
Emotional bonds can form before the babies are born. Howev-

er, some child carers find it difficult to feel and create this bond 

due to mental health issues or don’t have a family support net-

work during this overwhelming period of life. This is a perfectly 

normal feeling that new parents experience and this leaflet can 

help improve wellbeing and provide positive outcomes for both 

the child and their caregivers.   

Guidance for parents and caregivers 

Do you want to strengthen the bond between you and 

your baby?  



 

 

What is attachment?  

Attachment is the emotional relationship bond that forms between 
the caregiver and the infant. It involves a special connection be-

tween them which develops over time, that also provides the infant 
with a safe place, unlimited affection and support.   

The attachments the child forms 

in these early years may be criti-

cal indicators for their later 

childhood and adulthood devel-

opment. Attachment has an im-

pact on the child’s future rela-

tionships with others, their de-

velopment and it will precept 

the way they feel about them-

selves. ‘Attachment essentially 

can establish a positive or nega-

tive path for childhood develop-

ment that will impact the way 

children form bonds and interact 

with others into adult-

hood’ (Florida Tech,2018).    

Bowlby states attachment as ‘a lasting psy-

chological connectedness between human 

beings’ (Attachment and child development, 

2021).    

Why is attachment important?   

From the moment a baby is born, the baby communi-

cates emotional and physical needs to their primary 

carer. If the parent responds positively towards them 

and is willing to care for their child, the infant associ-

ates the parent with fulfilling their needs. This is the be-

ginning of a positive attachment as they feel safe and 

provide the infant with a stable base for exploring. ‘The 

infant knows that they are safe to venture out and ex-

plore and that the caregiver will always be there to wel-

come them back and provide comfort in times of stress 

or anxiety’ (Freud,2022).  Secure attachment is crucial 

for when the child attends school, as they should see 

their teachers as approachable and should be able to 

form good relationships with their teachers and other 

members of the school.    

How do children develop attachment?   



The attachment theory focuses on the bonds created within humans, 

whether it’s between parents and their child or between romantic 

partners. ‘It is a complex psychological concept, which originated with 

the work of John Bowlby, who highlighted the importance of a child’s 

relationship with their primary caregiver, usually their mother in terms 

of their social, emotional development and their ability to 

learn’ (Freud, 2020). This theory suggests that humans are born with 

the need to make bonds with parents as children to survive life, know-

ing they have a safe place.  

‘Bowlby was interested in understanding the 

anxiety and distress that children experience 

when separated from their primary caregiv-

ers’ (Cherry,2022). The British psychologist 

found that attachment was expressed by moti-

vational and behavioral patterns. For example, 

when children are frightened, they automatical-

ly run to their parents as they know they’ll re-

ceive comfort and affection, as the child knows 

they’ll survive if they’re protected.    

Bowlby 

https://www.simplypsychology.org/bowlby.html


 

 

Secure attachment  

Children at this stage see others as supportive and 
are aware of the importance of respect. Knowing 
they have a safe place to go back to in case danger, 
they decide to venture out of their comfort zone. This 
may include gaining trust from other children and in-
teraction with them, which leads to more success in 
the classroom. This stage often occurs at ages 6-8 
months until 18 months-2 years old. Babies start to 
develop separation anxiety during this stage and be-
come upset when their parents leave them, even for 
a short period.   

Anxious-avoidant attachment   

This form of attachment shows that children aren’t 

able to manage stressful and uncomfortable situa-

tions alone. This enables them to build healthy re-

lationships with others as they’re not willing to ask 

for support when they need it. Characteristics of 

this stage would be antisocial and aggressive be-

haviour, which would be demonstrated through 

bullying and lying to others. The anxious avoidant 

attachment style usually develops in the first 18 months 

of the baby’s life.  

Disorganized attachment   

Children with a disorganized attachment style usu-

ally fail to develop an organized strategy for coping 

with separation distress, and tend to display ag-

gression, disruptive behaviors, and social isolation. 

They are more likely to see others as threats than 

sources of support, and thus may switch between 

social withdrawal and defensively aggressive be-

havior’ (Ackerman, 2018).   

Anxious-resistant attachment  

These children are likely to be shy, fearful and lack 

self-confidence. They often struggle to complete 

group tasks, which involve other people. They 

keep their distance from things they’re unfamiliar 

with, especially when experiencing new environ-

ments. They tend to stay close to their parents, so 

they have constant safety reassurance.    

