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Indiscriminate friendliness (IF) is a prominent issue with children adopted from China to the United States.
Through a mixed methods design, the authors explored four Chinese adoptees’ experiences of IF within
their real-life context, investigated potential factors associated with IF, and examined the IF–attachment
relationship. This mixed methods study consisted of a qualitative case study of four children adopted from
China and a quantitative investigation into IF using a sample of 92 adoptive parents with Chinese adoptees.
The qualitative findings revealed crucial propositions related to children’s IF, and the quantitative results
provided further evidence to corroborate the qualitative findings. This study reinforced the stance that
IF should be treated as a distinct construct from attachment. Researchers and professional counselors can
benefit from the results of this study to better serve Chinese adoptive families.
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According to intercountry adoption statistics, the United States welcomed 261,728 children across
the world from 1999 to 2015 (U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Consular Affairs, 2016). Among
these adopted children, 76,026 (approximately 30%) came from China, which made China the largest
country of origin for intercountry adoption. A majority of Chinese adoptees were under 3 years old
at the time of adoption (U.S. Department of State, 2016). Numerous issues have been detected related
to the intercountry adoption process (Kreider & Cohen, 2009; van den Dries, Juffer, van IJzendoorn,
& Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2009). A prominent issue is children’s indiscriminate friendliness (IF; Bruce,
Tarullo, & Gunnar, 2009; Chisholm, Carter, Ames, & Morison, 1995; van den Dries, Juffer, van IJzendoorn,
Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Alink, 2012). IF refers to children’s excessively friendly behaviors toward
adults (other than their primary caregivers) without appropriate screening of the adults (Tizard, 1977). IF
has been consistently identified in post-institutionalized children (Bruce et al., 2009; Chisholm et al., 1995)
and has been viewed as pathological in nature (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 1994, 2013).
Previous research studies have yielded different post-adoption adjustment outcomes in Chinese
adoptees compared to domestic adoptees or other internationally adopted children, including
optimal behavioral adjustment (Cohen, Lojkasek, Zadeh, Pugliese, & Kiefer, 2008), successful
attachment formation (Liu & Hazler, 2015), and positive academic performance (Tan & Marfo, 2006).
The distinction between Chinese adoptees and their research counterparts entails a closer look at this
population. Investigation into IF in children adopted from China became important, as the majority
of them had experienced pre-adoption institutionalization in China. Consistent with earlier findings
about post-institutionalized children (Bruce et al., 2009), IF has been identified as a significant issue in
children adopted from China and was supported by the only study targeting Chinese adoptees in the
United States (van den Dries et al., 2012).
A dearth of knowledge on IF in Chinese adoptees in the United States necessitated an in-depth
qualitative investigation into this phenomenon in the adoptees’ real-life context (Yin, 2014). However,
a single qualitative study cannot offer a comprehensive view of IF, nor can it thoroughly address all
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research questions for this study; thus, by adding a quantitative investigation, this study sought to
compensate for the inadequacy of the qualitative methodology and allow researchers to triangulate
and compare dissonant data between the two research approaches (Plano-Clark, Huddleston-Casas,
Churchill, Green, & Garrett, 2008).
Indiscriminate Friendliness (IF)
IF, alternatively termed indiscriminately friendly behavior or indiscriminate overfriendliness, refers to
a behavioral tendency for children to seek attention and approval from adults, including strangers
(Hodges & Tizard, 1989; Tizard & Hodges, 1978). IF is also referred to as disinhibited attachment
behavior or disinhibited social behavior, evidencing post-institutionalized children’s overfriendly
behavior toward unfamiliar adult figures (Bruce et al., 2009). IF does not fall into the traditional sense
of being friendly, which is associated with a positive human trait; instead, it is deemed behaviorally
inappropriate when children actively approach strangers, without a reasonable assessment of
whether or not it is safe to do so (Bruce et al., 2009; O’Connor et al., 2003).
Researchers have noted that children’s institutionalization experiences play a significant role in
IF development, albeit adopted children are able to form strong attachments with their adoptive
parents given adequate time (Chisholm, 1998; Hodges & Tizard, 1989; Tizard & Hodges, 1978). Postinstitutionalized children with IF tend to approach, make personal comments to, and initiate physical
contact with strangers, and children with a high level of IF are often willing to leave locations with
strangers (Bruce et al., 2009). They also allow unfamiliar adults to put them to bed and comfort them
when they are hurt (Tizard & Hodges, 1978). A multitude of adoptive parents have had concerns
about their children’s safety as a result of their IF behaviors (Bruce et al., 2009).
