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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of the present study was to investigate factors that contribute to the social 

adjustment to college for gifted emerging adults. Specifically, perceived parental attachment, and 

social competence were included. Additionally, social competence was examined to determine if 

it served as a mediator between parental attachment and social adjustment to college. Results 

from bivariate correlations and multiple regression analyses revealed positive, significant 

correlations between parental attachment and social adjustment to college, parental attachment 

and social competence, and social competence and social adjustment to college. Analyses also 

found that social competence partially mediated the relationship between parental attachment 

and social adjustment to college. Limitations, implications, and future research directions were 

discussed. The majority of research regarding gifted individuals focuses on the experience and 

developmental domains within the K-12 setting. The findings of the present study add to the 

significant dearth of literature concerning the college experience of gifted individuals. 

Specifically, the results provide support that a secure parental attachment influences positive 

development of social competence and better social adjustment to college in gifted emerging 

adults. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

In contemporary United States culture, emerging adulthood is a developmental period 

that encompasses an individual’s transition from adolescence to adulthood, spanning from the 

late teens through the mid to late twenties (Arnett, 2015).  Emerging adults are described as those 

who are “in the process of developing the capacities, skills, and qualities of character deemed by 

their culture as necessary for completing the transition to adulthood” (Arnett, 1998, p. 312).  

Emerging adulthood is a preferable term to use when describing individuals in this life stage as 

opposed to “late adolescence” or “young adulthood” because it describes the exploration of self 

and the journey towards adulthood. Arnett (2015) used the term emerging because it best 

describes the “exploratory, unstable, fluid quality of the period” (p. 22). Emerging adulthood 

provides a framework for researchers and clinicians in understanding the developmental process 

of individuals within this life stage.  

The societal importance of personal growth, adult success, future income, and occupation 

status has made college the primary setting for emerging adults (Arnett, 2000, 2015). Today, 

about 70% of emerging adults entered tertiary education following high school graduation 

(Arnett, 2015). During this time and from these experiences, emerging adults explore the self and 

determine how he or she will be associated with society (Arnett, 1998, 2000, 2015). Emerging 

adulthood also signifies the transition and separation from parents, familiar resources, and 

support (Kenny, 1987), in addition to, increased independence and formation of significant 

interpersonal relationships (Arnett, 2015). College is an arena that provides emerging adults 

these opportunities, and to experience a variety of new social interactions and environments 
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(Kaufman & Feldman, 2004). Emerging adults must adapt to their new academic and social 

contexts and develop new support networks, while reconciling their family and friend 

relationships at home (Azmitia, Syed, & Radmacher, 2013). Therefore, it is important to 

understand social adjustment to college amongst emerging adults. An emerging adult’s ability to 

adapt to and navigate these social contexts are dependent upon their level of social competence, 

or their ability to effectively organize social skills and behaviors to engage in social interactions 

(Bierman & Welsh, 2000; Olszewski-Kubilius, Lee, & Thomson, 2014; Rose-Krasor, 1997). An 

individual’s social competencies depend on their childhood development and, most importantly, 

the relationships, interactions, and attachments to their primary caregiver. 

Many research studies have explored factors that contribute to, enhance, and inhibit 

social adjustment to college. Social adjustment to college is dependent upon factors such as an 

emerging adult’s parental attachments and social competence (Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1982; 

Kenny & Rice, 1995; Smith & Betz, 2000). Much attention has been given to the association 

between the constructs of parental attachment and social adjustment to college (Armsden & 

Greenberg, 1987; Kenny & Rice, 1995; Larose & Boivin, 1998; Rice, FitzGerald, Whaley, & 

Gibbs, 1995; Schwartz & Buboltz, 2004; Soucy & Larose, 2000) with social competence as a 

potential mediator (Holt, 2014; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991; Rice, Cunningham, & Young, 1997). 

Research has also focused on the relationship between parental attachment and social 

competence (Bowlby 1982; Hinderlie & Kenny, 2002; Holt, 2014; Kenny & Sirin, 2006; 

Mallinckrodt, 1992, 2000; Stump, Ratliff, Wu, & Hawley, 2009). While there are studies that 

examine parental attachment, social competence, and social adjustment to college either 

individually or partially, there are currently no studies that consider all of these variables 

together amongst emerging adults. Research is needed to understand the dynamics and 
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importance of how the constructs parental attachment and social competence are related to social 

adjustment to college. 

Though there is a substantial amount of research literature regarding the aforementioned 

variables amongst emerging adults, there is a significant lack of research regarding the university 

or college experience of gifted emerging adults (McLaughlin, 2015; Mendaglio, 2013; Rinn, 

2005; Rinn & Plucker, 2004; Robinson, 1997). The social adjustment to college, and its related 

factors, are important constructs to examine amongst this population. Although giftedness is 

commonly perceived as an advantage, it may pose as a potential challenge to a gifted individual 

(Robinson, 2002). Gifted individuals have been found to be more vulnerable to adjustment, 

behavioral, and mental health problems, and exhibit difficulties in social and emotional 

development (Morawska & Sanders, 2009; Pfeiffer & Stocking, 2000; Robinson, 2002; Yoo & 

Moon, 2006). 

While parental attachments, social competence, and social adjustment to college in 

emerging adults have been previously investigated, these variables have not been thoroughly 

researched amongst emerging adults who are gifted. Most research concerning gifted individuals 

encompasses the academic, social, and emotional development in the primary and secondary 

education levels. Research on the familial and social aspects of gifted emerging adults at a 

tertiary education level have yet to be examined. The purpose of this study is to investigate the 

relationship between parental attachment style, social competence, and social adjustment to 

college amongst gifted emerging adults.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

 This chapter provides a review of literature related to investigating the relationships 

between parental attachment, social competence, and social adjustment to college amongst gifted 

emerging adults. First, literature surrounding the characteristics and demographics of gifted 

individuals will be addressed. Next, the theoretical framework of parental attachment is 

reviewed. The construct of social adjustment to college will then be discussed. Subsections 

utilize empirical research to explore social adjustment amongst gifted individuals as well as the 

relationships between parental attachment and social adjustment to college. Next, previous 

empirical research examining social competence and the association between parental attachment 

and social adjustment is discussed. Last, a summary of the relation between the current study’s 

variables is presented. 

Characteristics of Gifted Individuals 

 Individuals who are identified as gifted are part of a diverse group who exhibit a wide 

range of characteristics and talents, and have advanced abilities in one or more domains (Reis, & 

Renzulli, 2004; Robinson, 2002). Due to these various and varying levels of ability, there is a 

lack of consensus for a collective definition of giftedness. Giftedness and high IQ are commonly 

perceived as synonymous, although recent research has determined IQ an inadequate measure of 

giftedness as it has multiple qualities. Robinson (2002) offered the following widely accepted 

definition of giftedness developed by the Office of Educational Research and Improvement in 

the U.S. Department of Education (1993): 
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i.  Children and youth with outstanding talent perform or show the potential for 

performing at remarkably high levels of accomplishment when compared with 

others of their age, experience, or environment. 

ii.  These children and youth exhibit high performance capability in intellectual, 

creative, and/or artistic areas, possess an unusual leadership capacity, or excel in 

specific academic fields. They require services or activities not ordinarily 

provided by the schools. 

iii.  Outstanding talents are present in children and youth from all cultural groups, 

across economic strata, and in areas of human endeavor. (p. 26) 

Additional qualities and personality characteristics of gifted individuals include: extensive and 

detailed memory; exceptional reasoning ability; vivid imaginations; rapid learning rate; 

perfectionism; excitabilities such as an organic surplus of energy, intensified sensory and visual 

pleasures, vivid imagery, inventiveness and strong expressions, the desire to solve problems and 

puzzles, and intense emotional reactions and perceptions; and moral sensitivity, perceptiveness, 

and concern with society and the state of the world (Ackerman, 1997; Ackerman, 2009; Pfeiffer 

& Stocking, 2000; Reis & Renzulli, 2004) 

Honors Programs 

The majority of research regarding gifted individuals focuses on developmental domains 

within the K-12 setting (Hébert & McBee, 2007; Robinson, 1997). However, the academic, 

social, and emotional development and needs of gifted students continues past high school 

graduation, and should also be addressed at a university level (Hébert & McBee, 2007; 

Robinson, 1997). There is a significant dearth of research regarding gifted emerging adults’ 

university or college experience (McLaughlin, 2015; Mendaglio, 2013; Rinn, 2005; Rinn & 
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Plucker, 2004; Robinson, 1997). Available research regarding this particular population has used 

honors program students to operationalize giftedness (Rinn & Plucker, 2004; Robinson, 1997). 

For example, several studies that have investigated giftedness at a tertiary level have used 

membership in an honors program as criteria for participation (Hammond, McBee, & Hébert, 

2007; Speirs-Neumeister, & Finch, 2006). Most colleges and universities provide honors 

programs to meet these needs of gifted undergraduates. University honors program philosophies 

are parallel to K-12 gifted programs in which the students’ environments and classrooms are 

modified to excel and fully foster his or her potential (Hammond et al., 2007; Hébert & McBee, 

2007; Robinson, 1997). For example, honors programs usually have smaller classroom sizes, 

more faculty contact, mentoring, and honors residence halls (Hébert & McBee, 2007; Robinson, 

1997; Steinhauer, 2002). Each institution’s criteria for honors program admission varies (Lane, 

2006), but students’ ACT or SAT scores and high school grade point average are typically used 

to determine admission into honors programs (Rinn & Plucker, 2004; Robinson, 1997). Also, 

many colleges and universities have an early entrance program that allows an opportunity to 

qualified gifted adolescents to enter the institution while omitting some or all of their high school 

years (Rinn, 2007). For the purposes of this research, a gifted college student is defined as one 

who participates in a university or college honors program.  

Theories of Parental Attachment 

This section of Chapter II describes the theoretical foundations of parental attachment. 

First, Bowlby’s (1969) model is presented, which is then followed by an explanation of 

Ainsworth’s (1989) expansion of attachment theory. Ainsworth and colleague’s (1978) famous 

research study, The Strange Situation, is described in-depth and is then compared to an emerging 

adult’s first year in college.  
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Attachment is defined as a continuous, stable, and affectionate bond between a child and 

his or her caregiver (Ainsworth, Blehar, Walters, & Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1973). Attachment 

theories have claimed that the relationships and interactions that an individual has with his or her 

parents at an early age are internalized and contribute towards an individual’s psychological 

development throughout the lifespan (Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1980). Bowlby (1969) 

proposed the ethological theory of attachment, which posits that an infant’s emotional bond to 

their caregiver is a developed response that promotes survival.  Bowlby’s model indicates that 

the purpose of attachment behavioral system serves as protection for a child against predation in 

situations of separation by triggering proximity-seeking behavior that will provide support in 

exploring their environment (Bowlby, 1982; Kenny, 1987). According to Bowlby (1982), 

attachment develops in four phases: (1) preattachment phase; (2) attachment in the making 

phase; (3) “clear-cut” attachment phase; and (4) formation of reciprocal relationship (Bowlby, 

1982). According to Bowlby (1980), children develop an attachment to their caregiver in the 

experiences of these phases, which serves as a secure base in the caregiver’s absence.  

Ainsworth’s Expansion of Attachment Theory  

Ainsworth’s (1989) expanded the of attachment theory, and focused on a child’s 

normative shifts of attachment beyond infancy and throughout adolescence as well as the 

individual differences in attachment patterns. According to Ainsworth (1989), at birth the infant 

uses species-characteristic behaviors, such as signaling the caregiver’s attention through crying. 

