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Attachment notes  
 
Attachment: emotional bond which develops through the interaction of a primary caregiver and 
infant over time. Characterised by: 

1. Behaviour directed towards primary caregiver 
2. Distress on separation 
3. Pleasure when reunited 
4. Desire to be physically close  

 

Learning theory explanation  
 
Classical conditioning  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Operant conditioning  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Research against the learning  theory explanation  
 

Harlow and Harlow (1962)  
 

Infant monkeys spent more time on a cylinder which provided 
comfort than the cylinder which provided food. They used the 
comforting cylinder as a base for exploration and held onto it when 
frightened.  

Schaffer and Emerson 
(1964)    

Infants were attached to people who didn’t perform caregiving 
activities such as bathing, changing and feeding.  
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The evolutionary explanation of attachment  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Research on evolutionary explanation  
 

Lorenz (1937) Geese imprinted on Lorenz to be kept safe.  

Sroufe et al. (1999) Securely attached infants were rated as more popular, socially competent 
and had higher self-esteem as teenagers. Supports continuity 

Hazan and Shaver 
(1987) 

Quiz found that those with caring parents were securely attached and had 
positive attitudes towards romance/ better relationships when older. 
Insecurely attached had rejecting parents and though romance was less 
likely. 

Characteristics The personality and appearance of the child may be more important than 
the parenting style.  

 
 
 
Comparison of learning theory and evolutionary explanations of attachment  
 

Learning theory Evolutionary explanation  

Learned (nurture) Biologically inherited (nature) 

No critical period Critical period (2.5 years)  

Attached to source of food Attached to warm comforting figure who 
provides protection  

 More current research support  

 Attachment provides template for future 
relationships  
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Types of attachment  
 
 

Attachment 
type 

Exploring/ 
Orientation 
towards mother 

Behaviour 
when mother 
leaves 

Stranger 
anxiety  

Behaviour 
when mother 
returns 

Behaviour of 
mother 

Secure Explore 
unfamiliar room 
with an 
orientation 
towards mother  

Some 
discomfort  

Comfortable 
with stranger 
when mother 
is present 

Greeted her 
positively  

Sensitive and 
supportive 

Avoidant-
Insecure 

No orientation to 
mother while 
exploring room 

Unconcerned 
with her 
absence  

Comfortable 
with stranger 

Uninterested  
 

Rejected/ 
ignored 
infant   

Resistant-
insecure  

Unconcerned 
with exploring 

Intense 
distress  

Uncomfortable 
with stranger  

Rejected her  
 

Inconsistent  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Ainsworth and Bell (1970)  
 

Aim To develop a method for assessing the quality of attachment based on the infants 
exploration and comfort-seeking behaviour. 

Procedure Controlled observation of the infants during planned activities based on situations of 
novelty and mild stress. The 8 episodes of the Strange Situation: 

1) Mother and infant are brought into play room 
2) They are left there for the infant to explore the toys 
3) A stranger walks in and chats to the mother. The stranger approaches the 

infant with a toy 
4) Mother separates from the infant and leaves them alone with the stranger, so 

they can interact with the infant 
5) Mother returns to infant 
6) Mother and stranger leave infant alone 
7) Stranger returns to interact with infant  
8) Mother returns to infant, the stranger leaves.  

 
Behaviours observed: 
Desire to explore 
Separation anxiety when mother leaves 
Stranger anxiety 
Reunion behaviour when mother returns  

Findings  66% were securely attached / 22% avoidant-insecure / 12% resistant insecure 

Conclusion  Individual differences in attachment, which can be explained by the mother’s 
behaviour.  
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Further research concerning the Strange Situation  
 

Support Against  

Grossman (1988) 
Classification of infants age 1 was 87% successful 
in predicting their classification when they were 
6 years old. 

Vaughn et al. (1980) 
Attachment type may vary depending on 
changes in the family’s circumstances concerning 
housing and mother’s stress.  

Egeland and Faber (1984) 
Securely attached infants were found to have 
cooperative/sensitive mothers. Insecurely 
attached had mothers who were poor at giving 
care.  

Main (1991) 
Ainsworth didn’t identify insecure-disorganised 
attachment.  

Lamb (1977) 
Infants classified as being secure with mother 
but insecure-resistant with father. Demonstrates 
that Strange Situation measures attachment 
type, not characteristic/ temperament of infant.   

Kagan (1982) 
Temperament hypothesis 
Child’s reaction to stress results in their 
apparently insecure behaviour during Strange 
Situation  

 
 
 

Cultural variations in attachment  
 
Culture: the beliefs and customs that a group of people share. 
Cultural variations: the different social practises of groups and the effects these have on 
development and behaviour.  
 

Similarity Differences 

Van Ijzendoorn and Kroonenberg (1988) 
Meta-analysis  
32 studies 8 countries 
Most have secure attachment  
Mass media or innate?  

Takahashi (1990) 
Japanese 1 year olds 
Most securely attached 
A lot more resistant insecure compared to American 
children 
Non were avoidant-insecure  
Differences explained by cultural norm of infant never 
being separated from mother.  

 Grossman and Grossman (1991) 
German infants more likely to be insecurely attached 
German cultural norm of keeping distance between 
parents and children.  
Therefore infants don’t engage in proximity seeking 
behaviour while in the Strange Situation, giving the 
impression that they are insecurely attached.  
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Attachment disruption 
 
Separation: mother and child are physically apart (for a long time)  
Emotional deprivation: emotional problems as a result of being separated.  
 
