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Early Attachment



Maternal Deprivation Hypothesis  
(Bowlby (1953/1969)

• Maternal deprivation during critical period

‘What is believed to be essential for mental health is that the infant and 
young child should experience a warm, intimate and continuous 
relationship with his mother (or permanent mother-substitute – one 
person who steadily mothers him) in which both find satisfaction and 
enjoyment.’

(Bowlby, 1953)

• Development of an ‘internal working model’



Ethological Foundation

• Konrad Lorenz

1935/52 – Imprinting in ducklings and goslings

‘Critical period’



Basis of Bowlby’s theory

• Critical period for attachment (6 months to 3 years) 

Evidence?

• Short-term stays in hospital / institution 

Characteristic sequence:

• Protesting - able to be comforted

• Despairing and inconsolable

• Denial and detachment



Research evidence?

• Long-term institutional care = retardation
(e.g. Goldfarb, 1947)

- social, language, cognitive

• Adverse effects of long-term maternal separation 
on rhesus monkeys 
(Harlow and Harlow, 1958, 1969)

• Link to delinquency/behaviour problems in 
adolescence       
(Allen et al, 2002)

• How might we question this evidence?



Five phases  of Attachment Theory  (Bowlby, 1969)

1.  No discrimination

2.  One or more discriminated person  
- smiling, comforted
- around 5-7 months

3.  Proximity maintenance - locomotion and signals

- around 7 – 9 months

- fear of strangers

4.  Goal-corrected partnership

5.  Lessening of child- mother attachment

- characteristic of school-age child 



‘The Strange Situation’ (Ainsworth, 1967, 1973)

1. Mother and infant in room together, infant explores room for 3 minutes.

2. Stranger enters, sits for 1 minute, talks to mum for 1 minute, and gets 
down on the floor to play with the infant for 1 minute.

3. Mum leaves the room, and stranger plays with infant then withdraws if 
possible, up to 3 minutes.

4. Mum returns and stranger leaves unobtrusively.  Mum settles infant and 
then sits down for 3 minutes.

5. Mum leaves, and infant is alone for up to 3 minutes.

6. Stranger comes in and attempts to settle infant then withdraw if possible, 
up to 3 minutes.

7. Mum returns and stranger again leaves unobtrusively. Mum settles infant 
and sits down.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s608077NtNI



Patterns of Attachment

Type A   Anxious/Avoidant

• Conspicuous avoidance of proximity to, or interaction with the mother in the 
reunion episodes.

• Either: ignores mother on return – casual greeting if any
mingles welcome with avoidance responses

• During separation, baby is not distressed, or is distressed at being left alone



Type B   Secure

• Actively seeking and maintaining proximity/contact/interaction with mother  

(esp. during reunion)  

• Any distress is related to mother’s absence

Type C   Anxious/Resistant (ambivalent)

• Conspicuous contact-resisting/interaction-resisting behaviour during reunion

• Ignoring combined with some seeking of proximity and contact - ambivalent



Attachment and Development

Secure attachment at 12 months correlated with:

• Quality and sensitivity of mother-infant face-to-face 
interaction at 6-15 weeks

• Curiosity and problem-solving at age 2

• Social confidence at nursery school at age 3.5

• Lack of behaviour problems (in boys) at age 6

• Adolescents:
• Healthy, secure attachments as children - develop 

intrinsic trust in others and relate warmly to them 
(Waters and Cummings, 2000)

• No healthy attachment – often rigid and hostile 
interactions (Zimmerman, 1999)

(e.g. Lewis et al, 1984)



Contrast with e.g. 

• Anxious/resistant attachment - likelihood of infant maltreatment/abuse

• Impulsive, tense, helpless, fearful

• Changes in attachment type - related to changes in the life events of mother  

(Bretherton and Waters, 1985)

+ Ainsworth - added emotions and relationships to behaviourism and cognitivism



(Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters and Wall, 1978)
(Copyright Psychology Press, 2000)

Also:

U.S. studies:

62%% Secure (type B)
23% Anxious/avoidant (type A)
15% Anxious/resistant (type C)

(e.g. Campos et al, 1983)



Cultural differences:

• Germany - 45 – 50% of infants type A  

(Grossman et al, 1981)

• Japan - 35% type C   (Miyake al, 1985)

Japanese infants excessively distressed by 
the infant alone episode 

- normally never left alone at 12 months of

age

(Takahashi, 1990)



Critique of Bowlby’s hypothesis

+ Stimulated new research 

- Ethological concepts – human behaviour – vague

? Ethological evidence for critical periods  (‘sensitive periods’)

? Fear of strangers – overemphasised?

? Single attachment figure – incorrect?

? Early work - effects of institutional rearing – privation?

- Monkey research - confounding variables

- Various interpretations of retrospective evidence 



Critique of the attachment construct

• Loose definition of attachment behaviours

• Unnatural behaviour of stranger  (e.g. Rheingold and Eckerman, 1973) 

- ‘wariness of strangers’  (Sroufe and Waters, 1977) 

• It WAS a strange situation – validity?

• Attachment typing resulting from ‘strange situation’ 

procedure (Lamb et al, 1984)

• Type B attachment the norm?

• Mother-infant relationships

• Father-infant attachment?



Further attachment styles include:

• Insecure/Disorganised attachment (Type D) (Main and Solomon, 1986)  

• Type D infants show no set pattern of behaviour at separation or reunion 

• Abused children or children of chronically depressed mothers
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