An inner representation of the infant’s caregiver and attachment begins to develop during the 

middle of the first year. Ainsworth (1989) claimed the child also attains the capability of 

understanding the existence of the caregiver even when her or she is not present, as well as, the 

onset of behaviors of distress when the caregiver departs. Also, it is in this phase of development 
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that attachment-related behaviors, such as directed reach and grasping, begin to form. 

Throughout the remainder of the year, the infant develops and organizes inner working models 

and expectations of their self, attachment figures and their behaviors, and the environment 

(Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1982).  

The Strange Situation. In 1978, Ainsworth and colleagues conducted observational 

research on infant-toddlers’ quality of attachment. Also known as the Strange Situation, this 

study introduced infant-toddlers to an unfamiliar environment and person then assessed the 

infant-toddler’s behaviors and responses to the initial presence, following separation, and 

reunion with their primary caregiver. Additionally, Ainsworth et al. (1978) analyzed the 

mother’s interactions and responses towards the infant-toddler. Based on the observations, 

Ainsworth and colleagues (1978) concluded that the patterns of attachment are secure or insecure 

and are dependent on early interactions between the child and attachment figure.  

Secure parental attachment. Securely attached children displayed distressing behaviors 

when the caregiver left the room, was responsive when the caregiver returned, and used the 

caregiver as a secure base to actively explore the unfamiliar environment. The child was 

avoidant when left alone with the stranger, but was friendly with the stranger when the caregiver 

was present. Caregivers of children with this attachment style were consistent, appropriately 

responded to the child’s needs, and provided love and affection. According to Bowlby (1980), 

children with a secure attachment style are “likely to possess a representational model of 

attachment figure(s) as being available, responsive, and helpful” (p. 242). Empirical evidence has 

shown that adolescents with a secure attachment with their caregivers have reported higher levels 

of emotional and psychological well-being (Armsden & Greensberg, 1987; Kenny & Perez, 

1996; Rice et al., 1997) and higher functioning in emotion regulation and adjustment (Cooper, 
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Shaver, & Collins, 1998; Soucy & Larose, 2000). Furthermore, securely attached children 

develop a positive model of self and others, and are comfortable with intimacy, proximity, and 

distance in their relationships with others in adulthood (Mallinckrodt & Wei, 2005; Love & 

Murdock, 2004). 

Insecure parental attachment. Children with insecure attachments experience anxiety 

that is expressed in two different ways: anxious/ambivalent or anxious/avoidant (Ainsworth et 

al., 1978). Anxious/ambivalent children showed intense signs of distress when the mother 

departed and avoided or feared the stranger. Children with this attachment pattern were overly 

clingy or displayed angry resistant behaviors towards the caregiver when she returned. These 

caregivers had inconsistent responses to their child where these mothers either appropriately 

responded to their child’s distress or were neglectful (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Also, these 

children did not actively explore the environment because they were concerned with their 

mother’s availability. Anxious/ambivalent children typically develop a negative model of the 

self, and may feel abandoned during dangerous situations. This fear of abandonment may 

continue on through adulthood where individuals with an anxious/ambivalent attachment may 

fear separation or abandonment in their intimate relationships by their partners (Love & 

Murdock, 2004). 

Children with anxious/avoidant attachment patterns did not display distress when their 

caregiver departed, were indifferent about the presence of the stranger, and displayed no interest 

or avoided their mother when she returned. Ainsworth et al., (1978) explained that caregivers of 

this attachment pattern were unresponsive to their child’s distress and rejected their child’s 

requests for security and proximity. Children with an anxious/avoidant attachment style may 

develop a negative model of others and disregard the importance of interpersonal relationships 
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throughout life (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Individuals who experience this style of attachment are 

prone to develop ambivalent characteristics towards their partners in intimate relationships in 

adulthood (Harwood, Miller, & Irizarry, 1995; Love & Murdock, 2004).  

Although attachment studies indicate three patterns of attachment styles (i.e., secure, 

insecure-anxious/ambivalent, and insecure-anxious/avoidant), and a fourth, insecure-

fearful/disorganized (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991), recent research has proposed a two-

dimensional model that better represents adult attachment (Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Griffin & 

Bartholomew, 1994). Attachment security can be understood as a spectrum from secure to all 

styles of insecure attachment in this dimensional model (Gallo, Smith, & Ruiz, 2003; Griffin & 

Bartholomew, 1994). In this model (Figure 1), the degree of “anxiety” and “avoidance”, as well 

as the degree of inner working model of the self and other, describes the structure of attachment 

within relationships (Fraley & Shaver, 2000). Each matrix of the model is representative of 

Barthlomew and Horowitz’s (1991) proposed attachment styles. Individuals with low Anxiety 

and low Avoidance, and positive self and other model represent secure attachment with the 

attachment figure. The remaining dimensions (i.e., low Avoidance to high Anxiety with negative 

self and positive other models; high Avoidance and Anxiety with negative self and other models; 

and high Avoidance and low Anxiety with a positive self model and negative other model) are 

associated with insecure attachment with attachment figure (Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Gallo et al., 

2003; Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994). 

The Strange Situation in college. A basic assumption of attachment theory is that 

attachment relationships continue to be important throughout the lifespan (Ainsworth, 1989; 

Bowlby, 1980, 1982). The first year of college is compared to the Strange Situation because it is 

a time in which students are separated from their primary support system, familiar resources, and 
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caregivers for the first time (Kenny, 1987; Kenny & Rice, 1995). When individuals leave home, 

the quality of attachment is essential in supporting autonomous exploration of the new 

environment and in further developing social competence (Kenny, 1987). According to 

Ainsworth’s model (1978), children with secure attachments readily and willingly separate from 

their primary caregiver when it is voluntary and when there is low stress within the system. If 

there are high levels of stress, the child will actively seek out support from their figure of 

attachment until they are comforted. Kenny (1987) explained emerging adults with secure 

attachments to their caregiver might view leaving for college as a voluntary opportunity to 

explore and familiarize with the novel college environment. If the emerging adult still identifies 

their primary caregiver as a secure base, he or she will turn to their caregiver for support in times 

of stress when needed in a way that fosters autonomous development (Kenny, 1987; Mattanah, 

Lopez, & Govern, 2011). Furthermore, empirical evidence has reported that college students 

with secure attachments with their caregiver have better college adjustment (Armsden & 

Greenberg, 1987; Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002; Larose & Boivin, 1998) and confidence in and ease 

in form social interactions and relationships (Kenny, 1987; Parade, Leerkes, & Blankson, 2010).  

Social Adjustment to College 

 This section provides a conceptualization of social adjustment to college, and how it is 

related to parental attachment. First, the social development and social adjustment of gifted 

individuals is addressed (Hollingworth, 1926, 1942; Lopez & Sotillo, 2009; Terman, 1925/1947). 

Social adjustment in gifted individuals will be explained with a risk vs. resilience model 

(Neihart, 1999, 2002). Next, Kenny and Rice’s (1995) model is utilized to discuss the 

relationship between parental attachments and social adjustment to college in emerging adults. 

Finally, empirical evidence providing support for these constructs is presented. 
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Transitioning to the college environment presents emerging adults with an opportunity to 

explore their identity within a context that is free of parental supervision or adult responsibilities 

(Arnett, 2000; Gray, Vitak, Easton, & Ellison, 2013). Emerging adults are expected to 

progressively make adjustments to manage these new life experiences, such as academic, social, 

personal-emotional, and institutional adjustments (Baker & Siryk, 1984; Credé & Niehorster, 

2012). Social adjustment in the context of college refers to the degree and success to which an 

individual has integrated his or her self into the university’s social networks and communities, 

and is engaged in new interpersonal interactions and relationships, separated from past 

significant relationships, and is satisfied with the overall social environment (Baker, 2002; Credé 

& Niehorster, 2012; Engels, Finkenauer, Meeus, & Deković, 2001; Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 

1994). Baker and Siryk (1984) reported that students who adjusted well to college managed their 

interpersonal experiences, academic responsibilities, and psychological distress better than 

students who did not adjust well. Additionally, empirical evidence has reported that factors such 

as parental fostering of autonomy, the quality of parental attachment, family cohesion, and parent 

availability are thought to facilitate adjustment (Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Hinderlie & Kenny, 

2002). Social adjustment has also shown to be the most significant factor that predicts college 

retention, career success (Baker & Siryk, 1999), and is equally important as academic adjustment 

(Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994).  

Moreover, Robbins, Lauver, Davis, Davis, & Langley (2004) conducted a meta-analysis 

of 109 studies which revealed that social support and social involvement were psychosocial 

factors that positively correlated with retention. In contrast, individuals who do not successfully 

adjust and transition to college are more likely to drop out (Enochs & Roland, 2006). Consolvo 

(2002) reported about 30-40% college students drop out before attaining a college degree, and 
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most of these students do not return to an institution to complete their degree. Withdrawing from 

college due to non-academic reasons such as institutional, personal-emotional, and, particularly, 

social maladjustment are more common than student withdrawal for academic reasons (Credé & 

Niehorster, 2012).  Furthermore, difficulties in college social adjustment have been found to be 

associated with feelings of loneliness, anxiety, and depression (Mounts, Valentiner, Anderson, & 

Boswell, 2006).   

Social Development and Social Adjustment in Gifted Individuals  

Although there is a paucity of research regarding gifted emerging adults’ social 

adjustment to college, much research has been conducted on the social adjustment of gifted 

children and adolescents. These early experiences shed light on the progressive social 

development of those who are gifted. Individuals who are gifted have social and emotional needs 

that have been found to be both similar and different compared to their chronological peers 

(Hollingworth, 1926, 1942; Lopez & Sotillo, 2009; Terman, 1925/1947). Terman (1925/1947) 

conducted the first empirical study that examined the correlates and consequences of giftedness. 

This study’s aim was to counter Lombroso’s (1895) “divergence hypothesis” which posited that 

high intelligence is associated with psychopathology (Lopez & Sotillo, 2009). The results from 

Terman’s (1925/1947) study revealed that individuals with high cognitive abilities have lower 

rates of emotional and mental issues than the mean of the general population. A longitudinal 

study found that 20 years later reported that these participants were more emotionally stable, 

demonstrated better personal adjustment, and had lower frequencies of dementia and 

delinquency than the general population (Terman & Oden, 1947). Terman’s (1925/1947) 

findings indicated that individuals with high cognitive abilities do not assume psychopathology; 
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rather, they had greater rates of adjustment and popularity in comparison to the control group 

(Lopez & Sotillo, 2009).  

On the contrary, Hollingworth (1926, 1942) determined that individuals with high scores 

on intelligence tests have fewer difficulties in social adjustment than individuals with extreme 

abilities. Hollingworth (1926) reported that participants with a score or 180 or higher on the 

Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale (Terman, 1916) exhibited more social adjustment issues than 

those with a IQ score between 125 and 155. Individuals with moderately high cognitive abilities 

that scored within this latter range were considered to be within the “socially optimum” range of 

intelligence (Hollingworth, 1926, 1942). There is much empirical evidence to support either side 

of the contrasting views of the affects of giftedness on the overall well-being of gifted individual. 

Neihart (1999, 2002) conceptualized the socioemotional development of gifted individuals into 

two prevalent hypotheses: risk and resilience. 