In Tizard and Hodges’ (1978) follow-up study in the United Kingdom, one third of formerly
institutionalized children exhibited excessive attention-seeking behaviors and a tendency to be
overfriendly to adults. A few children, from ages 4 to 8, presented indiscriminate affection toward
adults. In Bruce et al.’s (2009) sample of internationally adopted children in the United States
following institutionalization, 65% displayed IF characteristics. Likewise, in Chisholm’s study (1998),
Romanian adoptees in Canada exhibited significantly more IF behaviors than the two comparison
groups: (a) Canadian-born, non-adopted, and non-institutionalized children; and (b) early-adopted
Romanian children who were adopted before the age of 4 months. In contrast to institutionalization’s
role as a risk factor of IF, adoptive parents’ responsive parenting was assumed to be a protective
factor for children’s post-adoption behavioral adjustment (van den Dries et al., 2012). Responsive
parenting entails a high level of warmth and nurturance in the process of caretaking, including
offering timely attendance to children’s needs (Darling & Steinberg, 1993).
Attachment
Theorists have examined the relationship between IF and attachment (Bowlby, 1982; Sabbagh,
1995). For example, Bowlby (1982), defining attachment as a child’s behavior to seek physical
proximity to his/her primary caregiver, claimed attachment as a correlate to IF. Attachment, viewed
as a social behavior, occurred as a result of certain behavioral systems activated when infants interact
with the “environment of evolutionary adaptedness” and the mother figure in the environment
(Bowlby, 1969, p. 179). The first two to three years are the most critical period for children to develop
relationships with caregivers and to develop the aforementioned behavioral systems (Bowlby, 1969).
Given an environment in which evolutionary adaptedness is absent, such as an institutional rearing
environment, atypical discriminating attachments may ensue (O’Connor et al., 2003). Although many
securely attached children displayed IF behaviors, their unattached counterparts demonstrated a
higher likelihood of being overfriendly (Bowlby, 1982).
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Evolution of Diagnostic Criteria
In addition to the heated dispute on whether or not IF is related to attachment patterns, the clinical
perspective on IF has been evolving. In the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (4th ed.;
DSM-IV; APA, 1994), IF was termed the disinhibited type (i.e., indiscriminate sociability), as opposed
to inhibited type (i.e., social withdrawal), under the Reactive Attachment Disorder diagnostic criteria.
Similarly, the International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems (10th rev.; ICD10; World Health Organization [WHO], 1992) named IF as a disinhibited attachment disorder. Both the
DSM-IV and ICD-10 described IF as an abnormal pattern of relatedness that begins before the age of 5
years (APA, 1994; WHO, 1993). Nevertheless, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(5th ed.; DSM-5; APA, 2013) redefined IF as a disinhibited social engagement disorder, which is a traumaand stressor-related disorder derived from severe neglect in the first two years of life. Hence, IF was
separated from reactive attachment disorder, where it had been categorized.
The mixed findings on potential contributors to IF and the lack of in-depth qualitative input on IF
reinforce the need to address IF in children adopted from China, which has rarely been discussed in
counseling journals. Prevalence of IF in Chinese adoptees in the United States remains unknown, and no
study was found exploring the experiences of children with IF. The purpose of this study was to better
understand IF in children adopted from China by U.S. families. The authors conducted a case study on
four Chinese adoptees through two in-depth semi-structured interviews with two U.S. adoptive mothers.
To ensure the robustness of this study, the authors conducted a follow-up quantitative investigation into
IF using a sample of 92 adoptive parents with children adopted from China. This study addressed three
research questions—RQ1: How do parents perceive IF in children adopted from China?; RQ2: What are
some potential factors that are associated with IF?; and RQ3: Is IF related to children’s attachment? The
overarching goal of the current study was to provide an in-depth understanding of Chinese adoptees’ IF in
its real-life context, to probe into the potential predictors of IF, and to examine the relationship between IF
and attachment.

Method
Participants
Participants for qualitative and quantitative investigations were drawn from U.S. adoptive parents
with children adopted from China. Participants for the qualitative case study did not participate
in the quantitative stage of investigation. The recruitment of participants represented a parallel
relationship between qualitative and quantitative samples (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2010), ensuring
the comparability of the two data sources. The same datasets have been investigated with different
emphases, by one earlier submitted manuscript investigating child-parent attachment (Liu, 2017). The
quantitative dataset was also used by another study that followed a hierarchical regression analysis
on IF associative factors (Liu & Hazler, in press). Research questions for this study were distinctly
independent from previous studies. Participants were recruited based on the following criteria: (a)
participants were U.S. citizens who adopted children from China; (b) children adopted by participants
were 3 years old or younger at the time of arrival (U.S. Department of State, 2016); and (c) children
were younger than 6 years old at the time of data collection (APA, 1994, 2013; WHO, 1992).
Two White mothers, Amy and Tina, were recruited for a qualitative case study from the first
author’s network from her previous work with adoptive families. Amy and Tina each adopted
two children from China. The case study focused on the four children’s IF behaviors and related
experiences. Parents, instead of the children, were selected as the participants, as all of the four
children were under 6 years old and had limited ability in comprehending and articulating the
phenomenon. Both participants were married and had tried to have biological children. Natural
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conception was not a possibility, so adoption became the alternative to fulfill the desire for
parenthood. Amy was in her late 40s at the time of the interview. Amy had been a stay-at-home
mother for her children, Amelia and Beatrice. Tina was around 50 years old at the time of the
interview. Tina worked full-time at a research organization, while her husband had been the primary
caregiver of their two children, Rebecca and Joshua. The ages of the four children at the time of
arrival in the United States were: Amelia, 10 months; Beatrice, 3 years; Rebecca, 11 months; and
Joshua, 2 years and 10 months.
