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Topic: Bowlby’s Attachment Theory in
early childhood

Case study: Shona, aged three, newly
attending nursery

Separation anxiety, limited verbal
communication and difficulties in
joining group play

Aim: To develop an evidence-based
support plan for Shona



Developed John Bowlby in 1988.

Attachment is "a lasting psychological connectedness between
human beings” (Bowlby, 1997). Helps children to feel secure and
gives them confidence to explore their surroundings. Sensitive
and consistent responses can support the child’s emotional
security.

* Secure base - A trusted caregiver provides the child with
enough security to explore, play and learn.

* Safe haven —-The trusted caregiver provides comfort and
reassurance when the child is frightened, anxious or upset.

* Sensitive period - The window of around five years when key
attachments are formed.

Children develop an internal working model based on early
experiences with caregivers during the first years of life, this
can influence how children view themselves, trust others and
form relationships.

(Bowlby, 1951; Bowlby, 1988; Bowlby, 1997)
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STAGES OF ATTACHMENT

Asoclal or Pre-attachment Stage

(Birth to 3 months)

This is the stage that baby is
forming bonds but relationship
with objects and humans

are similar.
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Indiscriminate Attachment

(6 weeks to 7 months)

This is the stage where babies
display more observable social

behaviour. Preference for people
over objects and prefer familiar
adults, however do not show
stranger or separation anxiety.

Specific or Discriminate Attachment

(7 months to 11 months)

This is the stage where majority of
babies display stranger anxiety and

separation anxiety from one
particular adult.

Multiple Attachments
(24 months+)

Shortly after the bables start to show
attachment to one adult usually extend

to multiple attachments with other
adults who regularly spend time with.
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According to Prior and Glaser (2006), the first
two years of life are particularly important for
the development of attachment relationships.
Bowlby’s work also suggests that early
relationships can influence a child’s sense of
trust, self-worth and confidence in social
situations

Shona becomes anxious when separated from
her carers. Uncertainty in a new
environment/unfamiliar surroundings, needs
reassurance from a trusted adult. Her
behaviour communicates the need for comfort
and security.

Shona has limited verbal communication, will
find it difficult to explain her feelings or ask
for help. May communicate through crying,
gestures, changes in behaviour and facial
expressions.

If Shona feels insecure or overwhelmed she
may prefer to stay close to a familiar adult ox
observe other children before joining in.

(Bowlby, 1988; Prior and Glaser,2006)



Practical Strategies and Interventions

. Establish a consistent

key person.

. Introduce a settling
routine.

. Support
communication.

. Build social

participation.

. Monitor progress
alongside carers.

Welcomed by the same practitioner everyday, develops trust and
makes her feel safer.

Consistent hello and goodbye routines. Allow a familiar comfort
item. Helps her become comfortable.

Use of simple words, pictures, gestures, stories. Allow for enough
time for responses without putting pressure on her.

Parallel play, sharing and turn taking. Small and short activities.
Gradually increases involvement with other children.

Communicate regularly with Shona’s carers and share
observations, progress and concerns.

NICE guidance (2012) highlights the importance of supporting children's social and
emotional wellbeing during their early years. For Shona this means providing a safe and
predictable environment in which she can feel comfortable in receiving reassurance
from familiar caregivers and build confidence during social interactions.
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Nature and biological influences:

Temperament

Sensitivity regarding change
Language development

Sensory processing and developmental
differences

Physical wellbeing

Nurture and environmental influences:

Relationship with parents and
practitioners

Familiarity with surroundings™
Social interaction

Play

Family and culture

Research indicates that temperament and
attachment are distinct but related therefore a
child’s behaviour should not be explained by only
one factor alone. (Groh et al., 2017).

A child’s temperament is the way in which they
respond and react to different situations. Some
children may be naturally shy, cautious or sensitive
to new and unfamiliar environments whilst other
children may be more confident and sociable.
Shona may have a naturally cautious temperament
meaning she will need more time to become
comfortable around unfamiliar adults and children.
Starting nursery will be an unfamiliar experience
causing her to feel uncertain.

Practitioners should observe Shona’s behaviour
over time in order to understand her temperament
and emotional needs so that she may build
confidence. It is extremely important to consider
biological and environmental influences when

supporting children’s development.
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development

Attachment-informed care should be alongside the appropriate early years ing activities
and developmental observation as attachment theory does not explain every le area of
l developme . “Having positive interaction and play with caregivers can help ild’s brain to

develop hea 1ly” (NSPCC Learning, 2021) \J’

Emotional wellbeing: Respond sen ly to diless, acknowledge feeling
through consistent care strategy.

* Social development: Encourage pa
increase participation with peers.

el play, turn taking, shared acti

ongs, pu

 Cognitive and language developn::ent: Use stori
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conversations to support understanding, vocab

* Physical development: Provide safe indoor and outdoor movement,
motor activities, nutritious food and suffici -
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A Critical evaluation of Bowlby’s Attachment Theory

Strengths:

Explains why children seek comfort
and reassurance during distress.
Emphasises stable, responsive
relationships and emotional security.
Offers practical guidance for settling-
in routines that can be implemented
and key-person relationships.
Encourages practitioners to interpret
behaviour as communication rather
than misbehaviouyr.

Highlights importance of early
relationships and the need for
consistent responsive care.

Limitations:
Cannot explain every cause of separation
anxiety, language delay or social
withdrawal.

Cultural expectations of caregiving and
independence vary.

Temperament, disability,
neurodevelopment and wider social
conditions also affect behaviour.

Potentially underestimates the ability of a
child’s capacity to adapt. Early attachment
is important by Bowlby (1951) assumes
relationships cannot be developed later.

In regards to Shona, Bowlby’s Attachment Theory is more suitable than Piaget’s theory for
understanding Shona’s separation anxiety and special emotional needs. Bowlby’s theory highlights
the importance of secure relationships with caregivers (Bowlby, 1988) whereas Piaget’s theory
focuses more on the cognitive development and learning through exploration of surroundings,
which Shona is not yet ready to do (Piaget, 1952; MgLeod, 2024; McLeod, 2026).
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