Giftedness increases vulnerability: the risk hypothesis. Intellectual giftedness is often 

perceived as an advantage; however high intellect does not guarantee advanced development in 

other development areas, and may pose as a challenge to a gifted individual. Neihart (2002) 

proposed that external factors and situations position the social and emotional development of 

gifted individuals to be at risk. As claimed by Robinson (2002), “High-ability students are 

typically as well adjusted as any other group of youngsters. Nevertheless, a number of situations 

that are not unique to them constitute sources of risk to their social and emotional development” 

(p. xiv). Webb (1993) considered environmental or exogenous factors, such as the effects of 

being labeled as gifted, family dynamics, and high expectations for achievement, to put gifted 

individuals at a greater risk of maladjustment than internal characteristics.  
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Others have suggested that a gifted individual’s internal factors increase the possibility of 

developing social adjustment difficulties, behavioral, and mental health problems, and exhibiting 

difficulties in social and emotional development (Morawska & Sanders, 2009; Robinson, 2002; 

Yoo & Moon, 2006). Gifted students’ social deficiencies may develop due to their focus and 

preoccupation with academics at the expense of social interactions (Peterson, 2000). These 

struggles may also be explained by asynchronous development, in which the child’s intellectual 

development is more advanced than other developmental domains (Silverman, 2002).  

Asynchrony is associated with challenges in peer relationships and emotional adjustment in 

gifted children (Pfeiffer & Stocking, 2000; Morawksa & Sanders, 2008). Empirical literature has 

shown that many gifted students have complications with forming and sustaining interpersonal 

relationships (Cross, Coleman, & Stewart, 1993; Silverman, 2002) and feel that they are different 

or do not fit in well with their peers (Lee, Olszewski-Kubilius, & Thomson, 2012). These 

negative perceptions may generate feelings of lack of confidence and competence in social 

interactions, as well as, issues in forming and sustaining relationships with others (Cross et al., 

1993; Silverman, 2002). Additional consequences of these perceived difficulties of gifted 

students include: withdrawal, preference in independent play and work, associating with older 

companions, or conforming to peer expectations by attempting to conceal their giftedness. 

Asynchrony, degree of giftedness, and/or a lack of fit with the environment may explain feelings 

of difference (Robinson, 2002). Interpersonal or endogenous risk factors (Webb, 1993) are 

commonly reported as the primary causes of adjustment issues.  

Giftedness as an asset: the resiliency hypothesis. On the contrary, empirical evidence 

has revealed gifted students’ interpersonal abilities were exhibited at average or above-average 

levels, and are better adjusted than non-gifted individuals (Yoo & Moon, 2006). Findings have 
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suggested, in general, being intellectually gifted is considered to be a social and emotional asset 

(Neihart, 2002, 2007; Robinson, 2008). The resiliency hypothesis proposes that environmental 

factors may pose stressful experiences for gifted individuals, but these individuals rely on 

internal representations to use as protective tools for resiliency and against adversity (Lopez & 

Sotillo, 2009). In short, giftedness is understood as a protective factor of social adjustment 

(Neihart, 2002). This hypothesis is similar to Bowlby’s (1982) concept of internal working 

models which will be addressed in the following section.  

Several studies’ findings support the resiliency hypothesis amongst individuals with high 

intellectual abilities (Lopez & Sotillo, 2009; Neihart, 2002, 2007; Richards, Encel, & Shute, 

2003; Robinson, 2008). Lopez & Sotillo (2009) conducted a study that examined social 

adjustment amongst children and adolescents with high cognitive abilities and found that there is 

not a significant difference of adjustment between gifted students and their chronological-age 

same sex-peers. Richards et al. (2003) found similar results, in addition to finding significantly 

lower levels of behavioral issues, attention problems, and anxiety in gifted students when 

compared to their non-gifted peers. Also, studies have reported gifted students are positively 

accepted by their peers and have successful social adjustment (Neihart, 2002, 2007; Robinson, 

2008). 

Attachment Theory and Social Adjustment to College 

 Emerging adults with a secure attachment and a supportive attachment figure are 

considered strong potential predictors of college social adjustment (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 

1994; Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002). Kenny and Rice (1995) presented an interactionist theory of 

college adjustment that extended attachment theory to emerging adulthood to provide a 

theoretical understanding of the dynamics of parental attachments in this developmental stage. 
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This model suggests that parental attachment has an effect on external support and internal 

coping resources (Kenny & Rice, 1995). Early parent-child attachment relationships are 

significant factors regarding an individual’s adjustment later to the college environment and in 

life (Kenny & Rice, 1995; Lapsley, Rice, & Fitzgerald, 1990). As previously explained, the first 

year of college is compared to the Strange Situation because it is a time in which students are 

separated from their primary support system, familiar resources, and caregivers for the first time, 

explore their identity, restructure social ties, experience anxiety, and enact their attachment styles 

(Kenny, 1987; Kenny & Rice, 1995; Larose & Boivin, 1998; Schwartz & Buboltz, 2004). 

Empirical evidence has demonstrated that the college transition increases emerging adults’ social 

stress levels (Larose & Boivin, 1998). During stressful and threatening situations that are 

presented through the transition to college, the emerging adult’s attachment figure, though 

physically separated, is available as a resource for support when necessary and safeguards 

individuals from stress (Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1988; Kenny & Rice, 1995). The quantity 

and quality of past close relationships decreases during the college transition (Furman & 

Buhrmester, 1985; Larose & Boivin, 1998), which forces the emerging adult to turn to and rely 

on family members for support and security. According to Kenny and Rice (1995), an attachment 

figure’s availability is essential for the emerging adult by “fostering the personal and 

interpersonal risk-taking needed to develop new relationships, to attempt challenging 

coursework, and to explore self and identity in the context of a changing social and academic 

environment” (p. 436). Several studies have indicated parental attachments and psychological 

separation are correlated with healthy functioning and college adjustment (Armsden & 

Greenberg, 1987; Rice et al., 1995; Schwartz & Buboltz, 2004; Vivona, 2000). Specifically, 

research findings have shown that individuals with a secure attachment have an easier college 
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transition and better academic and emotional adjustment (Cooper et al., 1998; Rice et al., 1995; 

Soucy & Larose, 2000), and promotes autonomy and healthy separation from parents (Lapsley & 

Edgerton, 2002; Schwartz & Buboltz, 2004); while insecure attachment patterns have been found 

to induce anxiety and loneliness, decrease exploratory behavior (Bowlby, 1969; Larose & 

Boivin, 1998), and have declines in academic and personal adjustment (Bernier, Larose, Boivin, 

& Soucy, 2004) in college students.  

Research on parental attachment and social adjustment to college. Many studies have 

investigated the relationship between parental attachment and variables of college adjustment 

(Lapsley et al., 1990; Lopez & Gormley, 2002; Rice et al., 1995). Lapsley and colleagues (1990) 

explored the relationship between late adolescent attachments and adaptive functioning (personal 

and social identity and adjustment to college). The results from this study found that attachment 

to peers and parents significantly predicted academic and personal-emotional adjustment 

amongst the freshman sample, whereas social adjustment, personal-emotional adjustment, and 

goal commitment were significantly predicted by parent and peer attachment within the 

upperclassmen sample. These findings suggested that parental attachment figures are not only a 

source for support during an emerging adult’s transition to college, but also contribute to college 

adaptation (Lapsley et al., 1990). 

Several studies have investigated the relationship between the dynamics of family 

structures and college adjustment (Caplan, Henderson, Henderson, & Fleming, 2002; Holbeck & 

Wandrei, 1993). Holmbeck and Wandrei (1993) examined individual and relational predictors of 

adjustment in first-year college students. Specifically, this study focused on the process and 

constructs of home-leaving, separation-individuation concerns, family functioning, and 
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personality. Results from this study revealed that separation-individuation, family cohesion, and 

personality better predict adjustment than cognitive constructions of home-leaving.  

Summary of Social Adjustment to College 

 Social adjustment in the context of college refers to the degree and success to which an 

individual has integrated his or her self into the university’s social networks and communities, 

and is engaged in new interpersonal interactions and relationships, separated from past 

significant relationships, and is satisfied with the overall social environment (Baker, 2002; Credé 

& Niehorster, 2012; Engels et al., 2001; Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994). Research has considered 

giftedness as a both a risk and a resiliency factor in regards to social adjustment and development 

(Neihart, 1999, 2002). Empirical evidence has also provided support for parental attachment as a 

strong predictor of social adjustment to college (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994; Lapsley & 

Edgerton, 2002). Social adjustment to college can be understood through theories of parental 

attachment (Kenny & Rice, 1995). This model suggests that parental attachment has an effect on 

external support and internal coping resources (Kenny & Rice, 1995). Early parent-child 

attachment relationships are significant factors regarding an individual’s adjustment later to the 

college environment and in life (Kenny & Rice, 1995; Lapsley et al., 1990). The emerging 

adult’s attachment figure is available as a resource for support when necessary during the college 

transition (Kenny, 1987; Kenny & Rice, 1995; Larose & Boivin, 1998; Schwartz & Buboltz, 

2004). Emerging adults with secure attachments to their parents have been found to have better 

social and overall college adjustment (Lapsley et al., 1990; Lopez & Gormley, 2002; Rice et al., 

1995).  
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Social Competence 

This section provides a conceptualization of social competence, and how it is related to 

parental attachment. First, the construct of social competence and its importance is described 

(Bierman & Welsh, 2000; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2014; Rose-Krasor, 1997). Second, social 

competence of gifted individuals is addressed (Lee et al., 2012; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2014). 

Next, familial characteristics that contribute to social competence development as well as 

parenting qualities and characteristics in families with gifted individuals are discussed (Dwairy, 

2004; Kilmann, Vendemia, Parnell, & Urbania, 2009; Olszewski-Kubilius, 2008; Olszewski-

Kubilius et al., 2014; Snowden & Christian, 1999). Then, the construct of social competence is 

conceptualized through parental attachment theory to provide an understanding of how these two 

variables are related (Bowlby, 1982; Mallinckrodt, 2000; Stump et al., 2009), followed by 

empirical evidence providing support for these constructs. Finally, literature providing evidence 

of social competence as a mediator between parental attachment and social adjustment to college 

is explained (Holt, 2014). 

 The social difficulties or proficiencies experienced by gifted individuals may be best 

understood through their level of social competence as it involves the actual behaviors and 

processes involved in social interactions. Social self-efficacy refers to an individual’s perceived 

abilities in social situations and relationships (Raskauskas, Rubiano, Offen, & Wayland, 2015). 

Social self-efficacy is a component of social competence in which an individual’s perceptions of 

their social abilities and social cognitions are converted into assessing which proper social 

behaviors should be used in a particular context (Marlowe, 1986). Broadly defined, social 

competence refers to an individual’s ability to effectively coordinate and organize social, 

emotional, and cognitive skills and behaviors to engage, develop, and maintain social 
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relationships and outcomes (Bierman & Welsh, 2000; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2014; Rose-

Krasor, 1997). Empirical evidence has reported that individuals who have higher levels of social 

competence by displaying prosocial, appropriate, and responsible forms of behaviors typically 

predict adaptive humor styles (McCosker & Moran, 2012; Yip & Martin, 2006), academic 

achievement, and forming and maintaining successful peer relationships and social support 

groups (Hawley, Little, & Pasupathi, 2002; Raskauskas et al., 2015; Wentzel, 1991). 

Additionally, research has noted the significance of social competency, specifically social self-

efficacy, in college social adjustment (Smith & Betz, 2002) and lower peer victimization 

(Raskauskas et al., 2015).  

On the contrary, studies on interpersonal competence have found lower levels of social 

competence pose as a risk factor for adjustment problems (Buhrmester, 1990), depressive 

symptoms (Jenkins, Goodness, & Buhrmester, 2002; Williams & Galliher, 2006), social isolation 

and withdrawal (Matson & Wilkins, 2009), low self-esteem (Riggio, Throckmorton, & DePaola, 

1990; Williams & Galliher, 2006), and loneliness (Jones, Hobbs, & Hockenbury, 1982). 

