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Abstract

In the field of mental health, psychological distress is a major concern. This study investigates the mediating
role of self-esteem in the relationship between parent-child attachment and psychological distress,
acknowledging self-esteem as an important determinant of psychological distress. A cross-sectional
quantitative research design was employed, and 158 participants were recruited through various social
media platforms using purposive sampling. Participants who met the following criteria, including
Malaysian nationality, being young adults aged 18 to 24 years, and current university enrolment, completed
the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale, Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, and Inventory of Parent and Peer
Attachment. The findings demonstrated significant relationships among the three variables examined.
Specifically, parent-child attachment was significantly related to self-esteem and psychological distress,
while self-esteem was also significantly related to psychological distress. Most importantly, the study
demonstrated that self-esteem significantly mediates the relationship between parent-child attachment and
psychological distress. These findings are consistent with previous research and provide valuable insights
for future studies, contributing to a better understanding of the complex relationships among psychological

distress, self-esteem, and parent-child attachment among Malaysian university students.
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1. Introduction

Psychological distress is a significant concern in the field of mental health. It is commonly
characterised by emotional suffering and difficulties in coping with stressful life circumstances and may
manifest through symptoms of anxiety and depression (Deasy et al., 2014; Stallman et al., 2017).
Psychological distress can occur as a normal response to challenging life events or may indicate a more
serious clinical condition. According to Chen et al. (2022), psychological distress may be associated with
suicidal thoughts or behaviours, psychiatric symptoms such as delusions, and social disengagement (bin
Othman & Rashid, 2018; Teh et al., 2015). Due to the high prevalence of anxiety, depression, and suicide
risk, psychological distress has become a major mental health concern among Malaysian university students
(bin Othman & Rashid, 2018; Mboya et al., 2020; Stallman et al., 2017; Tariku et al., 2017). Numerous
challenges may arise during the transition to university life, including adapting to increased academic
responsibilities, forming new friendships, and managing greater independence (Worsley et al., 2021).

Psychological distress is influenced by various factors, with parental factors being among the
important contributors. The psychological and emotional development of young people is influenced by
the attachment relationship between parents and children (Shao & Kang, 2022). According to Bowlby's
(1969) attachment theory, a secure parent-child attachment is essential for promoting healthy emotional
and social development. Numerous studies have provided evidence of a relationship between psychological
distress and parent-child attachment (Umemura et al., 2017; Wadman et al., 2019). For example, individuals
with secure attachment relationships tend to experience lower levels of psychological distress, whereas
those with insecure attachments may be more vulnerable to psychological difficulties (Monaco et al., 2019).
Children with insecure attachments have also been found to experience higher levels of psychological
distress, including anxiety and depression, compared with children who have secure attachments (Dagan et
al., 2018; Dubois-Comtois et al., 2013; Manning et al., 2017; Marganska et al., 2013).

In addition to parent-child attachment, psychological distress is also influenced by self-esteem.
According to Bajaj et al. (2016), self-esteem represents the affective and evaluative aspects of an
individual's self-concept. Self-esteem plays an important role in mental health outcomes, particularly
psychological distress (Becerra et al., 2020). For example, Becerra et al. (2020) found that lower self-esteem
was associated with higher levels of psychological distress among university students studying abroad.
Similarly, Trong Dam et al. (2023) found that adolescents with higher levels of self-esteem generally
reported better mental health outcomes and fewer psychiatric symptoms, including depression and anxiety.

Moreover, research conducted in overseas contexts has found a positive relationship between parent-
child attachment and self-esteem (Passanisi et al., 2015). This finding is further supported by the
longitudinal research of Shen et al. (2021), which revealed complex associations among childhood
attachment, adult attachment, self-esteem, and psychological distress across different contexts. However,
there remains a gap in the literature concerning the mediating role of self-esteem in the relationship between
parent-child attachment and psychological distress in Malaysia. Therefore, this study aims to investigate
the mediating role of self-esteem in the relationship between parent-child attachment and psychological
distress among Malaysian undergraduate students. The findings of this study may provide valuable insights
into the factors influencing the mental health and well-being of this population and may help inform

interventions designed to enhance their mental health and overall well-being.
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1.1. Research Aims

The current study adopted attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) as a theoretical framework to explain the
relationship between parent-child attachment, self-esteem, and psychological distress. Attachment theory,
as proposed by Bowlby (1969), posits that individual behaviours and emotional functioning are
fundamentally rooted in early attachment relationships. Based on these early experiences with primary
attachment figures, such as parents, individuals develop “internal working models” of the self and others
(Levine & Heller, 2010). The self-model is grounded in beliefs about self-worth, while the other-model is
centred on beliefs regarding the reliability of others (Levine & Heller, 2010). In the current study, the self-
model is directly related to self-esteem. Individuals with a positive self-model are more likely to develop a
healthy level of self-esteem. The patterns of attachment relationships established during childhood are
crucial for the development of internal working models, particularly the self-model, which is associated
with self-esteem. This, in turn, contributes to healthy emotional functioning and behaviours in later life,
which are associated with the level of psychological distress experienced.

