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Quick Overview of Attachment Theory 

Attachment Defined: 

- An emotional bond to another person characterized by that person being irreplaceable (a 
classmate  we’re  not  close  to  can  be  replaced  with  much  less  distress  than  a  boyfriend  or  
girlfriend). 
 

- The key to attachment theory is that infants whose mothers/caregivers are responsive to their 
needs develop a sense of security. 

o  The infant learns that the caregiver is dependable and available Æ 
o The infant comes to feel safe exploring the world. 

 

Brief History and Major Contributors: 

- Harry Harlow: In an effort to establish that infants cling to their mothers for reasons not 
limited to the reward of food, conducted research on infant monkeys which yielded shocking 
results.  

o Infant monkeys were separated from their mothers after birth and were raised by 
“puppet  surrogates”  made  either  of  wire  or  of  wood  covered  with  soft  terry  cloth.  
Some infants received food from the wire puppet, and others from the cloth puppet.  

o Even when the wire puppet was the only supplier of food, infants still primarily clung 
to the warm, cozy, soft and theoretically  comforting  “mother.” 

o The monkeys in this line of research demonstrated extreme psychological 
disturbance and bizarre behavior as they developed, and this was maintained 
throughout their lives.  
 

- John Bowlby: First posited attachment theory.  
o Suggested that an infant’s attachment to their caregivers determines many social, 

behavioral, cognitive, and emotional characteristics that continue into adulthood and 
form the structure of our personalities.  

o Believed that forming strong emotional bonds to/with specific individuals "… is a 
basic component of human nature." 

 
- Mary Ainsworth: Conducted arguably the most important research to date on attachment 

theory & devised  the  “strange  situation”  method  of  studying  attachment,  where  infants  are  
briefly left alone and then reunited with their caregivers.  

o The way that the child behaves when the caregiver leaves, in their absence, and upon 
their return were found to vary as a result of factors within the mother-child 
relationship and predict various characteristics in adult individuals.  

o Identified three major styles of attachment: secure, ambivalent-insecure, and 
avoidant-insecure. 

o These results have been supported by a number of studies that have been conducted 
since  Ainsworth’s  original  work. 
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Types of Attachment 

- Secure Attachment 
o In Strange Situation: Babies exhibit minimum distress when separated from their 

mothers, theoretically because they feel secure and able to depend on the mother as a 
caregiver. Mom leaving is ok because the child can trust that she will return.  

o Parents: Respond quickly to the needs of child, play more with their children than 
parents of children with other attachment styles.   

o Observed trends in children: When afraid, children seek soothing, theoretically 
because they know it will be provided. Welcome contact from caregivers, positive 
response to return of caregivers, prefer parents to strangers, more empathic, less 
disruptive, less aggressive, and more mature. 

o Observed trends in adults: Strong self-esteem, intimate and secure/stable romantic 
relationships, more positive beliefs about relationships (i.e. belief that romantic love 
is enduring), ability to seek social support, ability to share thoughts/feelings with 
others. 
 

- Ambivalent Attachment 
o In Strange Situation: Typically become extremely upset when the caregiver leaves, 

theoretically because they cannot trust that the caregiver will return or be present 
when the child needs them. Do not seem reassured or comforted when caregiver 
returns. 

o Parents: Consistently linked with low caregiver availability 
o Observed trends in children: Often rejects caregivers attempts at comfort, may be 

outwardly aggressive toward parents. Highly suspicious of strangers, described by 
teachers as  “overly  dependent”  and  “clingy.” 

o Observed trends in adults: Fall in love often but reluctant to become close, 
preoccupied with worry that partner does not return feelings, break-up often, 
exceptionally troubled by the end of relationships. May cling to their young children 
as a source of security.  
 

- Avoidant Attachment 
o In Strange Situation: Tend to avoid parents or caregivers and do not prefer their own 

caregivers over strangers.  There is evidence that this may be a result of abuse or 
neglect. 

o Theoretically, these children have been punished for seeking help, nurturance and 
care in the past and are no longer safe to do so.   

o Observed trends in children: Tend to avoid parents and caregivers, especially after a 
period of absence. Do not necessarily reject but do not seek comfort or contact with 
caregivers, show no preference for parents over strangers. 

o Observed trends in adults: Belief that love is rare and fleeting, pattern of being 
unwilling/unable to invest emotion in relationships and experience a pronounced lack 
of distress when a relationship ends,  often avoid intimacy by using excuses (such as 
long work hours), may consistently fantasize about people other that their partner 
during sex. More accepting and likely to engage in casual sex. Failure to support 
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partners during stressful times, inability to experience intimacy Æ inability to share 
stress or any emotional experience with others.  
 
 

NOTE:  Basic temperament is also a factor in relational style as adults. Ambivalent or avoidant 
infants can become securely attached as adults, and vice versa.   
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