Buhrmester (1990) claimed adolescents with deficiencies in interpersonal competence are more 

likely to have difficulty in attaining intimacy in peer relationships, have less friendships, and 

have more superficial peer relationships. Additionally, individuals with lower social competency 

have been reported to have aggressive humor (McCosker & Moran, 2012; Yip & Martin, 2006), 

lower ability to provide emotional support to others, manage conflicts in relationships (Yip & 

Martin, 2006), and have negative perceptions of self and others (Williams & Galliher, 2006). 

Findings from a study conducted by Gable and Shean (2000) revealed depressed participants 

rated themselves and others’ (depressed and non-depressed participants) social competence at 

lower levels than their counterparts.  
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Social Competence in Gifted Individuals 

While several studies have measured aspects of social competence amongst gifted 

individuals, few studies have directly assessed social competence in this population (Olszewski-

Kubulius et al., 2014). Lee and colleagues (2012) recently investigated interpersonal competence 

and peer relationships amongst gifted adolescents in comparison to non-gifted peers. Results 

from this study found that gifted students’ perceptions of their abilities to initiate, form, and 

maintain relationships with others were positive. The gifted participants in this study did not 

perceive their giftedness as a factor that negatively affected their peer relationships. However, 

the gifted students rated their academic self-concept more positively than their social self-

concept (Lee et al., 2012). Similar findings from a study conducted by Shechtman and Silektor 

(2012) revealed gifted adolescents had higher levels of empathy, need fulfillment, academic self-

concept, and lack of emotional anxiety in comparison to their non-gifted peers. Olszewski-

Kubulius et al. (2014) investigated the relationship between family environment and social 

competence of gifted adolescent students. This study found gifted students whose family 

environment was identified more positively (more intimate, cohesive, flexible, and higher levels 

of satisfaction and communication), had higher levels of social competence. These results 

provided an understanding of how family and home environment may contribute to social 

competence development of gifted students (Olszewski-Kubulius et al., 2014). 

Families with Gifted Individuals 

Familial characteristics that contribute to academic achievement are a prominent research 

focus concerning the development of gifted children. While considering parenting and teaching 

methods to nurture educational achievement is important, empirical research that investigates the 

experience of parenting a gifted child and family characteristics associated with interpersonal 
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competence development in gifted children is limited (Morawska & Sanders, 2009; Olszewski-

Kubilius et al., 2014). Few studies have indicated that family environment, cohesion, and 

adaptability are significant factors that contribute to social competence in gifted children. 

Furthermore, there is a significant paucity of research that investigates parental attachment style 

in families with gifted individuals (Karrass & Braungart-Rieker, 2004; Wellisch, 2010). 

However, connections between components of parental attachment and giftedness have been 

explored. For example, according to Pearson and Jeffrey (2007), attachment is a form of 

communication, and reported levels of language development and verbal ability are typically 

high in gifted children (Clark, 2008; Liu, Hui, Lien, Kafka, & Stein, 2005; Rogers & Silverman, 

1997). Many qualities of giftedness such as advanced language and cognitive competence are 

comparable characteristics of secure attachment (Wellisch et al., 2010).  

The family and parenting strategies influence the development of a gifted individual 

(Schilling, Sparfeldt, & Rost, 2006). Amongst families with gifted individuals, supportive family 

environments have shown to facilitate academic development and success of gifted adolescents 

and young adults (Caplan et al., 2002; Gross & van Vliet, 2005). Muratori, Colangelo, and 

Assouline (2003) found early college entrants whose families were supportive of their 

participation in an early entrance program experienced more success than students with non-

supportive families. Several research studies have found that, generally, families with gifted 

children are more likely to be cohesive and adaptable than families with typical developing or 

learning-disabled children. Specifically, evidence has revealed parents of gifted children are 

more likely to adopt an authoritative style of parenting (Dwairy, 2004; Rudasill, Adelson, 

Callahan, Houlihan, & Keizer, 2013), consistently participate in and support the interests of their 

children while additionally encouraging autonomy, and clearly and openly communicate with 
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their children (Olszewski-Kubilius, 2008; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2014; Snowden & Christian, 

1999). Dwairy (2004) reported that gifted adolescents’ attitudes towards parents with an 

authoritative parenting style were more positive, had significantly higher levels of self-esteem, 

emotional, and behavioral adjustment than their non-gifted peers than their non-gifted 

counterparts. The findings indicated there is a positive correlation between authoritative 

parenting style and positive mental health outcomes of gifted and non-gifted adolescents. 

However, authoritarian style of parenting revealed to have negative mental health effects on 

gifted adolescents. This finding is important because it suggests that parenting style influences 

the well-being of the gifted child, the parent-child relationship, and the overall family 

environment. Authoritative parenting style has been found to be positively associated with secure 

parental attachment (Kilmann et al., 2009). However, it must be recognized that each family 

system and family environment is different, and these variances may be associated with 

variations in interpersonal competence.  

Attachment Theory and Social Competence 

According to Stump et al. (2009), attachment theory is considered as a bottom-up 

approach to social competence, in which researchers focus on the fundamental behaviors and 

interactions an organism has with its environment, because it “address[es] foundational, innate 

human needs as the primary drive for competence and strategies for attaining these human needs 

(i.e., manifestations of competence) only secondarily” (p. 28). During Bowlby’s (1982) phases of 

attachment development, an individual develops an internal working model, or “set of 

expectations about the availability of attachment figures, their likelihood of providing support 

during times of stress, and the self’s interactions with those figures” (Berk, 2008, p. 270). These 

inner working models of the self and others shapes how the child views and understands 
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themselves and others in interpersonal contexts in adolescence and adulthood. Therefore, internal 

working models contribute to development of interpersonal competencies and the continuity and 

stability in relationship patterns across the life span (Rothbard & Shaver, 1994).  

Mallinckrodt’s (2000) social competencies and interpersonal processes (SCIP) model 

proposed that children with secure attachments to their caregivers promotes development of 

essential interpersonal competencies that are necessary to engage and sustain supportive 

relationships in their adult lives. For example, children who have secure inner working models of 

their primary caregiver have positive perceptions of their competence, and are confident that 

others will respond and interact with them (Boling, Barry, Kotchick, & Lowry, 2011). Secure or 

positive internal working models develop when a child recognizes a “felt security” through 

consistent and nurturing behaviors from their caregiver (Bretherton, 1987). Armsden and 

Greenberg (1987) reported that secure inner working models safeguard against psychological 

concerns and maladjustment. Conversely, children with insecure attachments may continue to 

have attachment avoidance or anxiety into adulthood, as well as, deficiencies in interpersonal 

competencies (Mallinckrodt, 2000). These individuals typically have negative perceptions of 

their selves, do not have a social support system or resources for coping, and views their peers as 

inconsistent, unreliable, and unresponsive to their needs just as they have experienced with their 

primary caregiver (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Boling et al., 2011).  Furthermore, Mallinckrodt 

(2000) indicated that memories of childhood attachments, behavioral expectations of self and 

others, strategies for attaining social goals, and methods of regulating distress effects 

relationships in adulthood. College students rely on early representations of the parent-child 

relationship and perceptions of social competencies in new social situations to help navigate 

through the college environment.  
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Research on parental attachment and social competence. Several studies have 

investigated the relationship between social competency, parental attachment, and well-being 

amongst emerging adults (Cooley, Van Buren, & Cole, 2010; Hinderlie & Kenny, 2002; Holt, 

2014; Kenny & Sirin, 2006; Mallinckrodt, 1992; Mattanah et al., 2011; Rice et al., 1997). In a 

study conducted by Cooley et al. (2010) higher depression scores were associated negative 

attachment-related views of the self and others, as well as lower social competence. Mattanah et 

al. (2011) reported findings from a meta-analysis which revealed college students who have a 

secure attachment with their parents reported higher levels and higher functioning in academic 

motivation, interpersonal competence, relationship satisfaction, self-worth, and lower levels of 

stress and risky behavior. Mallinckrodt (1992) explored the relation between emerging adults’ 

childhood parental attachments with their current social competencies and perceptions of social 

support. Findings from this study found a significant relationship between parental attachment 

and social competencies, or social self-efficacy. For example, participants with parents recalled 

as being more emotionally responsive, warm, and nurturing had higher levels of social self-

efficacy. Finally, in a study conducted by Hinderlie and Kenny (2002), parental attachment, 

social support, and college adjustment were examined amongst black students at predominantly 

white universities. The findings of this study revealed a significant and direct relationship 

between parental attachment and overall college adjustment beyond the effects of social support 

available on-campus.  

Social Competence as a Mediator  

Research has provided empirical evidence to support that there is a relationship between 

parental attachment, social competence, and social adjustment to college. Recent studies have 

also indicated that social competence may also be a mediator between attachment and emotional 
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adjustment in college students (Holt, 2014). However, no studies have investigated these 

variables together amongst a gifted college student population. The current study will use 

previous studies involving these relationships as a model for data analysis. For example, Rice et 

al. (1997) investigated the association between parental attachment, emotional adjustment, and 

social competence. The authors of this study found that social competence mediated the relation 

between parental attachment and emotional well-being. Kenny and Donaldson (1991) explored 

how family-structure and parental attachment contribute towards social competence and 

psychological well-being during an emerging adult’s college transition. This study found that 

individuals with insecure parental attachments and maladaptive families were more likely to 

have lower social competence and higher experiences of psychological symptoms; however, 

these results were only significant for female students (Kenny & Donaldson, 1991). Cooley et al. 

(2010) also found that higher depression scores were associated negative attachment-related 

views of the self and others, as well as lower social competence. Wei, Russell, and Zakalik 

(2005) conducted a longitudinal study with a similar model which revealed social competence 

served as a mediator between attachment anxiety at college entry and subsequent depression. The 

results of these studies suggest that social competence is a mediator between parental attachment 

security and psychological and emotional adjustment to college. Only recently has research 

examined social competence as a predictor of social adjustment to college. For example, Holt 

(2014) examined the mediation between social competence and self-compassion with parental 

attachment and college student adjustment. The results of this study showed that social 

competence mediated the relationship between parental attachment and social adjustment 

amongst college students.  

 



 

28 
 

Summary of Social Competence 

 Broadly defined, social competence refers to an individual’s ability to effectively 

coordinate and organize social, emotional, and cognitive skills and behaviors to engage, develop, 

and maintain social relationships and outcomes effectively (Bierman & Welsh, 2000; Olszewski-

Kubilius et al., 2014; Rose-Krasor, 1997). Individuals with higher levels of social competence 

have been found to have positive outcomes, better adjustment, and more satisfaction with their 

interpersonal relationships (Hawley et al., 2002; Raskauskas et al., 2015; Smith & Betz, 2002; 

Wentzel, 1991). Research on social competence amongst gifted individuals is limited, but few 

studies have indicated that gifted students have higher levels of social competence compared to 

their non-gifted peers (Lee et al., 2012; Shechtman & Silektor, 2012). Particularly, research has 

indicated that gifted students with a positive family environment have higher levels of social 

competence (Olszewski-Kubulius et al., 2014). The positive characteristics and qualities of 

families with gifted individuals, such as authoritative parenting and supportive family 

environments, foster and contribute to the gifted individual’s social competency development 

and overall well-being (Dwairy, 2004; Olszewski-Kubilius, 2008; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 

2014; Rudasill et al., 2013; Snowden & Christian, 1999).  

 Social competence is understood to be developed through an individual’s inner working 

models of their attachment figure (Bowlby, 1982; Rothbard & Shaver, 1994). Thus, individuals 

with secure inner working models of their attachment figure have higher levels of and positive 

perceptions of social competence, as well as, better adjustment and psychological well-being 

(Ainsworth et al., 1978; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Boling et al., 2011; Mallinckrodt, 2000). 

Recent studies have also indicated that social competence may also be a mediator between 



 

29 
 

attachment and adjustment in college students (Cooley et al., 2010; Holt, 2014; Kenny & 

Donaldson, 1991; Rice et al., 1997). 