John Bowlby’s maternal deprivation hypothesis.  
Important for an infant to develop (before 2 ½ years) an intimate and continuous relationship with 
their primary caregiver (not necessarily their mother). Separation results in emotional 
maladjustment including difficulties in future relationships/behavioural problems.  
 

Support Against  

Bowlby (1944) 
More thieves with affectionless psychopathy had 
experienced frequent early separation from their 
mothers compared to thieves without 
affectionless psychopathy.   
There is a link between early separation and 
later social/emotional maladjustment. Less 
severe maternal deprivation results in antisocial 
behaviour (theft).  
X Retrospective data/ Deprived in many ways  

Rutter (1976) 
In cases were boys had experienced separations 
as a result of family discord (e.g. parents are 
divorced), the boys were more likely to show 
antisocial behaviour.   
Problems concerning relationship of parents are 
more important than relationship with infant.  
 

Robertson and Robertson (1971) 
Observational study  
Child named John spent 9 days in a nursery 
separated from his mother. When his mother 
came to collect him, he didn’t want her to 
comfort him. He ignored her. This behaviour 
continued for months.    

Robertson and Robertson (1971) 
Child named Thomas was cared for by Joyce 
Robertson. He was allowed to visit his mother in 
hospital and also kept toys and photos from 
home. He was happy to be reunited with 
mother. 
 

 Bowlby et al. (1956) 
Children who stayed in the hospital for several 
months, had only slightly more problems 
concerning antisocial behaviour/ relationships 
compared to a control group of children who 
hadn’t been in hospital.  
This suggests that separation doesn’t inevitably 
have harmful effects.   
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Privation: failure to form attachment  
 
Effects of institutionalization  
 

Hodges and Tizard 
(1989) 
 

Children who returned home after institution had similar problems with those 
who were adopted. Both groups have problems with their peers. However, 
adopted children had good relationship with foster parents. Recovery is 
possible for those who suffer privation.  
X Non-random selection / attrition  

Stout (2005)  
 

Romanian orphans experienced severe conditions. Permanent psychological 
damage: incapable of social interaction and display aggression.  

Quinton et al. 
(1985) 

Women who experienced institutions during childhood had extreme problems 
when they became parents. They were insensitive towards their children and 
incapable of caring for them.  

 
Case studies  
 

Curtis (1977) 
 

Genie, 13 
Isolation and neglect , locked in room 
Socially and emotionally impaired. No language ability.  
Cared for briefly after being found, then transferred through foster carers, some of 
who abused her.  

Koluchova 
(1976)  
 

Male identical twins 
Stepmother mistreated them: beat them, locked them in cellar/ didn’t feed them 
enough 
When found aged 7, they couldn’t walk/ extremely low IQ 
Placed in caring foster home. Made excellent recovery for language and some 
recovery for emotions.  

 
Overview of attachment, deprivation and privation: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Implications of attachment research 
 

Hospital admissions 
 

Robertson and Robertson (1971) demonstrated problems of separating 
infants from caregiver during hospitalisation. Caregivers are allowed to stay 
with children in hospital.  

Adoption timing Adoptions are earlier to ensure that foster parents can attach to child 
during sensitive period 

Theatre of 
attachment 

Therapy technique developed to help attachment between child and foster 
parents.  

Infant Attachment to mother 

Infant 

Infant 

Disrupted attachment to mother 

Secure attachment or 

Insecure attachment  

Deprivation  

Privation No attachment to mother Institution/Isolation 

Separation 
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Day care (nurseries and child-minders)  
 
 

Effects on social development 

Blehar (1974) 
 

2-3 year olds attending nursery care were more likely to have insecure 
attachments.  

Belsky and 
Rovine (1988) 

Infants who spent more than 20 hours per week in day care were more likely to 
be assessed as insecurely attached with their mother.  

Clarke-Stewart 
(1989) 

Issues with methodology for assessing attachment types. Children who have 
experienced day care may behave different in the Strange Situation, but this may 
be due to independence rather than an insecure attachment.  

Egeland and 
Hiester (1995) 

Benefits depend on attachment type before care entry. Insecurely attached can 
benefit from day care. Securely attached already have what they need and so 
don’t benefit from day care experiences.  

 

 

Effects on aggression  
Sammons et al. (2003) 
 

Increased risk of antisocial behaviour if child spends more than 20 hours 
per week in nursery care  

Belsky (2006) Children who were in day care from early age/experienced more of it 
were more likely to be aggressive and disobedient  

Larner et al. (1989) Effects of day care on aggression aren’t important. They only last for early 
childhood. In later childhood, individual differences take over from the 
effects of day care. Those who experienced day care were not more 
aggressive than those cared for at home.  

 
 

Effects on peer relations  
Field (1991) More time in day care resulted in more friends and higher levels of 

physical affection.  

Sylva et al. (2003) Children who attended pre-school were more cooperating and had 
stronger relations with peers when compared to those not provided with 
pre-schooling.  

 

Implications of day care research  
 
Schaffer (1998) High quality day care: consistency of staff and routines. Suitable number of 

staff per child. High levels of verbal interaction should be offered to children. 
Children should be provided with toys/books to aid development 

Howes et al. (1998)  Caregivers can be provided with training to improve their sensitivity and 
consequently the attachment security of the children.  

Tunstill et al. (2005) Sure Start programme providing day care to families in high-risk 
communities. Programme improved sensitivity of mothers.  

Sylva et al. (2003) Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) 
High quality day care gives children head start for school. Government 
realised this and agreed to provide preschool places for every 3 year old. The 
findings concerning negative effects of day care also led the government to 
extend parental leave after childbirth from 6 to 12 months.  

 


