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Can the failure of childhood attachment cause detrimental
effects long term?

Abstract

The primary aim of this research project is to explore and analyse findings to
determine whether failure of creating a positive attachment bond within the earliest
years of a child’s life leads to long term detrimental effects. Fearon and Roisman
(2017) state Bowlby’s theory of attachment refers to young children seeking out
comfort from a familiar adult or caregiver during times of upset, anxiousness, worry
and to have their basic survival needs met such as feeding and drinking, but what
are the effects of a child who does not experience these crucial needs being met?
The planned research will entail using a mixed method approach of both
observations and interviews will be carried out. Participants will be chosen through
purposive sampling, consisting of a small group of 20 children, 10 of those in an
early year setting and 10 children who have been identified as experiencing trauma
in the early years of their lives. The ages of the children will range between the age
of 9 months-4 years old, interviews with five paediatric psychiatrists as well as
interviews with ten current foster carers to assemble an in depth understanding of
the topic and reach a more accurate conclusion to the question at hand.

ADD Conclusion and reasons for feeling this research is needed?

Literature Review

Kerr, Muir, and Goldberg (2009) suggest that Bowlby's theory of attachment stated a
secure attachment is fundamental for children to be able to emotionally thrive.
American Psychological Association (2023) defines attachment as the emotional link
formed between a human infant or a young nonhuman animal and its parent figure or
carer, this is developed as a step towards creating a sense of security and is
evidenced by tranquillity in the presence of the parent or carer. Over several
decades research has indicated the importance of a secure attachment within the
early years of a child’s life. Studies carried out by Fitton (2012), and Rees (2007)
concluded both socio emotional and cognitive skills presented significantly higher in
those who has experienced a secure attachment within the earliest years of life. With
the positive effects of attachment widely highlighted globally, the rationale for this



research project is to determine, explore and analyse possible long-term effects of
the failure of a secure attachment present within the early childhood. Erozkan (2016)
shared findings from recent studies gathered in Turkey. Research was conducted
with the aim to determine if there was a link between attachment formed and
previously experienced trauma in childhood. Findings from the study presented
evidence that concluded children who had experienced trauma and abuse within
their life had also been rejected from a nurturing, positive attachment.

According to Breidenstine (2014) the presence and quality of an attachment in a
child’s early life is crucial to their holistic development. Offering further explanation
Breidenstine (2014) states that although relationships and bonds can be negatively
affected through the failure and rejection of such attachment in the early years, as
well as the possible links between the poor presence and quality of attachment and
reactive attachment disorder further research is paramount to gain an accurate
understanding of the full effects. However, in contrast to this Harris’s theory of
attachment disputes that parents and carers do not have a huge influence on their
children's personalities or character as they mature and further implies the peers
around a child play a significant part in shaping their growing personality (Harris,
2009). In March 2021 there were currently 7080 children in care in Wales alone, the
current statistics provided by Welsh Government (2021) has been taken into
consideration for this research project prompting interviews with 10 foster carers.
Further statistics revealed that 52 percent of children in care had previously
experienced some form of neglect, abuse as well as not having their needs met by
the parent/caregiver.

Wilkins (2011) states that links have been identified between maltreatment and
disorganised attachment in children, to gain an in depth understanding of this further
the ADAM (assessment of disorganised attachment and maltreatment) project
devised by David Shemmings was implemented in 2011 to ensure those working in
the social care sector were equipped and competent in assessing children displaying
behaviours indicating possible disorganised attachment. Madigan et al (2013)
believes that failure to form a secure attachment in early childhood can cause
detrimental effects lasting into the years of adolescent, effects within the
developmental years can be displayed as poor problem solving, social and emotional
skills with some displaying aggressive behaviours. Dozier et al (2008) states that
although there is limited evidence, failure of attachment withing a child’s earliest
years of life have been linked to reactive attachment disorder and without prompt
and necessary treatment can have detrimental and lifelong effects.

Rees (2007) states when a secure attachment is formed, this supports a child’'s well-
being, emotional development, sense of belonging and resilience, Failure of a secure
attachment could result in failure for a child to thrive. As displayed by Welsh
Government (2016) the national minimum standards for regulated childcare for
children up to the age of 12 years quality of care regulation 20 (safeguarding and
promotion of welfare) states all childcare settings should provide care that enables
children to form positive attachments with caregivers and offer an enabling
environment that nurtures each child with adults who are fully responsive to their
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needs. In addition, UNICEF (1989) states within The United Nations convention on
the rights of the child article 19 outlines that governments must do all they can to
ensure children live a life free from all forms of abuse including neglect by their
parents or anyone else responsible for looking after them.

The curriculum for non-maintained settings is in agreeance. Written with children at
the heart of the framework and recognising the importance of a nurturing
environment with responsive adults being crucial in supporting a child’s holistic
development (Welsh Government, 2022).

Methodological Considerations

Archarya et al (2013) suggests that during any research project the investigator will
use a sample of the population to gain an insight and in depth understanding too the
subject at hand, although accuracy would be greater using the entire population and
this would be the strongest strategy this is not always possible. According to Etikan
et al (2015) gathering sufficient date is vital in any research project and shares
similar beliefs that the research undertaken will provide a thorough understanding of
the subject. The planned research will use purposive sampling to ensure the
appropriate collection and analysis of data gathered. Campbell et al (2020) believes
that purposive sampling is a research method that has been used for decades, a
method that many people believe is simple and easy as opposed to those who
consider it more complex. Purposive sampling has been used to better match the
sample to the researcher's goals and objectives during the proposed research
subject. American academy of child and adult psychiatry (2017) states those who
display possible signs of attachment disorders have experienced trauma within the
early years of life, probable causes may be abuse both emotional and physically and
neglect stating although definitive causes are unknown, research suggests
inadequate care is a possible cause. This sampling strategy was chosen for the
following reasons, when issues emerge it is through evaluation and assessment by a
psychiatrist that an official diagnosis of attachment disorders are concluded. (Turner,
Beckswith and Duschinsky, 2019). During the proposed research, qualitative data
will be collected through interviews with five paediatric psychiatrists in order to
analyse the findings.