Participants for the quantitative investigation consisted of 92 White parents who adopted children
from China. Participants ranged from 31 to 59 years old (M = 46; SD = 6.4). Eighty-six (94%) of the
participants were adoptive mothers of the children, and six (6%) were adoptive fathers. Sixty-two
participants (67%) had two or more Chinese adoptees. A majority of participants (86%) held a
bachelor’s degree or higher. More than half (70%) of the participants identified themselves as primary
caregivers of the children, and the rest reported as equal caregivers (i.e., the participants and their
spouses take an equivalent amount of caregiving responsibilities). Over half of the participants (53%)
worked 20 hours or below per week or held no employment, and 47% of the respondents worked
more than 20 hours per week. The average age of the children at the time of arrival in the United
States was 19 months.
Sampling and Recruitment
Two separate Institutional Review Board approvals, for the qualitative case study and the
quantitative investigation, were obtained from the first author’s institution where the study was
conducted. The authors used the purposeful sampling method (Teddlie & Yu, 2007) to recruit the
case study participants following the aforementioned screening criteria. The first author’s previous
encounters with Chinese adoptees and adoptive families evoked her research interests in this
population. The first author was transparent about her role as a researcher, distinct from her other
roles (i.e., as a previous counselor for the children), when communicating with the participants. Amy
and Tina each endorsed an informed consent form prior to their participation in the study. The form
detailed the purposes and significance of this study, risk of participation, and confidentiality.
The 92 participants for the quantitative investigation were randomly recruited through adoption
networks and professional organizations. The authors contacted all Children from China local
chapters across all U.S. states, consisting of families with children adopted from China, and several
online adoptive parent organizations. The study was endorsed by several Children from China
chapters and one Chinese adoption agency. The study was also shared by administrators of several
online organizations, including Chinese Adoptive Families, China Report, and Chinese Adoption. Parents
who were interested in participating in the study e-mailed the first author; the first author then
checked the eligibility of interested parents and provided a letter detailing the purpose, significance,
risks, and confidentiality related to participation into this study. Participants were directed to the
selected surveys (under the Instrumentation section) posted on PsychData. Participants of the study
represented a wide geographic coverage.
Instrumentation
A semi-structured interview was conducted with Amy and Tina, separately, to understand their
children’s IF and to gain a totally fresh perspective toward IF, bracketing researchers’ worldviews
(Creswell, 2013). Both interviews were performed by the first author, via phone with Amy, and in
person with Tina. Each interview lasted for about one and a half hours. The interviewer asked openended interview questions to encourage participants to expand on answers related to IF (Creswell,
2013). The interview included five open-ended questions and allowed participants to expand on any
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area in which they felt it useful to communicate their understanding and children’s experiences of
IF. For example, the interviewer asked: How has IF been demonstrated in your children?; What have
you noted in terms of your children’s friendly behaviors?; and what has influenced your children’s
behaviors based on your perceptions?
Quantitative data were generated from a self-report questionnaire posted on PsychData, consisting
of measures for attachment and IF along with items measuring children’s former institutionalization
experiences and parents’ caregiving quality. Attachment was measured by the adapted Attachment
Q-Sort (AQS; Chisholm et al., 1995), which was based on the original AQS developed by Waters and
Deane (1985). The adapted AQS contained 23 items measured by a 5-point scale, from 1 = very unlike
my child to 5 = very like my child. A sample item from the adapted AQS was: “Your child clearly shows
a pattern of using you as a base from which to explore, that is, he/she moves out to play, returns, and
then moves out to play again.” Scores for the 23 items were summed, leading to a total attachment
score. A higher attachment score means that a child was better attached with the respondent. Van
IJzendoorn, Vereijken, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Riksen-Walraven (2004) reported a modest stability
of AQS for the first five years of children’s lives. In the Netherlands, Pool, Bijleveld, and Tavecchio
(2000) applied the instrument to assess attachment security in 45 children with ages ranging from
2 to 6 years old. Good convergent validity of AQS has been established, with a .50 correlation (r
score) between AQS and the Strange Situation Procedure (Vaughn & Waters, 1990). Reliability of the
adapted AQS was manifested through Cronbach α coefficients, ranging from .65–.72 (Chisholm et al.,
1995) to .77–.80 (Chisholm, 1998). The Cronbach α value for this study was .83.