Accordingly, it is expected that, in addition to the direct effects of parent-child attachment and self-
esteem on psychological distress, self-esteem also indirectly influences the relationship between parent-
child attachment and psychological distress. In other words, a complementary mediation model is proposed

as a mechanism linking the three variables (see Figure 1).

H1: There is a negative association between parent-child attachment and psychological distress among
Malaysian university students.

H2: There is a negative association between self-esteem and psychological distress among Malaysian
university students.

H3: There is a positive association between parent-child attachment and self-esteem among Malaysian

university students.

H4: self-esteem mediates the association between parent-child attachment and psychological distress

among Malaysian university students.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework
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2. Research Method

2.1. Participants

The current study consisted of 158 university students aged between 18 and 24 years (M = 21.70,
SD = 1.29). The majority of participants (n = 50) were within the 21 to 24 year age range. Of the total
sample, 114 participants were female, representing 72.2% of all respondents, while 44 participants were
male, accounting for 27.8% of the sample. Notably, the study included a higher proportion of female than
male participants. Furthermore, the majority of participants (93%; n = 147) were Chinese. Of the remaining
participants, 3.2% (n = 5) were Malay, 2.5% (n = 4) were Indian, and 1.3% (n = 2) belonged to other ethnic

groups.

2.2. Instruments

The questionnaire survey was used to investigate the association between parent-child attachment

relationship, self-esteem and psychological distress.

2.2.1. Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA)

Individuals’ attachment levels to their parents were assessed using the Inventory of Parent and Peer
Attachment (IPPA) (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). The scale consists of 28 items assessing parent
attachment and 25 items assessing peer attachment. However, this study focused solely on parent-child
attachment. A five-point rating scale ranging from 1 (indicating low frequency or low agreement) to 5
(indicating high frequency or high agreement) was used to assess the items. In this study, items pertaining
to alienation, such as “I get upset easily at home” and “I feel angry with my parents”, were reverse scored,
as prescribed in the IPPA. The responses to these items were therefore inverted so that higher scores
consistently represented more positive attachment characteristics. Consequently, higher total scores
indicate a more stable and secure attachment bond between parents and children. The IPPA demonstrated
acceptable internal consistency in the current study, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.780, suggesting that it is

a reliable measure for assessing parent-child attachment among Malaysian university students.

2.2.2. Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES)

Individuals’ general self-esteem was assessed using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES)
(Rosenberg, 1965). The scale consists of ten items, including five positively worded items (Items 1, 3, 4,
7, and 10) and five negatively worded items (Items 2, 5, 6, 8, and 9). The items are scored on a four-point
Likert scale, ranging from 1, denoting “strongly agree”, to 4, denoting “strongly disagree”. The five
negatively worded items (Items 2, 5, 6, 8, and 9) are reverse scored when calculating the overall score. The
total score ranges from 10 to 40, with higher scores indicating higher levels of self-esteem. The RSES
demonstrated acceptable internal consistency in the current study, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.827,

suggesting that it is a reliable measure for assessing self-esteem among Malaysian university students.
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2.2.3. Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10)

Individuals’ levels of psychological distress were assessed using the Kessler Psychological
Distress Scale (K10) (Kessler et al., 2002). Each of the ten items is assessed using a five-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1, denoting “never”, to 5, denoting “always”. The scores for all ten items are summed to
obtain a total score, with higher scores indicating higher levels of psychological distress, while lower scores
indicate lower levels of psychological distress. The K10 demonstrated acceptable internal consistency in
the current study, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.864, suggesting that it is a reliable measure for assessing

psychological distress among Malaysian university students.

2.3. Data Collection Procedures

Ethical approval was obtained from the UTAR Scientific and Research Committee prior to the
distribution of the survey. Following approval, the researchers used Qualtrics to distribute the questionnaire.
The survey link was distributed via Microsoft Teams and several social networking sites, such as Facebook,
Instagram, WhatsApp, and Xiaohongshu. To reach a wider audience of undergraduate students, participants
were also encouraged to share the survey URL with their peers.