The Current Study 

 The current study investigates parental attachment, social competence, and social 

adjustment to college, and the relationship between these variables in gifted emerging adults. 

Based on previous work, a number of predictions can be made regarding the relationship 

between parental attachment, social competence, and social adjustment to college. 

Research Question 1 

 What is the relationship between parental attachment and social adjustment to college in 

gifted emerging adults? 

Hypothesis 1. There would be a significant, positive relationship between higher levels 

of secure parental attachment and social adjustment to college in gifted emerging adults. 

Research Question 2 

 What is the relationship between parental attachment and social competence in gifted 

emerging adults? 

Hypothesis 2. There would be a significant, positive relationship between parental 

attachment and social competence in gifted emerging adults. 

Research Question 3 

 What is the relationship between social competence and social adjustment to college in 

gifted emerging adults? 

Hypothesis 3. There would be a significant, positive relationship between social 

competence and social adjustment to college in gifted emerging adults. 
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Research Question 4 

 Does social competence mediate the relationship between parental attachment and social 

adjustment to college in gifted emerging adults? 

Hypothesis 4. Social competence would mediate the relationship between parental 

attachment and social adjustment to college in gifted emerging adults. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of the present study is to investigate factors that contribute to the social 

adjustment to college for gifted emerging adults. The primary goal of this study is to determine if 

the study variables are related to one another. The secondary goal is to determine if social 

competence emerges as a potential mediator between parental attachment and social adjustment 

to college.  

Participants 

The inclusion criteria for the subjects in the current research study was: all participants 

must currently be enrolled as a student at FSU; all participants must be currently enrolled in the 

FSU honors program; and all participants must be 18 years of age or older to complete the 

survey. Exclusion criteria for the subjects in the current research study included: participants will 

not be eligible to complete the survey if he/she is not enrolled as a student at FSU; participants 

will not be eligible to complete the survey if they are not currently enrolled in the FSU honors 

program; and/or participants will not be eligible to complete the survey if they are younger than 

18 years of age. 

To gain admission into the University Honors Program at FSU, entering freshmen, 

transfer, and current FSU students must submit an application. High school students’ acceptance 

into the University Honors Program is determined by: “…ACT/SAT scores, high school GPA, 

strength of curriculum, number of courses at the honors level or higher, honors and awards, 

extracurricular achievements, and unique individual talents” (Florida State University, 2015). 

Admission for transfer and current FSU students is contingent upon the applicant’s 
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“…cumulative and term GPAs, college coursework, and expressed interest in the Honors 

Program as reflected in the application” (Florida State University, 2015). Admitted applicants 

into the University Honors Program at FSU in 2015 had an average: “4.2 weighted GPA; 32 

ACT composite; 2080 SAT total” (Florida State University, 2015). 

Data were collected from 89 participants recruited from the Honors Program at Florida 

State University (FSU). Responses of 19 participants were excluded from the study because they 

did not fully complete all of the measures in the survey. The demographic information of this 

sample is presented in Table 1. Responses from 70 participants were included in analysis of the 

data, which comprised of 19 males (27.1%) and 51 females (72.9%) with a mean age of 19.27 

years (SD = 1.05). Participants described their ethnicities as the following: 92.9% 

Caucasian/White, 1.4% African American/Black, 1.4% Hispanic/Latino/a, 2.9% Asian/Pacific 

Islander, and 1.4% Biracial. All participants in the study were current undergraduate students in 

FSU’s Honors Program: 40% of participants reported to be first year undergraduates, 40% were 

second year undergraduates, 12.9% were third year undergraduates, 5.7% were fourth year 

undergraduates, and 1.4% indicated “5th year or more undergraduate”. Participants were also 

asked to report their current university grade point average (GPA): 72.9% in the 3.80 to 4.00 

range, 14.3% in the 3.60 to 3.80 range, 4.3% in the 3.40 to 3.60 range, 7.1% in the 3.20 to 3.40 

range, and 1.4% reported GPA as 3.20 and lower.  

Procedure 

Research approval The Florida State University’s (FSU) Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) was granted prior to conducting this study. Next, a representative from the FSU’s Honors 

Program was informed of the study, and granted permission to recruit participants. Participants 

were recruited through email, FSU Honors Facebook site, a posting on the Research Studies at 
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Florida State University recruiting website, word of mouth referrals, and flyers posted in areas 

frequented by honors students. With instructor permission, announcements were also made in 

honors courses, and handouts with information and a piece of candy or a pencil attached. All 

posts and handouts include a hyperlink and QR barcode to access the Qualtrics survey for 

students that were interested in participating in the current study. 

An online Qualtrics survey was designed to initially provide and require all participants 

to electronically sign a consent form. If a participant did not agree to the consent form he/she 

was be directed to the end of the survey and thanked for their interest in the study. Next, 

participants completed the eligibility requirements and were required to answer (yes or no) all 

questions before proceeding. These questions include: 1) Are you 18 years of age or older? 2) 

Are you currently enrolled full-time at Florida State University? 3) Are you currently enrolled in 

and in good standing with the Florida State University honors program? If a participant did not 

meet the eligibility requirements, he/she was immediately directed to the end of the survey. If a 

participant met all eligibility requirements, he/she proceeded to the survey. Participants 

completed a one-time survey that asks 181 questions (including demographics) and took about 

20-25 minutes to complete. This survey was configured to prompt participants with a request to 

provide a response to all questions if he/she does not answer a question(s) on each page. When 

participants completed the survey, they were directed to a section to report their demographics. 

Students were asked to report demographic information (sex, race/ethnicity, age, etc.) and 

answer questions regarding frequency of contact with parents. Additionally, participants were 

prompted to report current academic status, SAT and/or ACT scores, scholarships, and awards in 

demographics which will be used as a measure of level of giftedness in future research. Finally, 

all participants received an end of survey message which provided resources for mental health, 
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addiction, sexual health, and sexuality support, and thanked them for their time and participation. 

Qualtrics was configured to score and reverse score items.  

The data collected through Qualtrics were converted to IBM SPSS Statistics 22 for data 

analysis, and were then analyzed to determine the relationships between parental attachment 

styles, social adjustment to college, and social competence. All responses were anonymous, and 

all records were kept private and confidential to the extent permitted by law. All data were 

securely stored and password protected on the researcher’s computer. Participants were not 

offered compensation for their time in completing the study survey.  

Measures 

Parental Attachment  

 The Parental Attachment Questionnaire (PAQ; Kenny, 1987) was used to determine 

participants’ current parental attachment in this study. The PAQ is a 55 item measure used to 

assess an individual’s perceived current relationship with his or her parent. Participants were 

asked to consider their caregivers as a single unit, and to provide a single rating for said unit. 

Participants respond to each item on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 

(very much), yielding total scores that range from 55-275 (Lopez & Gover, 1993). This 

instrument consists of three subscales: Affective Quality of Relationships (27 items; coefficient 

alpha = 0.96), Parents as Facilitators of Independence (13 items; coefficient alpha = 0.88), and 

Parents as a Source of Support (14 items; coefficient alpha = 0.88). The first two subscales 

(Affective Quality of Relationships & Parents as Facilitators of Independence) assess affection 

and autonomy, which are associated with Ainsworth and colleagues’ (1978) secure base. The last 

subscale (Parents as a Source of Support) assesses emotional support, and aligns with Ainsworth 

et al.’s (1978) safe haven (Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1982).  
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The total PAQ score is derived by the summation of the three subscale scores. The mean 

of the subscale scores are used to prorate missing items. Higher reported scores are indicative of 

more secure attachment to parents. Kenny (1987) reported a test-retest reliability of the measure 

over a two-week interval for both the total (coefficient alpha = 0.92) and subscale scores 

(coefficient alphas ranged from 0.82 to 0.91). For the current study, coefficient alphas for the 

PAQ subscales Affective Quality of Relationships, Parents as Facilitators of Independence, and 

Parents as a Source of Support were .95, .89, and .88, respectively. 

Social Competence 

 The Interpersonal Competence Questionnaire (ICQ; Buhrmester, Furman, Wittenberg, & 

Reis, 1988) was used to assess participants’ level of social competence. This instrument consists 

of 40 items which measure an individual’s interpersonal competence across five domains: 

Initiation, Negative Assertion, Conflict Management, Emotional Support, and Disclosure. 

Participants respond to each item on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (I am poor at 

this, I would feel so uncomfortable and unable to handle this situation) to 5 (I’d feel very 

comfortable and able to handle this situation). Scores for each of the five dimensions are 

obtained by averaging the eight items representing each subscale. Higher mean scores represent a 

higher social competence and greater likelihood to display each aspect of the scale. However, the 

subscales of the ICQ have been found to be correlated with one another, thus, a total social 

competence score will be obtained by averaging the five subscale scores, with higher scores 

indicating higher levels of social competence (Buhrmester et al., 1988; Butler, Doherty, & Potter, 

2007). The internal consistency reliability coefficients for the subscales ranged from 0.77 

(Conflict Management) to 0.87 (Emotional Support) with a mean of 0.83. A test-retest reliability 

of the measure over a four-week interval for the subscales were high: Initiation, r = 0.89; 
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Negative Assertion, r = 0.79; Disclosure, r = 0.75; Emotional Support, r = 0.76; and Conflict 

Management, r = 0.69 (Buhrmester et al., 1988). For the current study, coefficient alphas for the 

ICQ subscales Initiation, Negative Assertion, Disclosure, Emotional Support, and Conflict 

Management were .92, .90, .91, .90, and .88, respectively. 

Social Adjustment to College 

 The Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ; Baker & Siryk, 1999) was 

administered to the participants. This instrument consists of 67 items and is used to assess overall 

college adjustment. The SACQ includes four subscales of college adjustment: academic, social, 

personal-emotional, and goal commitment-institutional attachment. For purposes of the current 

study, only the data collected from the Social Adjustment subscale of the SACQ were used to 

assess participants’ social adjustment. The Social Adjustment subscale of the SACQ consists of 

20 items (coefficient alpha = 0.83 to 0.91) which were designed to measure the interpersonal and 

social demands involved in college adjustment (Baker & Siryk, 1999). Participants respond to 

each item on a nine-point Likert-type scale ranging from the left (applies very closely to me) to 

the right (doesn’t apply to me at all). Raw scores for the Social Adjustment subscale of the 

SACQ are obtained by the summation of the responses for each item, yielding scores that range 

from 20 to 180. Higher scores are indicative of greater self-perceived social adjustment to 

college, and lower scores indicate more difficulty or maladjustment with reported social 

adjustment to college. Permission to reformat the survey as an online-survey platform was 

granted by Western Psychological Services. For the current study, the Social Adjustment 

subscale of the SACQ had a coefficient alpha of .95. 
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Data Analyses 

 IBM SPSS Statistics Version 22 was used to compute frequency and descriptive statistics 

for the present study. This program was also used to compute Pearson product-moment 

correlation coefficients and perform regression analyses to test the hypotheses of the study. 

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations 

 Frequency statistics were reported for demographic variables (i.e., sex, age, and 

ethnicity). The descriptive statistics for each variable in the study were also reported: mean, 

standard error of means, standard deviation, skewness, and standard error of skewness. Bivariate 

correlations were conducted using Cohen’s (1988) recommendations to determine the strength of 

the relationships between the measures. Cohen (1988) suggested that the magnitude of the 

correlations among the predictors are determined by a scale that ranges from -1 to 1, in which 0 

signifies there is not a relationship and 1 indicated a perfect relationship. Relationships are also 

considered to be small, medium, or large, .3, .5, and .7, respectively, and significant at or below a 

.05 alpha level. 