IF in this study was measured by the frequently used Five-Item Indiscriminately Friendliness
Measure (i.e., the 5-item IF measure; Chisholm et al., 1995). The five items represent uncommonly
friendly behaviors exhibited by children. The five items measure children’s friendliness level to
strangers; whether or not the children were shy/behaved in a strange manner; children’s reactions to
newly met adults; children’s willingness to go home with newly met adults; and children’s tendency
to wander. Respondents selected 1 = Yes if the child showed the described behavior in the item; if no
untypical friendly behavior was detected in the child, a 0 = No was chosen. A higher IF score indicates
that the child displayed a higher level of IF behaviors. The Cronbach α coefficients of the measure
were .58–.72 in Chisholm (1998) and .78–.81 in Pears, Bruce, Fisher, and Kim (2011). The Cronbach α
value of the measure in this study was .58. The internal consistency was relatively low but acceptable
based on similar values generated in earlier studies by the same measure (Chisholm, 1998; van den
Dries et al., 2012).
In addition to the two existing measures, a demographic survey was included in the quantitative
questionnaire, including questions asking children’s ages and institutionalization experiences.
Children’s institutionalization experiences were assessed using questions on children’s physical
growth statuses when arriving in the United States (i.e., weight), their length of institutionalization,
and participants’ perception of the institutional care that their children had received prior to adoption
(i.e., 1 = was not in an orphanage; 2 = high quality care; 3 = acceptable quality care; 4 = poor quality care).
A higher total institutionalization score implied more positive institutionalization that a child had
experienced. Parents’ caregiving quality/responsive parenting was measured by the authoritative
parenting subscale of the Parenting Styles and Dimensions Questionnaire (Robinson, Mandleco,
Olsen, & Hart, 2001), with a Cronbach α value of .84 for the present study.
Research Design
The current literature on IF indicates the complexity of the phenomenon because of its frequent
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occurrence in post-institutionalized children and its intertwined relationships with children’s
nurturing environments (APA, 1994, 2013). A mixed methods study provides a better understanding
of a complex phenomenon than either a single qualitative or quantitative study (Creswell, 2013).
Specifically, this study utilized a sequential mixed methods design to explore Chinese adoptees’ IF
within their real-life context. It comprised a two-part process, with an initial case study exploring
four Chinese adoptees’ experiences of IF and a further quantitative investigation following the
propositions generated from the case study. The authors consider a qualitative case study appropriate
because a case study is a robust empirical approach investigating a case unit in its real-world context
(Yin, 2014). The case unit includes, but is not limited to, an individual, a group, a family, a geographic
region, or a particular phenomenon that is worthy of thorough investigation. It is considered an
ideal methodology when “how” or “why” research questions are asked (Yin, 2014). The case unit
for this study is the four Chinese adoptees’ experiences of IF. Yin (2014) defined a proposition as an
essential component within a case study, guiding data collection and analysis to avoid superfluous
information. Propositions are generated through literature review and/or experiences of the
researchers and/or participants (Yin, 2014). The propositions from the qualitative case study guided
the quantitative investigation. Both types of findings were triangulated and integrated in the Results
section (Plano-Clark et al., 2008).
Procedures
Trustworthiness. Researcher reflexivity, peer debriefing, and data triangulation ensured the
trustworthiness of the qualitative case study (Hunt, 2011). The authors attained researcher reflexivity
through examining and suspending personal beliefs (Hunt, 2011). Qualitative data in this study were
triangulated through quantitative data (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2010). One procedure to ensure the
trustworthiness of case study methodology is to incorporate data from multiple sources (Yin, 2014).
Data from the two semi-structured interviews served as the primary data source, and memo writing
by the first author offered a supplemental data source. Memo writing was a documentation of the
researcher’s reflections or reactions while reviewing the raw interview transcripts (Creswell, 2013).
The qualitative data were transcribed by the first author and were independently analyzed by the
first, second, and third authors. All three authors then thoroughly reviewed each other’s coding and
reached a consensus on data categorization. An expert in adoption research served as the external
reviewer of the qualitative results to ensure that data interpretations were reasonable.
Data Analysis. The authors followed the recommended data analysis strategy of pattern matching
(Yin, 2014). Synthesizing the current literature and information pertaining to participants’ experiences,
the research team generated five propositions: (a) children immediately bonded with adoptive parents
soon after adoption; (b) children initiated IF behaviors to newly met adults; (c) children responded to
affectionate behaviors by newly met adults; (d) age, institutionalization, and adoptive parents’ love/
responsive parenting were potentially associated with children’s IF behaviors; and (e) there was no
clear conclusion on whether children’s IF was related to their attachment to parents, which warranted a
further examination of the IF–attachment relationship.
Each of the authors used the propositions to organize raw data, perform coding and data reduction,
and categorize meaningful units (Creswell, 2013). The authors carefully examined all meaning units
and performed pattern matching to link the meaningful data units with the propositions (Yin, 2014).
Full descriptions were provided on each of the propositions with supportive data from the two indepth interviews. The researchers analyzed the quantitative data using SPSS Statistics 20. Researchers
conducted univariate, bivariate, and multiple regression analyses on the quantitative dataset, examining
potential factors associated with IF, as well as the IF–attachment relationship.
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Results
Results of this study included both qualitative and quantitative findings in response to the five
propositions; both types of findings were triangulated, compared, and integrated into this section.
