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KEY CONCEPT: ATTACHMENT

Roger Willoughby

Concept origins

Developed by John Bowlby, attachment theory emerged gradu-
ally during the two decades following the second World War. 
Drawing on psychoanalysis, ethology, developmental and 
cognitive psychology, cybernetics and information processing 
(Bretherton, 1992), Bowlby’s (1944, 1951) early studies of the 
negative impact of parent–child separation on the subsequent 
emotional health of children were groundbreaking and con-
troversial. By the end of the 1950s Bowlby (1958, 1959, 1960) 
gave his initial articulation of attachment theory as the growing 
child’s tie to its mother forming the basis for relational security, 
conidence, morale, curiosity and love. at its simplest, an infant’s 
attachment behaviour promoted closeness to the attachment 
igure, which—from an evolutionary perspective—increased 
chances of survival. This served a protective function and as a 
secure base for exploration of the environment. numerous other 
researchers joined Bowlby in investigating and reining attach-
ment theory. Patterns that Mary ainsworth and others observed 
in ‘strange situation’ (ainsworth and Wittig, 1969) encounters 
initially resulted in attachment being broadly classiied as either 
secure, insecure avoidant, or insecure ambivalent (ainsworth and 
Bell, 1970; ainsworth et al., 1978). This classiication was later 
further reined. The opening period of work on attachment the-
ory was summarised in Bowlby’s (1969, 1973, 1980) Attachment 
and Loss trilogy. By this time the body of this work was already 
signiicantly impacting not only on psychological therapy with 
children, but far more broadly on the management and care 
of children in nurseries and other early years settings, hospitals, 
and within educational provision; helping teachers and other 
stakeholders understand and better utilise the human afective 
dimensions of their practice.
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Current status and usage

In developing ainsworth’s attachment classiication, Main and 
solomon (1990) identiied a disorganised type, thus making four 
broad categories: this type came to be particularly associated 
with signiicant maternal psychological dysfunction. The latest 
research, from the mid 1990s onwards, has included increasing 
eforts to explore the neuro-psycho-biological underpinnings of 
attachment theory and chart the impact of environmental and 
attachment experiences on neurological structures (schore, 2012; 
schore, 2017). an understanding of attachment theory has much 
to ofer educational specialists, especially, but by no means exclu-
sively, in early years contexts and with children in and from care 
systems. Building on the attachment template established within 
the infant during its irst two years, when the brain growth spurt 
occurs (the brain doubling in size), teachers are increasingly 
drawing on these ideas to promote both academic and psycho-
social outcomes (e.g., Bombèr, 2007; Bergin and Bergin, 2009; 
Cozolino, 2013; Parker et al., 2016).

In approaching the concept of attachment (Bowlby, 1988) it is useful 
to consider it as a key way of understanding relationships; their func-
tion, strengths, problems and joys and how these evolve across the lifes-
pan and within diferent cultures. attachment theory does not stop 
at children and their parental relations—it has been applied to cou-
ples, between grand-children and grand-parents, between teachers 
and students and elsewhere. experimental studies ofer useful evidence 
to support this work: lorenz (1935) on imprinting in newly hatched 
goslings and that of Harlow (1961; Harlow and Zimmermann, 1958; 
cf. van der Horst et al., 2008) on the impact of maternal deprivation 
on rhesus monkeys being particularly illustrative. Taking just the lat-
ter, Harlow highlighted a number of phenomena, including: (1) infant 
monkeys seeking safety with their mothers when faced with dan-
ger; (2) the negative efects of being raised in isolation, efects which 
increased and would become more enduring the longer the privation 
continued; and (3) their preference for surrogate cloth mothers (to 
which they could cling and obtain comfort) over simple wire models 
(that would provide food). The notion of critical periods, optimal for 
the creation of attachment bonds and after which their construction 
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is impaired, derived from such studies and was further supported by 
research on so-called feral children. This type of approach raises obvi-
ous questions, such as the extent to which results from animal studies 
can be generalised to humans and the ethically problematic nature of 
some of the research. These are important points of access into begin-
ning to critically consider this work.

In deepening one’s understanding of attachment an extensive body 
of literature may be considered. In an earlier survey of the ield, 
steele (2002) highlighted among other things the utility of attach-
ment in investigating the role of the father on a child’s development 
(thus underlining the relationship-speciic nature of the concept); its 
relevance in considering the impact of parental divorce and separa-
tion; and the impact and politics of day-care. In the course of this, 
steele stressed the relevance of the adult attachment Interview (aaI), 
developed by Main and Goldwyn (1987), as a qualitative interview 
method of assessing accounts adults gave of both their own childhood 
experiences with their parents and their contemporary understand-
ing of these experiences. The resultant classiication of these aaI (and 
similar) accounts enabled reasonably reliable predictions to be made of 
parental sensitivity and patterns of attachment security across genera-
tions (Grossmann et al., 2005). With efective interventions available, 
such assessment can be very useful as a step towards helping parents-
to-be and those with childcare responsibilities to better resolve their 
own emotional relationships to their formative attachment igures. 
If we see early years workers and subsequent teachers as important 
secondary attachment igures for infants, students and young people, 
and we take the afective and pastoral dimensions of teaching seri-
ously, this opens up possibilities for further developing relective prac-
tice during teacher training and in ongoing CPD. such an approach 
could have signiicant beneits for both teachers and students (Bombèr, 
2007; Parker et al., 2016).

