Attachment theory was first introduced by John Bowlby who defined attachment as the psychological combining between two humans (1988). Bowlby believed that it was essential for young children to begin to build a secure attachment with their parents or caregivers during their early years of life. It is believed that numerous attachments will occur throughout the lifespan of a human, however the encounters and experiences faced early on in life can have a significant impact on their future. A secure attachment at a young age helps to nourish and support a human’s mental processes which allow a child to control their emotions correctly, adjust to certain situations, reduce distress and have a better understanding and empathy for other people. Bowlby (1988) stated these were called mental representations of the internal working model. Early care giving has a long lasting effect on the ability to learn, develop and the capacity to control feelings (Siegel, 2012).  On the other hand, if a child is not subject to secure attachment and is that of insecure attachment, this can have a detrimental effect and have many negative consequences. If a child does not have an adult that they can rely on to acknowledge their needs at times of importance and despair, they will later on be unable to learn how to comfort themselves, understand and manage their emotions and engage within day to day encounters and relationships.

According to Commodari, (2013) a child’s reliance on their parent or guardian for protection, enriches experiences and the skills needed to help aid a child to manage with their self-development, confidence, frustrations and social bonding and relationships. All of these skills are needed to enhance positive learning, however if a child does not have the protection of their parent or guardian, then this can end in negative learning. Bowlby (1988) states that his theory of attachment proposes that children are introduced into the world already biologically programmed to make attachments with other people as they already understand this is an essential for survival. Bowlby (1988) believed that attachment behaviours were instinctive and are activated in conditions when a child is feeling threatened, such as anxiety, terror and separation from their parent or guardian.

Bowlby (1969, 1988) suggested that when children are encountering strangers they are fearful, and a survival mechanism starts to emerge which is down to nature. Bowlby believed that babies are born with the inclination to show types of innate behaviours. These are called social releasers, which ensure contact with their parent or their guardian. Babies show specific behaviours such as smiling, crying and crawling, however this is not a need for food but of care and responsiveness. McLeod (2007) believed that during the evolution of the human species, only the babies who had a secure attachment with their mothers would live to have children of their own. Further to this, Bowlby (1988) suggested that children and their parent or guardian have grown a biological need to be in contact with one another. 

Bowlby suggested that attachment was an all or nothing development, whereas Ainsworth and Bell (1970) believed that there is difference in the quality of attachment. Ainsworth went on to create an assessment she would call ‘Strange Situation Classification’ (SSC) to identify how attachment can vary in different children. Ainsworth and Witting (1969) conducted this assessment based on Ainsworth’s studies in Uganda. Ainsworth investigated the attachment of one-to-two years old to determine the types of attachment behaviours and styles. Ainsworth conducted the ‘SSC’ on 100 middle-class families and conducted a procedure called ‘strange situation’, Ainsworth would then observe and record the behaviour showed by the children aged one-to-two years old in eight scenarios. It was this that helped Ainsworth discover three main attachment styles that would be shown by children, these varied from, insecure ambivalent attachment, insecure avoidant attachment and secure attachment. When a child is securely attached they would have experienced sensitive and consistent care giving. A child would be able to trust people in order to attain their needs. Due to this, the child would feel more adapt to make relationships with people they encounter and progress better within learning, take part in activities and explore. If a child is securely attached they are more resilient and aware of their surroundings (Bergin and Bergin, 2009, Ainsworth, 1970)

When a child has insecure avoidant attachment they have experienced insensitive, unpleasant or rejected care. Children tend to be more independent and prefer to meet their needs by themselves as they are unable to reply or trust on their care giver. These types of children tend to be very resilient and self-reliant but can be socially difficult and can avoid making close relationships. These children can often struggle to ask for help and lack creativity and are liable to sudden outbursts. Children that are insecure ambivalent attached have experienced irregular and inconsistent care. They can become easily frustrated and can become clingy or show emotion of rejection as they want to be comforted but are not capable of allowing themselves to be comforted by adults. These types of children can come across as immature, abandoned, lonely, hyperactive and angry. These children can often find it difficult to recover from certain emotions (Bergin and Bergin, 2009, Ainsworth, 1970).