Mediational Analysis 

 Several regression analyses were performed using Baron and Kenny’s (1986) four-step 

approach to test for mediation in hypothesis 4 (see Figure 2). A variable functions as a mediator 

in the following conditions: there must be a relation between the predictor variable and the 

outcome variable; there must be a relation between the predictor variable and the mediating 

variable; and the direct relationship between the predictor variable and the outcome variable 

must decrease when the mediator is submitted into the regression analysis (Baron & Kenny, 

1986). Due to the small sample size, the bootstrapping method with a recommended 5000 
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bootstrap resamples was used to test the indirect effect of the mediator (Efron & Tibshirani, 

1994; Preacher & Hayes, 2004).  

To test for mediation in the present study a simple regression analysis with parental 

attachment predicting social adjustment (Figure 2A) was conducted to determine the presence of 

a relationship (Path c). Secondly, a simple regression analysis with parental attachment 

predicting the mediator, social competence, was performed to test for a direct effect (Path a). 

Next, because an effect was present, a simple regression analysis with social competence 

predicting social adjustment to college (Path b) was conducted. This relationship revealed to be 

significant; therefore, a multiple regression analysis with parental attachment and social 

competence predicting social adjustment to college (Path c’) was performed. These tests for 

mediation are illustrated in Figure 2B. According to Baron and Kenny (1986), full mediation 

occurs when Path c’ is no longer statistically significant when the mediating variable is 

controlled. If Path c’ remains to be statistically significant when the mediator is controlled, then 

partial mediation occurs. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

Preliminary Analyses  

After data were collected from the participants, the Qualtrics data were converted to IBM 

SPSS Statistics Version 22 for cleaning and data analysis, and were then analyzed to determine 

the relationship between parental attachment styles, social adjustment to college, and social 

competence. Descriptive statistics, frequencies, bivariate correlations, and regression analyses 

were computed. Cohen’s (1992) recommendations for power were used to determine if the 

sample size was adequate for a power of .80. For a medium effect size using multiple regression 

(.15) with two predictors, a minimum sample size of 67 is required at .05 alpha level (Cohen, 

1992).  

Descriptive Statistics 

 Descriptive statistics for the variables in the current study are presented in Table 2. 

Students reported to have high levels of perceived parental attachment (M= 212.73). There were 

also large individual differences in perceived parental attachment amongst participants (SD= 

31.16). Participants reported as having moderate levels of social competence (M= 3.62), with 

slight individual differences (SD= 0.63). Furthermore, participants reported to have moderate 

perceptions of social adjustment to college (M= 134.56), with large individual differences (SD= 

33.96).  

Research Question 1 

 What is the relationship between parental attachment and social adjustment to college in 

gifted emerging adults? It was hypothesized that there would be a significant, positive 
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relationship between higher levels of secure parental attachment and social adjustment to college 

in gifted emerging adults. 

 To determine the relationship between parental attachment and social adjustment to 

college in gifted emerging adults, a bivariate correlation was conducted. There was a positive, 

significant correlation between parental attachment and social adjustment to college, r(68) = 

.623, p < .001. The relationship between parental attachment and social adjustment to college 

was medium in magnitude. Results for bivariate correlations are presented in Table 3. 

Research Question 2 

What is the relationship between parental attachment and social competence in gifted 

emerging adults? It was hypothesized that there would be a significant, positive relationship 

between parental attachment and social competence in gifted emerging adults. 

To determine the relationship between parental attachment and social competence in 

gifted emerging adults, a bivariate correlation was conducted. There was a positive, significant 

correlation between parental attachment and social competence, r(68) = .606, p < .001. The 

relationship between parental attachment and social competence was medium in magnitude (see 

Table 3). 

Research Question 3 

What is the relationship between social competence and social adjustment to college in 

gifted emerging adults? It was hypothesized that there would be a significant, positive 

relationship between social competence and social adjustment to college in gifted emerging 

adults. 

To determine the relationship between social competence and social adjustment to 

college in gifted emerging adults, a bivariate correlation was conducted. There was a positive, 
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significant correlation between parental attachment and social competence, r(68) = .754, p < 

.001. The relationship between parental attachment and social competence was large in 

magnitude (see Table 3). 

Research Question 4 

Does social competence mediate the relationship between parental attachment and social 

adjustment to college in gifted emerging adults? It was hypothesized that social competence 

would mediate the relationship between parental attachment and social adjustment to college in 

gifted emerging adults. 

In order to evaluate Research Question 4, a mediational model was developed. Multiple 

regression analyses were conducted to assess each component of the proposed mediation model. 

Parental attachment served as the predictor variable, social competence as the mediator variable, 

and social adjustment to college as the outcome variable. First, social adjustment to college was 

regressed on parental attachment (Path c). The regression revealed a positive, significant 

relationship between parental attachment and social adjustment to college, with an 

unstandardized coefficient (B) of .68, t (68) = 6.56, p < .001. Next, social competence was 

regressed on parental attachment (Path a). A positive, significant relationship between parental 

attachment and social competence was found, with an unstandardized coefficient (B) of .01, t 

(68) = 6.29, p < .001. Lastly, social adjustment to college was regressed on social competence 

(Path b). The regression revealed a positive, significant relationship between social competence 

and social adjustment to college, with an unstandardized coefficient (B) of 32.19, t (68) = 6.21, p 

< .001. Because both Path a and Path b were significant, the mediation analysis was tested using 

the bootstrapping method with bias-corrected confidence estimates (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). In 

the present study, the 95% confidence interval of the indirect effects was obtained with 5000 
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bootstrap resamples (Preacher & Hayes, 2004). Results of the mediation analysis partially 

confirmed the mediating role of social competence in the relationship between parental 

attachment and social adjustment to college. In the model, the value for Path c’, with an 

unstandardized coefficient (B) of .29, t (68) = 2.74, p = .008, was less than Path c; however, Path 

c’ remained significant suggesting partial mediation (see Figure 3). The bias-corrected and 

accelerated confidence intervals did not contain a value of zero which provides additional 

support for partial mediation. Furthermore, the predictors also explained a significant proportion 

of variance in social adjustment to college scores, R2 = .61, F(2, 67) = 52.71, p < .001 (see Table 

4).  

Summary of Results 

 Research Questions 1, 2, and 3 examined the relationships between parental attachment, 

social competence, and social adjustment to college amongst gifted emerging adults. These 

relationships were analyzed through conducting bivariate correlations. As hypothesized, there 

was a positive, significant relationship between parental attachment and social competence. A 

positive, significant relationship was also found between social competence and social 

adjustment to college and between parental attachment and social adjustment to college. 

 Research Question 4 investigated whether or not social competence served as a mediator 

in the relationship between parental attachment and social adjustment to college. This 

relationship was assessed through a mediation model using linear regression. The results of the 

beta coefficients support the proposed hypothesis in which social competence partially mediates 

and enhances the relationship between parental attachment and social adjustment to college 

amongst gifted emerging adults.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 In contemporary United States culture, emerging adulthood is a developmental period 

that encompasses an individual’s transition from adolescence to adulthood, spanning from the 

late teens through the mid to late twenties (Arnett, 2015). Emerging adulthood provides a 

framework for researchers and clinicians to better understand the developmental processes of 

individuals within this life stage. Today, a large portion of emerging adults enter tertiary 

education. The college setting provides emerging adults with an arena to explore the self, 

determine how he or she will be associated with society, to transition and separate from parents 

and familiar resources, and increase independence and form significant interpersonal 

relationships in a new environment (Arnett, 1998, 2000, 2015; Kaufman & Feldman, 2004; 

Kenny, 1987). The degree and success to which an individual integrates his or her self into the 

university’s social networks and communities, engages in new interpersonal interactions and 

relationships, and is satisfied with the overall social environment is referred to as social 

adjustment to college (Baker, 2002; Credé & Niehorster, 2012; Engels et al., 2001; Gerdes & 

Mallinckrodt, 1994). Factors such as social competence, or an individual’s ability to effectively 

organize social skills and behaviors to engage in social interactions, and parental attachment 

have been found to contribute to, enhance, and inhibit social adjustment to college (Ainsworth, 

1989; Bierman & Welsh, 2000; Bowlby, 1982; Kenny & Rice, 1995; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 

2014; Rose-Krasor, 1997; Smith & Betz, 2000). 

Many studies have investigated parental attachment, social competence, and social 

adjustment to college amongst emerging adults, however there is a significant lack of research 

regarding the college experience of gifted emerging adults (McLaughlin, 2015; Mendaglio, 
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2013; Rinn, 2005; Rinn & Plucker, 2004; Robinson, 1997). Though giftedness is often perceived 

as an advantage, it may pose as a potential challenge to gifted individuals’ social development 

and adjustment (Morawska & Sanders, 2009; Pfeiffer & Stocking, 2000; Robinson, 2002; Yoo & 

Moon, 2006). Therefore, the primary goal of the present study was to investigate the 

relationships between parental attachment style, social competence, and social adjustment to 

college amongst gifted emerging adults. 

The first research question investigated the relationship between parental attachment and 

social adjustment to college amongst gifted emerging adults. Findings from the current study 

were consistent with previous research in which parental attachment was significantly and 

positively related to social adjustment to college (Lapsley et al., 1990; Lopez & Gormley, 2002; 

Rice et al., 1995). These results suggest that parental attachment figures with patterns of secure 

attachment serve as a source of support during the college transition and contribute to college 

adaptation for gifted emerging adults. These gifted emerging adults are more likely to seek their 

attachment figure for support and security during times of social stress (Ainsworth, 1989; 

Bowlby, 1988; Kenny & Rice, 1995; Larose & Boivin, 1998).   

The second research question investigated the relationship between parental attachment 

and social competence amongst gifted emerging adults. Findings from the current study were 

consistent with previous research in which parental attachment was significantly and positively 

related to social competence (Cooley et al., 2010; Hinderlie & Kenny, 2002; Holt, 2014; Kenny 

& Sirin, 2006; Mallinckrodt, 1992; Mattanah et al., 2011; Rice et al., 1997). These results 

suggest that gifted emerging adults with reported secure parental attachments are more likely to 

rely on their secure inner working models of the self and others to shape their understanding and 

interactions in interpersonal contexts. Gifted emerging adults with secure inner working models 
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of the primary caregiver have positive perceptions of their social competence, and are more 

confident that others will socially engage with them (Boling et al., 2011; Bowlby, 1982; 

Mallinckrodt, 2000). 

The third research question investigated the relationship between social competence and 

social adjustment to college amongst gifted emerging adults. Findings from the current study 

were consistent with previous research in which social competence was significantly and 

positively related to social adjustment to college (Hawley et al., 2002; Raskauskas et al., 2015; 

Smith & Betz, 2002; Wentzel, 1991). These results suggest that gifted emerging adults with 

higher levels of social competence are more likely to have better social adjustment to college. 

Social competencies, such as effectively coordinating and organizing social skills and behaviors 

and engaging, developing, and maintaining social relationships and outcomes (Bierman & 

Welsh, 2000; Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2014; Rose-Krasor, 1997), provide gifted emerging 

adults the necessary tools for navigating the social environment in college, thus promoting 

positive and successful social adjustment to college (Smith & Betz, 2002). 

The fourth research question investigated the potential mediation of social competence in 

the relationship between parental attachment and social adjustment to college amongst gifted 

emerging adults. Findings from the current study were consistent with previous research in 

which social competence was found to mediate the relationship between parental attachment and 

social adjustment to college (Holt, 2014; Kenny & Donaldson, 1991; Rice et al., 1997; Wei, et 

al., 2005). These results suggest that social competence may mediate the relationship between 

parental attachment and social adjustment to college, such that higher levels of social 

competence influence gifted emerging adults’ social adjustment to college. 
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Limitations 

 Findings from the present study present further evidence that supports the importance of 

the influence of parental attachment and social competence on social adjustment to college. 

