů ve věku 15–19 let. Respondenty byli klienti z 15 pobytových zařízení z celé 
České republiky.

Ke zjištění citové vazby k emocionálním osobám (matka/otec) jsme použili sebehodnoticí dotazník Experiences in Close Re-
lationships (ECR-RS) obsahující 36 položek. Data jsme zpracovali pomocí deskriptivních statistických postupů s použitím proce-
dury ANOVA nebo Spearmanova koeficientu.

Výsledky této studie týkající se citové vazby naznačují vysokou míru vyhýbavosti a úzkostnosti u vulnerabilních adolescentů 
k matce a otci. U většiny respondentů převládá nejistá citová vazba k rodičům. Nejvíce zastoupena byla zapletená citová vazba 
k matce v 36 %. Pouze 14 % vulnerabilních adolescentů mělo vytvořenou jistou citovou vazbu k matce.

Komplexní intervence a psychoterapie je třeba zaměřit na zmírnění úzkostnosti a vyhýbavosti. Zejména rozvíjet jistou cito-
vou vazbu a posilovat resilientní charakteristiky u vulnerabilních adolescentů.

Klíčová slova: prevalence; styl citové vazby; úzkostnost; vulnerabilní adolescenti; vyhýbavost
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