Bergin and Bergin (2009) believed that there was another attachment style which was called insecure disorganized attachment and these children will have experienced neglectful, cruel, abusive care, also these children may have experienced a broken home or a home where drugs and violence occur. These children are often left confused with experiences they have encountered. Insecurely disorganised children are often distracted easily and fearful, these children can be very unpredictable or showcase unusual behaviour. These children can be very sensitive when they are told they are wrong and can also be very controlling and defiant (Bergin and Bergin, 2009). Depending on which group of attachment a child is in a child can face many barriers to developing many skills ranging from how to manage their emotions, building relationships and lack of confidence. Later in life when these children grow older they can continue to be lacking the skills needed in day to day life as they are not fully equipped to deal with certain situations. Both the Allen Report (2011) and the Marmot Review (2010) suggests that professionals and parents must begin to understand and recognise how to improve social and emotional ability for their children, and to motivate parents to break a generational cycle of underachieving children.

Furthermore, Bowlby (1944) conducted a study called the ’44 thieves study’. Bowlby insinuated that the relationship between a child and their parent or guardian was very crucial socially within the first five years of life. Bowlby believed that disruption from a child and parent or guardian could lead to children becoming child offenders and suffering poor emotional well-being, and participating in antisocial behaviour. These children would not be getting the best beginnings in early childhood and adulthood. Bowlby tested 44 child offenders and another 44 children who experienced emotional problems who were yet to commit a crime, these group of children would be referred to as ‘controls’. 

Bowlby had children arrive at the study to have their IQ tested and emotional attitudes towards tests tested. A social worker would then ask the parent about the child’s early life and periods of separation. Bowlby would then conduct interviews with the children. Bowlby’s findings showed that more than half of the child offenders had been separated from their parent or guardian for longer than six months within the first five years of their life. Whereas in the ‘control’ group only two had endured separation within the first five years. Bowlby also discovered that fourteen of the child offenders were incapable of showing affection, whereas none of the ‘control’ children were affectionless. It was then discovered that 86% of the child offenders had spent the majority of the first five years of their life in residential homes or hospitals and were not visited by their parents and family often. Bowlby then concluded that separation and deprivation in the first five years of life would lead to permanent emotional damage, which would later on in life be a barrier in certain situations and encounters (Bowlby, 1944).

Harlow (1958) looked at attachment throughout the lifespan, however he performed his research on rhesus monkeys, this research was composed to examine the monkey’s behaviours in a laboratory to confirm Bowlby’s attachment theory. Harlow then decided he would take the baby monkeys from their mothers to see how they would respond. Then the monkey would be placed into a cage with only a bottle to feed on and a monkey doll which offered no nourishment for the baby monkey. Harlow wanted to record which item the baby monkey would choose, the research gathered showed that baby monkeys would rather the doll over the food, therefore confirming Bowlby’s attachment theory. These monkeys would then receive no contact with each other, some for three months, six months, nine months and a year. He then reunited the monkeys with each other to examine their failure to have any attachment.  The monkeys started to become involved in unusual behaviour, they were then to be positioned in the company of other monkeys. The baby monkeys showed signs of fear of the other monkeys at first but then started to become aggressive towards the other monkeys. These monkeys could not communicate with each other, they started biting and scratching themselves and pulling out their hair. Harlow then believed that due to the lack of attachment with their parent, these monkeys were permanently damaged. Harlow then discovered the severity in the behaviour of the monkeys with the monkeys kept in captivity for three months being least damaged from the lack of attachment, however the monkeys kept in captivity for a year were would never reclaim the effects of the lack of attachment.

Harlow (1958) then made the connection between the baby monkeys behaviour and related it to that of human beings, Harlow believed that if children do not gain enough attachment with their parent or care giver when they are young, they will have difficulty developing relationships throughout their life. Harlow believed that if there was a lack of attachment at a young age there would be a permanent result in deficiencies which would then make them find affection they didn’t receive during their early years, which would lead on to these children being emotionally depended on themselves only. Harlow’s research helped to justify the development of attachment and behaviour as it was thought that attachment was related to food more than emotional care.

To conclude, it is clear that depending on the attachment a child receives in its early years of life will show as they can either succeed and make healthy relationships throughout their life as they have received a secure attachment with their parent or care giver from a young age. If a child does not receive a secure attachment from a young age they can be subject to making unhealthy relationships or no relationships at all, they can be involved in unusual behaviour and can begin to be involved in criminal activity. All children are bound to encounter barriers throughout their life, however depending on the attachment they were provided from birth to a young age, this will decide the way in which they respond to these barriers, with some reacting suitably and others intolerable. 
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