‘The baby encourages attachment with caregivers 

through behaviors like babbling, crying, grasping, and 

sucking. Each behavior brings the infant in closer contact 

with the caregiver and further promotes bonding and 

emotional investment’ (Vinney,2019).   

Phase 1: Birth to 3 Months   

‘When infants are about 3 months old, they start to differentiate 

between people, and they begin to reserve their attachment behav-

iors for the people they prefer’ (Vinney,2019). When babies cry, 

they have a preference to whom they’d rather fulfill their needs. 

The child tends to have at least three people who they would 

choose. According to Bowlby, the child would usually favor a partic-

ular individual, that being their mother.   

Phase 2: From 3 to 6 Months   

At six months old, the child may start to develop sep-

aration anxiety from their favourite person. This may 

include continuously crying when their caregiver is in 

a different room or when babies learn to crawl, they 

may try to follow them too. From around 7/8 

months, the child begins to fear strangers and new 

environments. The child seeks affection and protec-

tion from their caregiver in these stressful situa-

tions.    

Phase 3: From 6 Months to 3 Years   

At this stage, the child becomes 

used to the idea of their parents 

being in a different room and 

doesn’t need their presence as 

urgently as before. They learn that 

their caregivers have goals and 

priorities of their own.    

Phase 4: From 3 Years Until Childhood Ends   



Insecure attachment   
Attachment is an emotional bond formed between mother and baby within the baby’s eve-

ryday life. However, when the baby is raised into a household with abuse and neglect, chil-

dren are at ‘high risk of developing emotional, behavioral, social and intellectual disabili-

ties’ (Hawley,2000). When a child’s carer and home environment is fearful rather than a 

source of affection and safety, this can be highly toxic to a child’s development and can 

affect them negatively later in life. ‘Some children facing these experiences may behave in 

ways which are designed to promote their survival, but which may be difficult for school 

staff to understand and manage’ (Freud,2022).    

Characteristics often displayed by children exposed to negative attachment   

• ‘Find it difficult to ask for help, manage their thoughts, emotions and behaviour, form pos-
itive relationships with staff and peers, concentrate and take part in learning  
• struggle to calm themselves down  
• be both demanding and rejecting at the same time  
• become quickly or disproportionately angry or upset, at times with no clear triggers  

• fear being vulnerable  
• avoid getting close to others and appear withdrawn or disengaged from school activities  

• struggle to ask for help  
• show little emotional response or confused and confusing responses (such as laughing 
when they or others are hurt) . 
• daydream, be hyperactive or constantly fidgeting and finding it difficult to focus and con-
centrate in class’ (Freud,2022).   

These are a few of many ways to help strengthen the bond with your child. It is perfectly normal to feel lone-

ly and overwhelmed within the first few weeks or months of parenting but it’s important to seek support 

when you need it. Your mental health matters too. You are not alone in this. For further information on the 

importance of early childhood development, visit the Bonding with your baby website for more information:   

https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/bonding.html    

 

Suggestions to consider if you’re struggling to find a bond with your child.   

Reading 

‘Research also shows that reading with 

children stimulates patterns of brain 

development responsible for connection 

and bonding. This makes sense when we 

consider that story time usually involves 

cuddling, eye contact, and shared emo-

tion’ (Pruess,2020).   

Play 

‘Play is how children learn vital life skills. Play 

is the language of children, so it only makes 

sense that we should try to connect with 

them through something that comes so natu-

rally. Research has shown that playing with 

children decreases attention-seeking behav-

iors and separation anxiety by fulfilling their 

Physical Touch 

‘Studies have found the importance of 

skin-to-skin contact for the newborn 

(Webster-Stratton,2011) and that humans 

are able to identify specific emotions of 

love, gratitude, and compassion through 

blind touch. It’s easy to see how touch 

plays a major role in forming strong con-

nections between parent and child 

(Pruess,2020).    

The relationship-building system: The NBO   

The NBO is a relationship-building instrument that can be used to refine parents to the capacities and the individ-

uality of their newborn infant and to help improve the relationship between parents and infants. ‘NBO aims to 

capture the infant’s uniqueness or individuality with the goal of fostering the bond between parent and in-

fant’ (Nugent et al., 2007).   

https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/bonding.html
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