Both datasets shed light on the three research questions. Each proposition was discussed and
supported by qualitative data. Quantitative evidence was integrated into this section as a way to
corroborate qualitative findings. Consistencies and discrepancies were identified between the two
sets of data.
Research Question 1: How do parents perceive IF in children adopted from China?
Participants Amy and Tina reported IF as a prominent issue in all four of the children. The first
three propositions were highlighted in the answer to Question 1. Quantitative results were consistent
with qualitative findings, both of which are discussed in depth in the following paragraphs.
Children immediately bonded with adoptive parents soon after adoption. Adoptive parents
were not considered as a child’s primary caregivers back to the time of adoption because of the brief
time they had spent with the child. Adoptive parents, under that circumstance, were categorized as
newly met adults. Amy shared that Amelia bonded immediately with her, followed by a successful
adjustment. Amy further described that, in the very first night after they adopted Amelia, “she was
laughing with us, smiling, giggling, and hugging us.” Tina shared similar patterns from Rebecca,
who immediately bonded with her and her husband and presented as happy despite the fresh
separation from her orphanage caregivers.
Children initiated IF behaviors to newly met adults. Initiating affectionate behaviors to newly met
adults was a significant indicator of IF (Tizard & Hodges, 1978). Amy and Tina shared this pattern as
a common concern, with the fear that children were likely to be taken away by strangers. Participants
characterized children’s behavior or tendency to show friendliness to strangers as boundary issues.
These boundary issues were manifested vividly in Joshua. Tina reflected that Joshua would wander
off and approach anybody, even though he was aware of the family’s presence. Tina provided
several concrete examples to explain Joshua’s IF behaviors, including his actively seeking proximity
specifically to women whom he first met. Tina recalled that Joshua approached a newly met woman
at an airport. He also walked up to another woman at the beach, sat down next to the woman, and
demonstrated a high level of physical affection toward her (e.g., running his hands through the
woman’s hair). Tina added that Joshua was never hesitant to ask for food from strangers and often
managed to get snacks from people from his stroller when they were in China.
Children responded to affectionate behaviors by newly met adults. Children’s friendly behaviors
also were manifested through their reactions to strangers’ affectionate behaviors. Both participants
indicated that although parents were sensitive to children’s initiation of friendly behaviors, children’s
reactions to strangers were not given equal attention. It could be a risk factor depending on who the
stranger is and the underlying drive that the stranger had in approaching a child. Participants noted
that children would accept food from unknown adults. Tina responded that it was common to witness
Joshua walking to strangers and returning with food or snacks. Affectionate reactions to strangers
happened frequently among the four children at different places. Tina recalled that at a local grocery
store, a cashier picked up Joshua and showed him her computer screen, and Joshua responded with
excitement and joy, without any sense of reservation. The participants indicated that even though
children’s friendly reactions to strangers may not necessarily mean that they were indiscriminately
friendly to all adult figures, the unreserved friendliness revealed a sign of social limitation.
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In addition to the friendly behavioral patterns, Amy and Tina offered further explanations on
the four children’s IF behaviors. The two participants offered three rationales in explaining these
behaviors: (a) children’s personalities; (b) their developmental stages; and (c) their desire to have
basic needs met. Being an extrovert was linked to children’s friendly behaviors, as Tina expressed
that Joshua may be the most extroverted person that she could think of, just based on the fact that
he always enjoyed being with people. Both participants defined some of the children’s friendly
behaviors as developmentally appropriate. Particularly, expressing a high level of friendliness was
not atypical for younger children. In other words, it was reasonable that children under 5 years
old consistently exhibited more friendly behaviors than those who were 8 years old or above. Both
participants noted that the children mostly regarded themselves as the center of the universe and
assumed that others would always be interested to hear everything they had to say. Amy indicated
that friendliness may simply serve as a tool for children to have their basic needs met. The friendly
tendency was obvious in Beatrice, as whenever she was hungry, she would request food from
strangers. Participants did not view this tendency as pathological in speaking of children’s desire to
meet their internal drive.
Responses from participants for the quantitative stage echoed the qualitative findings. IF
indicators were reinforced by participants’ responses to the 5-item measure. Eighty-five percent of the
participants (n = 78) selected 1 for item 1, indicating that their children were friendly (i.e., sometimes
or always very friendly) with new adults. Fifty-seven percent of the participants (n = 52) reported the
lack of shyness or misbehaving in the presence of strangers. Twenty-five percent of the participants
(n = 23) identified 0, meaning “the child has always been shy or behaved in a strange manner,” and
approximately 18% (n = 17) indicated that children exhibited a reasonable level of shyness since their
arrival in the United States but could not speak to children’s former friendly behaviors back in China.
For item 3, examining children’s behaviors when meeting with new adults, 27% of the participants
(n = 25) selected 1, specifying that children always approached new adults, showing toys, speaking
or asking questions. About 60% of parents (n = 54) indicated that children would screen new adults
(i.e., observing and evaluating) prior to taking actions. The remainder (n = 13; 13%) indicated fears or
indifference toward new adults. For item 4, approximately 41% of the participants (n = 38) chose 1,
identifying that their children have exhibited some tendency of going home with a newly met adult.