attachment was a controversial concept when it emerged, challenging 
then existing orthodoxies. It has come to be challenged itself as it has 
grown into a dominant paradigm. Part of the challenge comes from 
the neoliberal critique of the afective dimension and therapeutic edu-
cation (e.g., ecclestone and Hayes, 2009). More interestingly perhaps, 
implicit social class and patriarchal assumptions within the language of 
attachment theorising, several feminist critics claim, perpetuate essen-
tialist views of women and obscures the exploitative circumstances 
under which most women mother, naturalising the heterosexual nuclear 
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family (Birns, 1999; Franzblau, 1999 and 2002; Wendt, 2016). These are 
important questions both about the socio-historical context of the con-
cept and its derivative practices, about its integrity, its politics, and about 
its validity and credibility (Duschinsky et al., 2015). In engaging with 
such questions, it is vital to consider the key points at issue and the man-
ner in which this (just as any other) dynamic theory has changed over 
time in response to challenging new data (Feyerabend, 1975). Thus, 
while initial formulations of attachment clearly privileged infant– mother 
relations (monotropy), this gave way to a modern emphasis on an array 
of attachment igures (schafer and emerson, 1964; rutter, 1981), each 
with their own relationship-speciic characteristics, while still recognis-
ing the biopsychosocial speciicity of the mother and maternal function. 
Following earlier work by ainsworth (1963), otto and Keller (2014) 
have presented interesting work on the cultural variations in attachment 
across the world. From another vertex, critics’ assumptions may them-
selves be scrutinised, something liss and erchull (2012) did in an 
empirical study which found that feminist mothers are in practice 
more supportive of attachment parenting that their non-feminist coun-
terparts. such indings are useful in evaluating these inevitably complex 
debates.

References (with recommended readings in bold)

ainsworth, M.D.s. (1963) ‘The development of infant–mother inter-
action among the Ganda’, in Foss, B.M. (ed.) Determinants of infant 
behavior, vol. 2. new York: Wiley, pp.67–104.

Questions to consider

1. are teachers aware of attachment theory and should they 
be? Why?

2. Physical contact experiences with parents ofer reassurance 
and promote security, so should teachers do this across the 
various phases of education?

3. attachment theory uses technical terms (e.g., ‘afectional 
bonds’ for ‘love’): discuss the advantages and shortcomings 
of such subject speciic vocabulary.

4. What are the diferences between Bowlby’s ideas on attach-
ment relationships, Piaget’s notion of schemas, Vygotsky’s 
ZPD, and psychoanalytic object relations theory?



aTTaCHMenT

11

ainsworth, M.D.s. and Bell, s.M. (1970) ‘attachment, exploration, and 
separation: Illustrated by the behavior of one-year-olds in a strange 
situation’, Child Development, 41, pp.49–67.

ainsworth, M.D.s. and Wittig, B.a. (1969) ‘attachment and the explor-
atory behaviour of one-year-olds in a strange situation’, in Foss, 
B.M. (ed.) Determinants of infant behaviour, vol. 4. london: Methuen, 
pp.113–136.

ainsworth, M.D.s., Blehar, M.C., Waters, e. and Wall, s.n. (1978) Pat-
terns of attachment: A psychological study of the Strange Situation. Hills-
dale, nJ: erlbaum.

Bergin, C. and Bergin, D. (2009) ‘attachment in the classroom’, Educa-
tional Psychology Review, 21, pp.141–170.

Birns, B. (1999) ‘attachment theory revisited: Challenging conceptual 
and methodological sacred cows’, Feminism & Psychology, 9, pp.10–21.

Bombèr, l.H. (2007) Inside I’m hurting: Practical strategies for support-
ing children with attachment diiculties in schools. london: Worth 
Publishing.

Bowlby, J. (1944) ‘Forty-four juvenile thieves: Their characters and 
home lives’, International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 25, pp.19–52.

Bowlby, J. (1951) Maternal care and mental health. Geneva: World Health 
organization.

Bowlby, J. (1958) ‘The nature of the child’s tie to his mother’, Interna-
tional Journal of Psychoanalysis, 39, pp.1–23.

Bowlby, J. (1959) ‘separation anxiety’, International Journal of Psychoa-
nalysis, 41, pp.1–25.

Bowlby, J. (1960) ‘Grief and mourning in infancy and early childhood’, 
The Psychoanalytic Study of the Child, 15, pp.9–52.