The planned research proposes a mixed method approach of overt observations with
ten children with no known background of trauma and ten children who have been
identified as experiencing trauma within the earliest years of their lives and are
currently under the care of paediatric psychiatrists along with interviews using
standardized open-ended questions to collect qualitative data, to analyse and
investigate findings to substantiate a conclusion. Bakerman and Gottman (1997)
suggest that through the use of observations, the researcher gains information, and
data that they may not gain through the use of other methods. Further stating by
using observations, the researcher is able to see an individual's personal
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characteristics, how they interact with others, how they adapt to situations and can
document any behaviours they may see as well as what they listen to in a natural
environment. Palaiologou (2012) states when observing children's behaviours, the
observer should have clear intentions of the aim of the observation, through
observations an in-depth picture is created of the behaviours displayed in a natural
environment. Pearce (2017) explains the behavioural variations displayed by those
who have experienced a secure attachment maybe observed confidently exploring
environments at ease, displaying the word around them as safe place and will be
content when their attachment figure leaves their view as well as displaying
excitement upon their return. As opposed to this a child who has not experienced a
secure attachment could potentially be described as a disorganised or disorientated
child displaying behaviours that may consist of incomplete motions and emotional
displays as to freeze when lifting their arms to be held and be observed failing to
seek out a familiar adult at times of upset or distress.

Arthur et al (2012) defines interviews as when significant interactions occur in which
the researcher attempts to learn about the person's knowledge and thoughts on the
current issue. As part of the study interviews will be conducted using standardized
open-ended questions. As cited by Ritchie and Lewis (2003) Malinowski a classic
ethnographer described interviews as crucial to grasping perspectives of others.
Further stating in depth interviews are one of the primary data collection strategies
used in qualitative research. Fox (2006) shares similar views and states interviews
play a vital role in collecting data and consists of verbal communication between the
researcher and chosen participant. Fox (2006) further states that the use of
standardized open-ended questions allows comparability across the sample and a
method of research that ensures the researchers thoughts and opinions are not
voiced.

Queiros, Faria, and Almeida (2017) state that with any method used during the
collection of data and research there is strengths and limitations. Additionally stating
that when using qualitative methods in the form of observations, some specific
strengths are the researcher is not reliant on the response of others and data is able
to be collected simultaneously during the occurrence of the event. Limitations may
include requiring extensive preparation, the actual observation can be time
consuming, and the researcher may not observe what they originally anticipated.
Anderson (2010) agrees that all methods of data collection have advantages and
disadvantages. Describing strengths of using a qualitative method as issues being
able to be fully investigated, interviews are not always limited to specific questions
and can be directed and guided by the researcher as well as the evidence derived
through human experience is powerful and, in some cases more convincing than
guantitative data. Edward (2010) shares similar views and agrees that when
collecting data, human experience is invaluable. Edward (2010) suggests that
limitations during observational research may be the element of bias when an
exposure of interest is highly correlated with another exposure that is also related to
the result.



Boso (2020) agrees and elaborates further by stating when using a qualitative
method of collecting data during research, a specific limitation that should be
considered is the one of a bias judgment, also known as the halo effect. A simple
definition of this is a cognitive bias, when the researcher during either interviews or
observations makes an overall judgement of a person based on one aspect which
causes them to form an opinion. Zilberstein (2013) implies that children who are
suffering with aspects of attachment issues can be seen as complex. Bornstein
(1948) suggests that those who work closely with the children with possible complex
issues should be aware of the possible emotional strain this may have on the
individual. As cited by Merret (2006) a widely referred to term during research is the
Hawthorne effect, this is commonly used to explain unexpected outcomes that in this
instance the researcher may observe or encounter, for example an alteration of the
behaviour witnessed if the participants are aware they are being observed this could
impact the data recorded. Kompier (2006) argues that a methodological quality test
cannot be applied to the Hawthorne research. Even if methodological flaws were
overlooked, the initial data do not support the existence of a Hawthorne effect.

For the proposed research project, it was felt a quantitative method approach was
not needed nor beneficial. As previously cited by Etikan et al (2015) through the use
of purposive sampling participants chosen have been identified as having a better
understanding of the subject and question proposed. Marshall (2005) suggests
although data collection through quantitative approaches have advantages in this
instance the need for flexibility with respondents to share their knowledge was vital
for the research. In addition, quantitative methods can have a poor response rate
with no way to identify those who have not responded. Heale and Forbes (2013)
state that utilising multiple research methods to answer a question is known as
triangulation, the objective is to increase reliability and eliminate any potential bias
that may arise from a single method use. Through combining findings from two
methods of data collection, provided an encompassing view of the results as
opposed to a single method. Heale and Noble (2019) are in agreeance and also
suggest triangulation is used to avoid bias during research and to be able to offer
readers with a more thorough explanation, triangulation examines and explains
complex human behaviours in a variety of ways.

Ethical Considerations

As cited by Resnik (2015) explains the most popular definition of "ethics" is as rules
of conduct that distinguish between appropriate and improper action. Offering further
explanations Resnik (2015) states ethics and law are not the same, even though
most countries utilise laws to uphold widely accepted moral norms and ethical and
legal principles employ comparable notions. Although an individual's actions may be
legal, they may be unethical or maybe illegal but could still be ethical. British
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Educational Research Association (2019) supports those undertaking educational
research and ensures researchers are conducting their research with the highest
standards of ethics as set out in the framework.