With regard to item 5, 23% of the participants (n = 21) reported that their children displayed a tendency
to wander, without being subsequently distressed after realizing they were away from their parents.
Research Question 2: What are some potential factors that are associated with IF?
The fourth proposition guiding the qualitative case study was that age, institutionalization, and
adoptive parents’ love and responsive parenting were potentially associated with children’s IF
behaviors. Amy and Tina asserted that children’s behavioral adjustments were related to children’s
ages at the time of arrival in the United States; specifically, younger children demonstrated better
behavioral adjustments compared to children adopted at an older age. Comparing the behaviors of
Amelia and Beatrice, Amy mentioned that Beatrice, who was adopted at the age of 3, experienced
a more challenging time bonding and adjusting in comparison to Amelia, who was adopted at
a younger age. Both participants maintained that children adopted at a younger age generally
transitioned smoothly and quickly, because children adopted as infants were not old enough to
remember their previous experiences, despite the fact that adoption involves separation and loss and
itself could be considered as trauma.
The participants connected children’s institutionalization experiences with their later IF behaviors.
Children’s IF behaviors were speculated to be a consequence of earlier institutionalization that children
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had experienced. Amy and Tina viewed IF as one of the institutionalization issues rather than an
attachment issue. Amy suggested that children who were previously institutionalized mostly lacked
child-parent relationships and failed to form a routine early on in life. It was assessed that something
might have happened in children’s brains that made it difficult to learn to interact in later relationships.
Tina assumed that Joshua’s IF behaviors represented his life experiences at the orphanage from which
he was adopted. She speculated that the overfriendliness had become a pattern in his first three years in
the orphanage where he had no clue about whom his next caregiver would be, and a rational way for
him to gain attention from others was to be friendly (e.g., giving a hug).
The participants also tied children’s IF behaviors with the news report about suspected child
abuse in the orphanage where Joshua was adopted. There was a lack of knowledge and evidence
regarding the institutional care that children had received prior to adoption, but the participants
held the assumption that children’s weight could be an indicator of the quality of care provided at
orphanages, which might be indirectly tied to children’s behaviors of reaching out to strangers for
food or other basic needs. All four children’s weight was below the average when adopted, according
to the participants. This was the most evident for Joshua, as he weighed only 23 pounds when he was
2 years and 10 months old. His numbers fell off the growth chart for his developmental stage.
Both Amy and Tina highlighted the role of love and responsive parenting as a protective factor of
IF behaviors and in counteracting children’s previous institutionalization experiences. In this study,
parents’ love and responsive parenting were delivered through understanding of the complexity of IF,
accepting the child, and attending to the individual needs of the child. Both participants perceived IF as a
concern, yet understood that going through abandonment and institutionalization may have contributed
to children’s IF behaviors. Adopting a child meant, according to Amy, not only bringing a child home,
but also caring for the child in one’s heart. Strong emotions were provoked when participants recalled
children’s atypical experiences compared to their non-adopted peers. The participants reiterated that
love should be unconditional to all children, no matter by birth or adoption. Amy firmly believed that
whether a child is biological or adopted, it should make no difference in terms of parenting because each
child deserves high-quality love. All children should be considered as “our” children, and the love is
“our” love.
Separation is what adoptees go through. With strong emotions, Amy highlighted the goodbyes that the
adoptees had to say in their lives, all of which apparently were out of their control. Amy elaborated that
a child’s life started in the mother’s room for months, and the child was used to the mother’s presence
and voice, and then had to tell the mother goodbye. That was the child’s first loss in life. The child was
then delivered to the orphanage, labeled as one of many orphans, and taken care of by orphanage staff.
Shortly after forming an attachment with orphanage staff and peers (referred to as “crib-mates” by
Amy), the child was matched with an adoptive family from overseas and had to say goodbye again. The
multiple losses and separations solidified the critical role that adoptive parents may play, so that the
child is nurtured in a steady and consistent environment.
Participants believed that showing responsive parenting was vital in helping children work on
IF behaviors because changes could not be made on children’s pre-adoption experiences, but could
be made on post-adoption caregiving. Tina reinforced that parents should not just take a child away
from strangers; a more compelling need for the child was to learn how to act appropriately with
strangers. The participants emphasized the importance of selective attending, meaning that parents
attend to a child when he/she was in true need (e.g., when a child wanders off without checking
in) and ignore behaviors that did not matter to the child’s safety or growth. Participants suggested
several techniques for fostering parental attending to children’s needs, including singing children’s
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tunes, encouraging eye contact, strictly following routines, and offering hugs. These techniques
helped instill in the children security and stability.