However, limitations of the present study must be duly noted and considered in future research. 

First, the sample size included the use of a single honors program convenience sample, was 

relatively small, and mostly composed of Caucasian, female students that were around 19 years 

of age. The number of males, other ethnicities, and older ages within the emerging adulthood life 

stage were significantly underrepresented. Another limitation is that the study represents a one-

time “snapshot” of the participants’ social competence and social adjustment to college. The data 

collection point for the present study was at the beginning of the spring 2016 semester, in which 

most of the students were in their second semester of freshman year.  

The inclusion of self-report measures formatted through an online survey is a 

methodological limitation of the present study. Though the self-report questionnaires utilized in 

this thesis were the most appropriate and efficient mean of data collection, self-report 

assessments present several challenges such as social desirability bias among participants. 

Another methodological concern of using a self-report measure is common method variance, or 

“variance that is attributable to the measurement method rather than to the constructs the 

measures represent” (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003, p. 879). Common method 

variance may cause inflated or deflated associations between the study constructs, which threaten 

the validity of the assumptions made about the correlations between the variables.  

Also, the use of an online survey for data collection does not fully ensure that eligible 

participants completed the measures of the study. Though the researcher configured the online 

survey to prevent ballot stuffing and specifically recruited participants that met eligibility 
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requirements, it is possible that some participants provided false information. Additionally, the 

use of an online survey for data collection may have presented technological issues for 

participants in which prompts may have been misread and responses may have been incorrectly 

recorded. Furthermore, the online format did not provide participants the opportunity to ask 

questions about items that were unclear.  

Implications and Future Directions 

 The results of the current study support the importance of parental attachment, social 

competence, and social adjustment to college on the psychological and overall well-being of 

emerging adults (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Boling et al., 2011; 

Mallinckrodt, 2000; Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002; Larose & Boivin, 1998). These findings may be 

useful for researchers, clinicians, or university officials in the development of mental health or 

support programs for students. Methodologically, future research should include a larger and 

more diverse sample of university honors and non-honors students. The sample of the present 

study consisted of mostly White/Caucasian, female students that were around 19 years of age, 

with a significant underrepresentation of males, other ethnicities, and older ages within the 

emerging adulthood life stage. Future studies should extend recruitment to other universities with 

honors programs for a more global and diverse sample. This expansion of recruitment will 

provide investigators with more data to better examine sex, age, and ethnic differences. 

Additionally, a larger sample size will allow researchers the opportunity to perform path analyses 

to evaluate and further explain the magnitude and significance of the relationships between the 

variables. Furthermore, it is understood that gifted individuals have a different developmental 

experience than their counterparts; therefore, a comparative study between an honors and non-
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honors sample should be conducted to provide a deeper understanding of possible developmental 

differences. 

The transition between high school and college is a critical developmental period for 

emerging adults and their families. Though parental attachment remains stable over time, 

researchers should replicate the design of the current study, but also examine gifted emerging 

adults’ transition and development from high school throughout college longitudinally. 

Substantial evidence has suggested that parental attachment, social competence, and college 

adaptation are essential to an individual’s development and adjustment to college. Universities 

should consider administering measures of these variables to entering freshmen and throughout 

each student’s college career. These assessments will provide universities with vital information 

regarding each student. In turn, this will help these institutions to identify students who may be 

experiencing difficulties in factors related to college maladaptation and to provide these students 

and their families with support and resources. Identifying the composition of these factors may 

be useful for clinicians to assist in establishing goals for treatment and methods to change 

behaviors related to maladaptation to college for students and their caregivers. Furthermore, 

future research should also assess these factors amongst caregivers to provide investigators with 

a comprehensive profile of the parent-child relationship. By comparing caregiver and student 

reports, clinicians and researchers can better determine the dynamics of the parent-child 

relationship that positively and negatively contribute to human development and adjustment to 

college. 

It is important to use proper methods of measuring and defining giftedness when 

examining gifted individuals. The present study defined a gifted college student as one who 

participates in a university or college honors program. Conceptualizing giftedness in this manner 
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is widely accepted, as giftedness is often explained through level of intelligence. However, 

recent conceptualizations have included accomplishments, leadership, and motivation as 

constructs to consider when defining giftedness (Pfeiffer, 2013). The present study prompted 

participants to provide their GPA, SAT and ACT scores, as well as, awards, scholarships, and 

fellowships received. Future studies should include these factors as covariates to assess the 

influence the level of giftedness has on the constructs of the current study.  

Conclusions 

 Emerging adulthood signifies the transition and separation from parents, exploration of 

the self, and determines how he or she will be associated with society (Arnett, 1998, 2000, 2015; 

Kenny, 1987). Emerging adults also form new significant interpersonal relationships, while 

increasing independence from their primary caregivers. These processes often occur for 

emerging adults within the college setting. Several research studies have found that factors such 

as parental attachment and social competence contribute to an emerging adult’s social adjustment 

to college (Ainsworth, 1989; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Bowlby, 1982; Holt, 2014; Kenny & 

Donaldson, 1991; Kenny & Rice, 1995; Larose & Boivin, 1998; Rice et al., 1997; Rice et al., 

1995; Schwartz & Buboltz, 2004; Soucy & Larose, 2000; Smith & Betz, 2000). The current 

study yields important information for researchers and clinicians working with emerging adults, 

specifically those who are gifted, and their families. This study replicated previous findings that 

parental attachment predicts social adjustment to college. Results revealed positive, significant 

relationships between parental attachment, social competence, and social adjustment to college 

amongst gifted emerging adults. Additionally, social competence was found to partially mediate 

the relationships between parental attachment and social adjustment to college amongst gifted 

emerging adults.  
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 The findings add to an understanding of how gifted emerging adults’ relationships with 

their parents are associated with social competence and social adjustment to college. The results 

provide support that a secure parental attachment influences positive development of social 

competence and better social adjustment to college in gifted emerging adults. The current study 

also contributes to existing literature regarding the college experience of gifted individuals, in 

addition to expanding emerging adulthood, parental attachment, social competence, and social 

adjustment to college literature. Future research should include larger samples, longitudinal 

analyses, and inclusion of sex, age, and race differences.  

Honors programs are often preoccupied with the academic success of their students. 

While providing academic support for gifted students is important, social adjustment to college 

best predicts college retention and career success (Baker & Siryk, 1999). Therefore, university 

honors programs can use the results of the current study as a guide to develop mentoring 

programs for gifted university students regarding their social development and social adjustment 

to college, in addition to, programs that facilitate the transition and separation from their 

caregiver. Furthermore, these findings are important factors for researchers, clinicians, and 

university officials to consider when assessing the needs of gifted and non-gifted emerging 

adults in a college setting, and when developing social support services and resources for 

students. 
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APPENDIX A 

IRB APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

Office of the Vice President for Research 
Human Subjects Committee 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 
(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392  
 
APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 
 
Date: 01/12/2016  
 
To: Kelly Godfrey 
 
Address: 1491 
 
Dept.: FAMILY & CHILD SCIENCE  
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair  
 
Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research  
Project entitled:  The College Experience of Gifted Emerging Adults: Factors Associated to 

Social Adjustment to College  
 
The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the 
proposal referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and two members of 
the Human Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be Expedited per 45 CFR § 
46.110(7) and has been approved by an expedited review process.  
 
The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to 
weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential risk 
and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may be 
required.  
 
If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped consent 
form is attached to this approval notice. Only the stamped version of the consent form may be 
used in recruiting research subjects.  
 
If the project has not been completed by 01/10/2017 you must request a renewal of approval for 

continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your 
expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely request 
renewal of your approval from the Committee.  
 
You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved by 
the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol. A protocol 
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change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee. In addition, 
federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing any 
unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others.  
 
By copy of this memorandum, the chairman of your department and/or your major professor is 
reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving 
human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that 
the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations.  
 
This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 
Assurance Number is IRB00000446.  
 

Cc:  Kendal Holtrop, Advisor 

HSC No. 2015.16947 
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Office of the Vice President for Research 
Human Subjects Committee 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 
(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392  
 
APPROVAL MEMORANDUM (for change in research protocol) 
 
Date: 01/19/2016  
 
To: Kelly Godfrey 
 
Address: 1491 
 
Dept.: FAMILY & CHILD SCIENCE  
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair  
 
Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research  
Project entitled:  The College Experience of Gifted Emerging Adults: Factors Associated to 

Social Adjustment to College  
 
The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the requested change/amendment to 
your research protocol for the above-referenced project has been reviewed and approved.  

Please be reminded that if the project has not been completed by 01/10/2017 , you must request 

renewed approval for continuation of the project.  

By copy of this memorandum, the chairman of your department and/or your major professor is 
reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving 
human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that 
the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations.  

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 
Assurance Number is IRB00000446.  

Cc:  Kendal Holtrop, Advisor 

HSC No. 2015.17358 
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Office of the Vice President for Research 
Human Subjects Committee 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 
(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392  
 
APPROVAL MEMORANDUM (for change in research protocol) 
 
Date: 02/22/2016  
 
To: Kelly Godfrey 
 
Address: 1491 
 
Dept.: FAMILY & CHILD SCIENCE  
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair  
 
Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research  
Project entitled:  The College Experience of Gifted Emerging Adults: Factors Associated to 

Social Adjustment to College  
 
The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the requested change/amendment to 
your research protocol for the above-referenced project has been reviewed and approved.  

Please be reminded that if the project has not been completed by 01/10/2017 , you must request 

renewed approval for continuation of the project.  

By copy of this memorandum, the chairman of your department and/or your major professor is 
reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving 
human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that 
the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations.  

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 
Assurance Number is IRB00000446.  

Cc:  Kendal Holtrop, Advisor 

HSC No. 2015.17358 
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Office of the Vice President for Research 
Human Subjects Committee 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 
(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392  
 
APPROVAL MEMORANDUM (for change in research protocol) 
 
Date: 03/30/2016  
 
To: Kelly Godfrey 
 
Address: 1491 
 
Dept.: FAMILY & CHILD SCIENCE  
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair  
 
Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research  
Project entitled:  The College Experience of Gifted Emerging Adults: Factors Associated to 

Social Adjustment to College  
 
The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the requested change/amendment to 
your research protocol for the above-referenced project has been reviewed and approved.  

Please be reminded that if the project has not been completed by 01/10/2017 , you must request 

renewed approval for continuation of the project.  

By copy of this memorandum, the chairman of your department and/or your major professor is 
reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving 
human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed to insure that 
the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations.  

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 
Assurance Number is IRB00000446.  

Cc:  Kendal Holtrop, Advisor 

HSC No. 2015.17358 
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APPENDIX B 

COPYRIGHT PERMISSION LETTERS 

 

October 9, 2015 
 
Kelly Godfrey 
Graduate Student 
The Florida State University 
600 W. College Avenue 
Tallahassee, FL 32306 
 
Re:  Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ) 
 
Dear Kelly, 
 
In follow-up to your email of 28Sep’15 and Dr. Kendal Holtrop’s email of support dated 09Oct’15, this 
serves to provide terms that will permit you to adapt the format of the SACQ for administration and 
scoring via a secure, password-protected, online environment, for sole application within your registered 
scholarly study, determining an association between the impacts of parenting styles on college students’ 
adjustment.  
 