Section A of the questionnaire, titled “Consent Form for Research Participation and Personal Data
Protection”, was used to obtain respondents’ informed consent. This section provided comprehensive
information about the present study, including its objectives, the voluntary nature of participation,
confidentiality, the researchers’ contact details, and the participant inclusion criteria. Before completing the
questionnaire, each participant was required to provide informed consent to ensure that their rights were

protected.

3. Results

The present study utilized IBM SPSS Statistics Version 31 for data analysis. To test each hypothesis,
Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to examine the relationships between variables. All statistical

tests were performed at a significance level of o = 0.05.

3.1. Correlation Analysis

HI1: There is a negative association between parent-child attachment and psychological distress
among Malaysian university students.

As shown in Table 1, the current study revealed a statistically significant moderate negative
correlation between the parent-child attachment and psychological distress, with a correlation coefficient
of 1(158) = -.476*** p < .001. The findings also demonstrated that individuals with stronger parent-child
attachment relationships tend to experience lower levels of psychological distress.

H2: There is a negative association between self-esteem and psychological distress among
Malaysian university students.

As shown in Table 1, the current study showed a statistically significant negative relationship

between Self-Esteem and Psychological Distress, with a correlation coefficient of r(158) = -.623*** (p <
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.001). The findings also demonstrated that individuals with higher self-esteem tend to experience lower
levels of psychological distress.

H3: There is a positive association between parent-child attachment and self-esteem among
Malaysian university students.

As shown in Table 1, the current study indicated a statistically significant positive association
between the parent-child attachment and self-esteem, with a correlation coefficient of r(158) = .483*** (p

<.001). The findings also demonstrated that individuals with stronger parent-child attachment relationships

tend to have higher levels of self-esteem.

Table 1. Correlation between parent-child attachment, self-esteem and psychological distress among
Malaysian university students

Parent-Child Attachment  Self- Psychological
Relationship Esteem Distress
Parent-Child Pearson’s 1 483 H** - 476%**
Attachment Correlation
Sig. (2 tailed) - .000 .000
N 158 158 158
Self-Esteem Pearson’s 483 F** 1 -.623%**
Correlation
Sig. (2 tailed) .000 - .000
N 158 158 158
Psychological Pearson’s - 476%%* -.623%** ]
Distress Correlation
Sig. (2 tailed) .000 .000 -
N 158 158 158

*p< 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p< 0.001.

3.2. Mediating Analysis

Process Macro Model 4.2, developed by Hayes (2022), was integrated into SPSS software and used.
This version was employed to examine the mediating role of self-esteem in the associations between the
parent-child attachment relationship and psychological distress.

H4: Self-esteem is a complementary mediator for the effects of parent-child attachment on
psychological distress among Malaysian university students

As shown in Table 2, the indirect effect of parent-child attachment on psychological distress through
self-esteem was significant, p<.05. As the direct effect of parent-child attachment on psychological distress
was also significant, p < .05, this result indicates a complementary mediation effect of self-esteem (Zhao et

al., 2010).
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Table 2. The mediating role of self-esteem (one-tailed test)
Hypothesis Beta ~ Std T 95% CI
Error Values

Lower Upper

Mediation relationship

Self-esteem as mediator

Parent-child attachment -> self-esteem -> H4 -.119 0.026 2.18%* -.175 -.072
psychological distress

#p< 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p< 0.001.

4. Discussion

HI1: There is a negative association between parent-child attachment and psychological distress

among Malaysian university students.

The results support the hypothesis that stronger parent-child attachment is associated with lower
levels of psychological distress among university students in Malaysia. Specifically, higher levels of parent-
child attachment were significantly associated with lower levels of psychological distress, which is
consistent with previous research. For instance, Shen and Liu (2023) found that parent-child attachment
was significantly associated with psychological distress. It is important to recognise that higher levels of
social and emotional support from parents are associated with lower levels of psychological distress among
children and may also contribute to more positive parent-child relationships (Reczek & Zhang, 2016). The
current findings also support Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory, which proposes that secure and nurturing
parent-child attachment is important for psychological well-being and may be associated with lower levels

of psychological distress.

H2: There is a negative association between self-esteem and psychological distress among

Malaysian university students.