Age, institutionalization, and love and responsive parenting were included in the quantitative
investigation. Bivariate analyses were conducted between each of the variables and IF scores. A
higher institutionalization score was significantly correlated with a lower IF score (r = -.24; p < .05);
namely, the more positive institutionalization experiences a child had, the fewer IF behaviors the
child exhibited (Liu & Hazler, in press). No significant correlations were identified between age and
IF (r = -.10; p > .05) or responsive parenting and IF (r = -.04; p > .05). A multiple regression analysis
yielded a significant model, with institutionalization as the significant predictor of IF. The results
showed that institutionalization explained 9% variance in IF scores (R2 = .09, F (1, 88) = 4.16, p < .05)
(Liu & Hazler, in press). Responsive caregiving was nonsignificant in predicting IF.
Research Question 3: Is IF related to children’s attachment?
In answering this question, data were matched with the fifth proposition: there was no clear
conclusion on whether children’s IF was related to their attachment to parents, which warrants a
further examination of the IF–attachment relationship. Neither qualitative nor quantitative results
provided evidence to support a relationship between children’s attachment and IF behaviors.
Amy and Tina shared an interesting fact that the children seemed to attach well with them in spite
of frequent IF behaviors directed to adults other than the primary caregivers. All four children
were reported to form successful attachment with their adoptive parents; in the meantime, they
displayed different levels of IF toward strangers. The two participants held the opinion that IF may
not necessarily be categorized as an attachment disorder. This was echoed by previous analysis
concerning institutionalization, in which parents speculated that IF behaviors might be more
appropriately treated as an institutionalization versus attachment issue. Tina disclosed that Joshua’s
IF behaviors were described by a clinical practitioner as “nowhere near the attachment disorder.”
A bivariate analysis was conducted between attachment and IF scores using the quantitative data,
which yielded a nonsignificant result (r = .12, p > .05). Therefore, no significant correlation was detected
between attachment and children’s IF behaviors. A direct interpretation of the quantitative result was
that an adoptee’s attachment with adoptive parents was not correlated with the level of the child’s IF.
Positive attachment and IF can coexist in a child, which was consistent with the case study findings.

Discussion
This mixed methods study revealed qualitative themes and quantitative evidence in addressing the
three research questions. Consistent with previous findings, this study reinforced that IF appears to
be a prevalent issue in Chinese adoptees. Children’s IF was demonstrated through quick bonding to
new adoptive parents soon after adoption, initiating excessively friendly behaviors to strangers, and
responding to strangers’ affectionate behaviors without hesitance. A child’s affectionate behaviors
toward adoptive parents were deemed a sign of IF, as the child and adoptive parents did not have
previous encounters with each other. Under attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969), a child selectively
shows affection to and seeks proximity from the mother or the primary caregiver, and the attachment
relationship is based on frequent behavioral exchanges between the child and the mother or primary
caregiver (Sroufe & Waters, 1977). Naturally, children’s excessive friendliness to strangers, without the
selection process under the attachment theory, is considered atypical behavior.
IF behaviors were described as a manifestation of pathology and either classified as a subtype of
attachment disorder under the DSM-IV (APA, 1994) or renamed as disinhibited social engagement
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disorder in the most recent DSM-5 (APA, 2013). The 5-item IF measure utilized in the study was
consistent with the screening questions within the DSM, which concretized the IF through specific
behaviors such as wandering off and going home with strangers. Although the items provided
a simplified interpretation of IF, qualitative findings revealed multiple layers tied to IF that have
not been adequately attended to by researchers and professional practitioners. The DSM-IV and
DSM-5 classifications were based on the presumption that IF was an outcome of pathogenic care or
maltreatment that children had experienced earlier in life (APA, 1994, 2013).
There has been a lack of investigation into personal factors that may explain children’s IF behaviors.
Qualitative findings of this study illuminated the complex nature of IF and directed attention to other
alternative criteria, in addition to pathogenic care, including children’s personality types, developmental
stage, and drive to meet personal needs. These findings were consistent with Bennett, Espie, Duncan,
and Minnis’ (2009) qualitative study that explored IF through children’s lenses. Bennett and colleagues
highlighted children’s two internal drives underlying their IF behaviors: seeking love/attention and
striving to meet personal needs. A comprehensive literature review by Love, Minnis, and O’Connor
(2015) also challenged the pathogenic care criterion within the DSM by proposing several additional
factors associated with IF, including genetic differences, inhibitory control, cognitive ability, and postadoption caregiving.
Children’s former institutionalization experiences were proposed to be a salient factor associated
with children’s behaviors (Bruce et al., 2009). The significant role of institutionalization in relation
to IF was supported by numerous earlier studies conducted with internationally adopted children
(Bruce et al., 2009; van den Dries et al., 2012). IF has been reported as a salient issue with previously
institutionalized children in comparison with children raised in their birth families (Chisholm, 1998;
Tizard & Hodges, 1978). Findings seem to be unanimously significant across the literature in regards
to the association between children’s institutionalized experiences and children’s IF behaviors. The
quantitative results of this study echoed previous findings, with institutionalization significantly
associated with children’s IF. Qualitative findings also highlighted the role of institutional care as a
factor associated with children’s IF behaviors. For example, children who received inadequate care from
pre-adoption institutions may appear to be friendlier or seek food and/or attention from adults, as they
had to compete with other children in the institution for a limited amount of available resources.