Bowlby, J. (1969) Attachment and loss: Attachment. london: Hogarth 
Press.

Bowlby, J. (1973) Attachment and loss: Separation, anxiety and anger. lon-
don: Hogarth Press.

Bowlby, J. (1980) Attachment and loss: Loss, sadness and depression. lon-
don: Hogarth Press.

Bowlby, J. (1988) A secure base: Parent–child attachment and healthy 
human development. London: Tavistock.

Bretherton, I. (1992) ‘The origins of attachment theory: John Bowlby 
and Mary ainsworth’, Developmental Psychology, 28, pp.759–775.

Cozolino, L. (2013) The social neuroscience of education: Optimizing 
attachment and learning in the classroom. London: Norton.

Duschinsky, r., Greco, M. and solomon, J. (2015) ‘The politics of 
attachment: lines of light with Bowlby, Deleuze and Guattari’, 
Theory, Culture & Society, 32, pp.173–195.



roGer WIlloUGHBY

12

ecclestone, K. and Hayes, D. (2009) The dangerous rise of therapeutic edu-
cation. london: routledge.

Feyerabend, P. (1975) Against method. london: new left Books.
Franzblau, s.H. (1999) ‘Historicizing attachment theory: Binding the 

ties that bind’, Feminism & Psychology, 9, pp.22–31.
Franzblau, s.H. (2002) ‘Deconstructing attachment theory: natural-

izing the politics of motherhood’, in Collins, l.H., Dunlap, M.r. 
and Chrisleer, J.C. (eds) Charting a new course for feminist psychology. 
Westport, CT: Praeger, pp.93–110.

Grossmann, K.e., Grossmann, K. and Waters, e. (eds) (2005) Attach-
ment from infancy to adulthood: The major longitudinal studies. new York: 
Guilford Press.

Harlow, H.F. (1961) ‘The development of afectional patterns in infant 
monkeys’, in Foss, B.M. (ed.) Determinants of infant behaviour. lon-
don: Methuen, pp.75–97.

Harlow, H.F. and Zimmermann, r.r. (1958) ‘The development of 
afective responsiveness in infant monkeys’, Proceedings of the Ameri-
can Philosophical Society, 102, pp.501–509.

liss, M. and erchull, M.J. (2012) ‘Feminism and attachment parent-
ing: attitudes, stereotypes, and misperceptions’, Sex Roles, 67, 
pp.131–142.

lorenz, K.Z. (1935) ‘Der Kumpan in der Umwelt des Vogels’ [The com-
panion in the bird’s world], Journal fur Ornithologie, 83, pp.137–213.

Main, M. and Goldwyn, r. (1987) Adult Attachment Interview rating and 
classiication system. Unpublished manual, Berkeley: University of 
California.

Main, M. and solomon, J. (1990) ‘Procedures for identifying infants as 
disorganized/disoriented during the ainsworth strange situation’, 
in Greenberg, M.T., Cicchetti, D. and Cummings, e.M. (eds) Attach-
ment in the preschool years. Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 
pp.121–160.

otto, H. and Keller, H. (eds) (2014) Diferent faces of attachment: Cultural 
variations on a universal human need. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Parker, r., rose, J. and Gilbert, l. (2016) ‘attachment aware schools: 
an alternative to behaviourism in supporting children’s behaviour?’, 
in lees, H.e. and noddings, n. (eds) The Palgrave international hand-
book of alternative education. london: Palgrave, pp.463–483.

rutter, M. (1981) Maternal deprivation reassessed, 2nd edn. Harmonds-
worth: Penguin.



aTTaCHMenT

13

schafer, H.r. and emerson, P.F. (1964) ‘The development of social 
attachments in infancy’, Monographs of the Society for Research in Child 
Development, 29 (serial 94).

schore, a.n. (2012) ‘Bowlby’s environment of evolutionary adaptive-
ness: recent studies on the interpersonal neurobiology of attach-
ment and emotional development’, in narvaez, D., Panksepp, J., 
schore, a. and Gleason, T. (eds) Evolution, early experience, and human 
development: From research to practice and policy. new York: oxford 
University Press, 2012, pp.31–67.

Schore, A.N. (2017) ‘Modern attachment theory’, in Gold, S.N. 
(ed.) APA handbook of trauma psychology, volume 1. Washington, 
DC: American Psychological Association, vol. 1, pp.389–406.

steele, H. (2002) ‘state of the art: attachment’, The Psychologist, 15 (10), 
pp.518–522.

van der Horst, F.C.P., leroy, H.a. and van der Veer, r. (2008) 
‘When strangers meet: John Bowlby and Harry Harlow on attach-
ment behavior’, Integrative Psychological and Behavioral Science, 42, 
pp.370–388.

Wendt, s. (2016) ‘Conversations about theory: Feminism and social 
work’, in Wendt, s. and Moulding, n. (eds) Contemporary feminisms 
in social work practice. london: routledge, pp.11–23.