Western Psychological Services will authorize you to adapt and arrange for delivery of SACQ material as 
described—parallel with and consistent to the entire prevailing item set and using prevailing response 
categories—including your administering the scale a specific number of times within the project, and your 
creating a scoring-only computerized key for tabulation of item responses, as based on our proprietary 
hand-scoring key. Our authorization is for the sole purpose of conducting the above-described study, and 
not for continued or commercial use, and is subject to satisfaction of the following conditions: 
 

(1) You must purchase from WPS a non-exclusive license for the anticipated number of SACQ 
administrations.    

 
(2) The license fee for this described use of the SACQ will be based on prevailing prices for the 

hand-scored SACQ Test Form (W-228A), less 20% Research Discount. Note that we license this 
instrument in units of twenty-five (25) with one hundred (100) minimum licensed uses; shipping 
and handling fees are not applicable to licensing fees (e.g., 150 total adapted SACQ 
administrations @ $56.00/25 = $336.00 x 80% = $268.80 license fee). Additionally there is a one-
time $50.00 administrative fee, however because you are a student this administrative fee has 
been waived. 
 

(3) The license fees must be prepaid in U.S. dollars drawn on a U.S. bank or by international money 
order (Visa, MasterCard, American Express and Discover Cards are accepted and swiftest), and 
are non-refundable. To ensure proper handling of your licensing arrangements, and to guarantee 
the rate in condition 2 above, please send the payment to my attention with a signed copy of this 
letter, within the next thirty (30) days. Allow the emphasis that you must contact WPS Rights & 
Permissions to arrange payment of your license fees; please do not contact WPS Customer 
Service for this purpose. 
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APPENDIX C 

SAMPLE CONSENT FORM 

THE COLLEGE EXPERIENCE OF GIFTED EMERGING ADULTS: 

FACTORS ASSOCIATED TO SOCIAL ADJUSTMENT TO COLLEGE 

 

Informed Consent Form 

 
You are invited to be in a research study that is seeking to learn more about the experiences of 
gifted college students at Florida State University. To be eligible to participate in this study, 

you must be: a) 18 years old or older, b) currently enrolled at Florida State University, and 

c) a member in good standing with the honors program at FSU. We ask that you read this 
form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 
 
This study is being conducted by Kelly Godfrey, B.S, CFLE, a graduate student in the 
Department of Family and Child Sciences, The Florida State University.  
 
Background Information 

The purpose of this study is to gain a greater understanding of the experiences of gifted college 
students. We are specifically interested in investigating the relationships between parental 
attachment style, social competence, and social adjustment to college amongst gifted emerging 
adults. Our goal is to use the study findings to inform family, peer, and university programs for 
gifted college students to better promote a healthy and successful college experience. 
 
Procedures 

If you agree to participate in the study, you will be asked to complete a one-time online survey 
asking about your relationship with your parents, your experience at college, and your adaptation 
to college. The survey will be administered online via Qualtrics and should take about 20-25 
minutes to complete. You can take the survey from any computer with internet access. Please 
note your responses will be anonymous and no personally identifying information will be linked 
to your responses.  
 
Risks/Discomfort 

The risks associated with this study are no greater than what is ordinarily encountered in daily 
life. Some participants may feel uneasy sharing information about themselves or their 
relationship with their parents. If you feel uneasy you may choose to not answer a question or 
you may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.  
 
Benefits 

Your contribution will help improve understanding of the unique experiences of gifted college 
students and can help improve potential resources available for these students.  
 

Compensation 

No compensation will be provided for participation in this study.  
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Confidentiality 

The records of this study will be kept private and confidential to the extent permitted by law. In 
any sort of report we might publish, we will not include any information that will make it 
possible to identify a participant. Research records will be stored securely and only researchers 
will have access to the records. Your responses to the survey will remain anonymous. 
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 
your current or future relations with the University or the honors program at FSU. If you decide 
to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting 
those relationships. 
 
Contacts and Questions 

This research study is being conducted by Kelly Godfrey, B.S., CFLE, a graduate student in the 
Department of Family and Child Sciences, The Florida State University. You may contact Kelly 
Godfrey via email to answer any questions you may have about this research study. You may 
also contact the supervisor of this research study, Dr. Holtrop via email. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 
other than the researcher(s), you are encouraged to contact the FSU IRB at 2010 Levy Street, 
Research Building B, Suite 276, Tallahassee, FL  32306-2742, or 850-644-8633, or by email at 
humansubjects@fsu.edu. 
 
You may print a copy of this information to keep for your records.  
 
Statement of Consent 

I have read and understand this consent form and voluntarily agree to participate in this research 
study.  
 
Electronic options given: yes or no. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

62 
 

APPENDIX D 

DEMOGRAPHIC FORM 

Item Response 

 
1.  How old are you? 

 

 
      ____________________ 

 
2.  What is your gender 

identity?  

 
  Feminine 
  Masculine 
  Transgender 
  Gender Fluid 
  Other (please specify) ____________ 

 

 
3.  What is your biological sex?  

 
  Male 
  Female 
  Transsexual 
  Intersex 
  Other (please specify) ____________ 

 

 
4.  What is your sexual 

orientation?  

 
  Heterosexual 
  Lesbian 
  Gay 
  Bisexual 
  Queer 
  Asexual 
  Pansexual 
  Other (please specify) ____________ 

 

 
5.  What is your relationship 

status?  

 
  Not in a relationship 
  In a relationship but not living together 
  In a relationship living together  

 

 
6.  What is your marital status?  

 

 
  Single 
  Non-committed relationship / Dating 
  Committed relationship / Partnered 
  Open relationship / Multiple partner 

relationship 
  Engaged 
  Married 
  Divorced / Widowed 
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  Other (please specify) ____________ 
 

 
7.  How do you usually describe 

yourself? 

 
  Caucasian 
  African American or Black 
  Hispanic or Latino/a 
  Asian or Pacific Islander 
  American Indian or Alaskan 
  Biracial (please specify)__________________ 
  Other (please specify) ____________________ 

 

 
8.  What is your parents’ or 

guardians’ estimated 
household income? 

 
  Below $25,000 
  $25,000-$50,000 
  $50,000-$75,000 
  $75,000-$100,000 
  $100,000-$125,000 
  Above $125,000 
  Unsure 

 

 
9.  What is your parents’ or 

guardians’ highest level of 
education? 

 
  No schooling completed 
  Primary school to 8th grade 
  Some high school, no diploma 
  High school graduate, diploma or the equivalent 
  Some college credit, no degree 
  Trade/Technical/Vocational training 
  Associate’s degree 
  Bachelor’s degree 
  Master’s degree 
  Professional degree 
  Doctorate degree 

 

 
10. Where are you currently 

living?  
 

 
  Campus honors residence hall 
  Campus non-honors residence hall 
  Fraternity or sorority house 
  Other college/university housing 
  Parent/guardian’s house 
  Other off campus living 
  Other (please specify)_____________________ 
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11. Who are you currently living 
with? 

  No one (living alone) 
  One roommate 
  Two or more roommates 
  A significant other/romantic partner 
  Parent/guardian(s) 
  Other (please specify)___________ 
 

12. How often are you in direct 
contact with your parents? 

  Daily 
  Once a week 
  Twice a month 
  Every 2-3 months 
  Only holidays and/or emergencies 
  Never 

13. How often do you 
communicate with your 
parents (via phone calls, 
texting, video messaging, 
etc.)? 

  Daily 
  Once a week 
  Twice a month 
  Every 2-3 months 
  Only holidays and/or emergencies 
  Never 

 
14. What is your year in school? 

 
 
 

 
  1st year undergraduate  
  2nd year undergraduate  
  3rd year undergraduate  
  4th year undergraduate 
  5th year or more undergraduate 
  Graduate or professional 
  Other (please specify) ____________ 

 
 
 

15. What is your current 
university GPA? 

 
 

 
 

  This is my first semester / No established GPA 
  0-1.0 
  1.0-2.0 
  2.0-2.5 
  2.5-3.0 
  3.0-3.5 
  3.5-4.0 

 

16. What was your SAT score?  

17. What was your ACT score?  

18. Please indicate any 
scholarships, awards, 
fellowships, etc. that you 
have received: 

 
_____________________________________ 
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19. How did you become 

involved in the honors 
program at Florida State 
University (i.e. University 
invite, applied to the 
program, etc.)? 

 

 
 
____________________________________ 

 
20. Which year level did you 

join the honors program at 
Florida State University? 

 

 
  Freshman  
  Sophomore  
  Junior 
  Senior 
  Other (please specify) ____________ 

 

21. What is your major? _______________________________ 
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APPENDIX E 

TABLES 

 
Table 1 
 
Demographic Characteristics of the Study Sample (N = 70) 

 

Characteristics n % 

Sex   
Male 19 27.1 
Female 51 72.9 

Age, years   
18 18 25.7 
19 26 37.1 
20 17 24.3 
21 7 10.0 
22 2 2.9 

Race/Ethnicity   
Caucasian/White 65 92.9 
African American/Black 1 1.4 
Hispanic/Latino/a 1 1.4 
Asian/Pacific Islander 1 1.4 
Biracial 1 1.4 

Year in School   
1st year undergraduate 28 40.0 
2nd year undergraduate 28 40.0 
3rd year undergraduate 9 12.9 
4th year undergraduate 4 5.7 
5th year or more undergraduate 1 1.4 

Current GPA   
3.80 – 4.00 51 72.9 
3.60 – 3.80 10 14.3 
3.40 – 3.60 3 4.3 
3.20 – 3.40 5 7.1 
Below 3.20 1 1.4 
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Table 2 
 
Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables (N= 70) 
 

Variable M SEM SD Skewness 

Standard 

Error of 

Skewness 

Parental Attachment 212.73 3.72 31.16 -1.43 0.287 

Social Competence 3.62 0.07 0.63 -0.364 0.287 

Social Adjustment 134.56 4.06 33.96 -0.575 0.287 

 

 
Table 3 
 
Intercorrelation Matrix for Study Variables (N= 70) 
 

Variable 1 2 3 

1.Parental Attachment ---   

2. Social Competence .606** ---  

3. Social Adjustment .623** .754** --- 

Note. ** p < .001.    

 

Table 4 
 
Linear Regression Analysis for Social Competence as Mediator 

 

Pathway  B SE B t 

Path c 0.62 0.68** 0.10 6.56 
Path a 0.61 0.01** 0.00 6.29 
Path b 0.60 32.19** 5.18 6.21 
Path c’ 0.26 0.29* 0.10 2.74 

Note.  = Standardized Regression Coefficient; B = Unstandardized Regression Coefficient; 
SE B = Standard Error of Unstandardized Regression Coefficient. * p < .01, ** p < .001. 
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APPENDIX F 

FIGURES 

 

 Low Avoidance 
Positive Self Model 

High Avoidance 
Negative Self Model 

 

Low Anxiety 
Positive Other Model 

 

Secure 
Insecure-

Avoidant/Preoccupied 

 

High Anxiety 
Negative Other Model 

 

Insecure- 
Ambivalent/Dismissing 

Insecure- 
Fearful/Disorganized 

Figure 1. Two-Dimensional Model of Adult Attachment Adapted from Griffin and 
Bartholomew (1994) and Fraley and Shaver (2000). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Parental 
Attachment 

Social 
Adjustment 

A 

Path c 

Parental 
Attachment 

Social 
Adjustment 

B 

Path a Path b 

Path 
c’ 

Social 

Competence 

Figure 2. The Total Effect of Parental Attachment on Social Adjustment (A) and the Path 
Model for Social Competence as a Mediator Between Parental Attachment and Social 
Adjustment to College (B). 
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Parental 
Attachment 

Social 
Adjustment 

.01** 32.19** 

.29* (.68**) 

Social 
Competence 

Figure 3. Social Competence as a Mediator Between Parental Attachment and Social 
Adjustment to College. * p < .01, ** p < .001. 
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