The results support the hypothesis that higher self-esteem is associated with lower levels of
psychological distress among university students in Malaysia. Specifically, higher levels of self-esteem
were significantly associated with lower levels of psychological distress, which is consistent with previous
research. This suggests that higher levels of self-esteem may be associated with fewer manifestations of
psychological distress, such as stress, anxiety, and depression (SAD). Various studies (Bajaj et al., 2016;
Becerra et al., 2020; Galanakis et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2021) have supported this association. For example,
Bajaj et al. (2016) indicated that individuals with low self-esteem often experience psychological distress,
which may be associated with self-harming behaviours. Liu et al. (2021) further suggested that social
support may indirectly influence psychological distress by strengthening self-esteem. Insufficient social
support from family and peers may contribute to feelings of isolation and depressive symptoms, whereas
adequate social support may provide comfort and companionship. Galanakis et al. (2016) demonstrated that
students with high self-esteem experience lower levels of distress than those with low self-esteem,
highlighting the association between negative self-perceptions and psychological distress, which may
include fatigue and depressive symptoms. Positive personality traits may also serve as protective factors

that are associated with lower levels of psychological distress and higher self-esteem.
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H3: There is a positive association between parent-child attachment and self-esteem among

Malaysian university students.

The results support the hypothesis that stronger parent-child attachment is associated with higher
levels of self-esteem among university students in Malaysia. This finding is supported by numerous
previous studies. For example, Jeong et al. (2020) reported a positive correlation between father-child
attachment, mother-child attachment, and self-esteem. Additionally, Shen et al. (2021) found that
individuals with secure parent-child attachment relationships reported higher levels of self-esteem. In short,
secure attachment relationships may provide children with a sense of stability, which can contribute to
greater confidence and a more positive self-view, particularly in relation to self-esteem (Levine & Heller,
2010). Additionally, positive reinforcement from parents has been shown to enhance self-esteem, while
conflict within parent-child relationships may adversely affect mental well-being through its association

with self-esteem (Trong Dam et al., 2023).

H4: Self-esteem mediates the association between parent-child attachment and psychological

distress among Malaysian university students.

The hypothesis was supported, as the results revealed a significant negative indirect effect of parent-
child attachment on psychological distress through self-esteem. Additionally, the significant negative direct
effect of parent-child attachment on psychological distress indicates a complementary mediating role of
self-esteem (Zhao et al., 2010). The findings further support Bowlby’s attachment theory, which proposes
that secure parent-child attachment plays an important role in the development of internal working models
of the self and others. In particular, a positive self-model may be associated with higher self-esteem, which
may subsequently be associated with lower levels of psychological distress. Furthermore, the findings are
consistent with previous research conducted by Imran and Jackson (2022) in the UK, which found that self-
esteem mediated the relationship between attachment relationships and psychological distress among
emerging adults. Monaco et al. (2019) also indicated that individuals with insecure parent-child attachment
relationships were more likely to report lower self-esteem and higher levels of psychological distress.

This study, like many previous research endeavours, has certain limitations. Firstly, the participant
demographic was predominantly composed of individuals from a Chinese ethnic background, which may
constrain the generalisability of the findings to the broader undergraduate population in Malaysia. Given
Malaysia’s multicultural landscape, future research should aim to recruit a sample with a more balanced
distribution of ethnic groups, thereby enhancing the generalisability of the findings.

Secondly, the current study employed a cross-sectional research design, which limits the ability to
establish causal relationships between the variables. To address this limitation, future studies should
consider employing a longitudinal research design. Longitudinal studies can provide a deeper
understanding of how variables are associated with one another over time and how changes in these
variables may relate to psychological outcomes. By employing a longitudinal research design and collecting
data at multiple time points, future research may address some of the limitations of the present study and
provide a more comprehensive understanding of the relationships among the psychological variables

examined.
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The findings of the current study have significant theoretical and practical implications.
Theoretically, this research extends the application of Bowlby’s attachment theory by demonstrating its
relevance to university students in Malaysia. Specifically, the findings indicate that stronger parent-child
attachment is associated with more positive internal working models of the self, reflected in higher levels
of self-esteem, which are in turn associated with lower levels of psychological distress.

From a practical perspective, these findings can inform preventive and intervention programmes
within universities. University counsellors and educators can initiate seminars and workshops aimed at
enhancing students’ self-esteem, which may, in turn, help to alleviate psychological distress. Additionally,
this research raises public awareness about the importance of parent-child attachment during early

developmental stages. It highlights the importance of parents fostering secure attachment relationships,

thereby providing children with a strong foundation for emotional well-being.
5. Conclusion

In summary, this study found a significant negative association between university students’
psychological distress and parent-child attachment. A significant positive association was also found
between parent-child attachment and self-esteem, while self-esteem was significantly negatively associated
with psychological distress. Furthermore, the findings highlighted the mediating role of self-esteem in the
relationship between parent-child attachment and psychological distress. Overall, the results are consistent
with previous research and emphasise the importance of these variables in understanding psychological
well-being among university students. This study contributes to the Malaysian academic literature by
providing further insight into the relationships among psychological distress, parent-child attachment, and

self-esteem among Malaysian university students.
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