Harry Harlow was a psychologist born in Iowa on October 31st, 1905; he studied English and psychology at Stanford university. Harlow studied the importance of maternal care for a child’s emotional development and well being and how it may be affected if the child is deprived from this love and affection (EBSCO Knowledge Advantage, 2023). In this essay I will discuss the importance of Harlows theory and how it is used in modern day practice, I will also be discussing the criticisms of his theory. 
Before the 1950’s, love and affection was viewed as a luxury whereas today it is seen as a necessity, Harlow and his monkey theory was a massive contribution to proving how important love and affection is and how it is a necessity for children’s development (Very Well Mind, 2023). Harlow’s theory showed that children who grow up in an affectionate household that provided comfort were more confident, emotionally secure and developed better social development. Those children that were deprived from this comfort and security and experienced anxiety, social withdrawals and may partake in abnormal behaviours (Zimbardo, 2025).
To discuss Harlows monkey theory further, Harry Harlow took monkeys away from their mothers while they were only a couple days old and placed them in a cage with alternative mothers, one mother was made of cloth, and the other mother was made of wire and provided food for the monkeys. It was expected that the monkeys would stay with the mother that provided food, however the monkeys were more attached to the comfort mother and seeked for that mother when frightened (Very Well Mind, 2023). Harlow conducted later tests to further prove this theory, he upgraded the cloth mother to provide food and rock the baby monkeys, this made the bond between them stronger (Nigel Benson, 2011). The results of this experiment was tragic as the monkeys were deprived from that bond with a mother and were unable to care for their own children in the future, for example, they were socially withdrawn and didn’t know how to cope with their children and abused them and couldn’t care for them (Applied Human, 2023).
Harlow’s work has great impact on health and social care practice today. Advice from doctors and psychologists have expressed their concerns and therefore have discouraged parents from rocking their children when crying and therefore this changed the approach to parenting in the western world (Nigel Benson, 2011). Harlow’s theory is used daily by Child protective services as they can observe the child’s life at home to ensure that the children are receiving care to ensure that their love and affection needs are being met. Therefore, the child protective services can support children and help guide the parents to show this affection and refer to Harlow’s theory to show that it is important (Health Root, 2025). Harlow’s theory also has an impact on hospitals for infants and children, due to his discovery on how attachment is important for children’s needs, this has influenced hospitals to change their policies and procedures that are related to parenting, adoption, and early childhood education. The changes to these policies have ensured that children in hospitals are given the care and support that they need to thrive and has resulted in more humane and nurturing caregiving (Psychology Writing, 2025).  A further health and social care provider that has been influenced by Harlow’s theory of attachment is therapists, particularly children’s therapists. The use of this theory has made it easier for therapists to identify if the child has attachment issues and this can help them work through these problems especially if their emotional well-being is affected. The therapist could then use this theory to support the clients to help the client form secure attachments with their parents or future relationships. Therapists will refer to Harlow’s theory if the clients are expressing any symptoms of attachment withdrawal (Achology, 2025). 
It is important that people in health and social care understand this theory as it provides practitioners with a framework to understand the importance of emotional bonds and attachments for an individual’s development and how they can further provide support for individuals that don’t have a secure attachment. This helps the practitioner to provide nurturing environments and gives care to the individuals (Nurture, 2023). 
As a famous psychologist with heavily influenced research, there are many criticisms to his work and theories. One of his most popular criticisms is that his work is animal cruelty. This is since some of the monkeys in the experiment were so emotionally withdrawn that they harmed their children resulting in some deaths, although his theory was beneficial to understanding attachments, his cruelty cannot be overlooked (Simply Put Psychology, 2025). A further criticism of Harlow’s theory is that animals is not an accurate representation on humans. Animas have different genetics than humans which can lead to unpredictable results (Humane Research Trust, 2024). Human biology is very different than animal biology, for example, there are some drugs present in an animal’s body that humans do not have, this can affect the bodies different reactions to things (It Is Reliable, 2025). 
In conclusion, Harry Harlow and his monkey theory has played a crucial role in showing how important love, comfort, and trust is important for a child’s development, his work proved that affection is indeed not a luxury but is necessary for a child and their emotional wellbeing, this understanding has further influenced modern day practice in health and social care whether this is child protection services, a hospital or therapists. It is also important to recognise the criticisms of his work, especially regarding the animal abuse and how his theory affected the monkeys involved. Even with these criticisms, Harlow remains a significant foundation for understanding attachment and continues to influence health and social care practitioners.
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