Another variable that revealed inconsistent findings between the qualitative and quantitative
datasets was responsive parenting. Quantitative results of this study did not support the significance
of caregiving by adoptive parents, which was supported by Zeanah and Smyke (2008), and IF was
confirmed not to be associated with post-adoption caregiving quality. Qualitative findings of this study,
on the other hand, demonstrated the importance of love and responsive parenting in working with
children’s behavioral adjustment. Similar findings can be retrieved from the study by van den Dries et
al. (2012), which indicated that children receiving better maternal care after adoption presented less IF
behaviors.
The relationship between IF and attachment has been repeatedly investigated in the literature, with
two antithetical views: (a) IF is a form/subtype of attachment (APA, 1994; O’Connor et al., 2003); and
(b) IF needs to be treated as a unique behavioral issue, separate from attachment (APA, 2013; LyonsRuth, Zeanah, & Gleason, 2015). A common theme between the two views is that IF behaviors are
developmentally inappropriate. The quantitative results of this study were aligned with the latter
view that IF is not significantly correlated with attachment. Qualitative responses from this study
were congruent with the quantitative results, as participants indicated that positive attachment and IF
behaviors indeed coexist in children. The qualitative findings furthermore challenged the pathological
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stance that has been historically held about IF, with an alternative explanation that children’s
personalities, developmental stages, and internal drives to meet personal needs may be associated
with their IF behaviors.
Limitations
This study has three main limitations. The comparatively low Cronbach alpha value of the 5-item
IF measure was the first concern, which brought about the question of whether or not the 5-item IF
was adequate in measuring IF, although low level of internal consistency is noted to be common in
short scales (Streiner, 2003). The second limitation was related to participants and self-report surveys,
in which reporter bias and social desirability could confound the results; namely, participants might
have chosen to respond to the items based on what they believed to be socially desirable responses.
Further, using parents as the only participants is likely to arouse doubt on whether or not parental
perceptions of children’s IF behaviors were accurate. The third limitation was related to data
saturation. Although sample size is not emphasized in qualitative research, data saturation has been
consistently suggested, meaning that data collection should continue until the point that no new
information arises. A practical concern is that qualitative results based on the four Chinese adoptees’
experiences may not reach data saturation (Creswell, 2013; Teddlie & Yu, 2007), thus potentially
affecting the analytical generalization of qualitative findings. Nevertheless, Teddlie and Yu (2007)
offered further justification for the need of representativeness and saturation trade-off sampling
in mixed methods research. This sampling technique entails unequal emphases of qualitative and
quantitative sampling within a mixed methods study; namely, when quantitative representativeness
is emphasized, less emphasis is directed to the qualitative saturation of the study.
Research and Clinical Implications
Results of this study provide crucial implications for future research and practice by professional
counselors who work with Chinese adoptees and adoptive parents (e.g., counselors working in
school or family settings). Controversies on the categorization of IF (as attachment or other mental
health disorders) in the DSM, along with the additional factors proposed by participants, indicate a
compelling need to develop a more mature measure for IF, considering a wider range of behaviors
beyond the five items. One goal of the new measure is to offer a justification on whether IF truly
exists in a child and the severity of the IF tendency. Future research studies should be considered
regarding the underlying causes of IF. Researchers should consider involving children in future
investigations in order to acquire diverse perspectives on IF and to obtain more generalizable results
from the first-person lens.
A clinical implication from this study is that professional counselors working with adoptees and
adoptive families need to attend to the complexity of IF. IF behaviors certainly need to be monitored
and screened because of the risks associated with the behaviors; however, no quick diagnosis should
be reached without adequate evidence on the frequency and magnitude of the behaviors. Practitioners
need to reassess the criteria defining pathology—whether or not children’s friendly behaviors are
truly indiscriminate and to what extent a friendly behavior should be classified as abnormal (Zeanah
& Smyke, 2008). These clinical needs call for practitioners’ familiarity with evidence-based research
and more exposure to the target population, IF-related training programs, and a more comprehensive
clinical questionnaire asking for further evidence to support children’s IF occurrence and severity.

Conclusion
This study enriched the knowledge of IF through a mixture of qualitative and quantitative
findings. Results of this study unveiled Chinese adoptees’ experiences of IF and shed light on factors
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associated with IF, strengthening the significance of institutionalization as an important factor in
children’s IF behaviors. The authors also generated a significant regression model that accounted
for 9% of the variance in IF (Liu & Hazler, in press). In alignment with recent research studies (Love
et al., 2015; Lyons-Ruth et al., 2015) and the DSM-5, this study provided evidence to support the
distinction of IF from attachment. It also introduced alternatives to the pathological perspective
toward IF from previous research and diagnostic standards. The results of this study enabled a better
understanding of IF and offered research recommendations and critical implications for professional
counselors serving adoptive families.
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