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The bond between a child and the child’s caretaker is special. Such

bonds are important for human survival. This special early bond is

called an attachment. Scientists have shown that children can have

one of four attachment styles, based on their relationship with the

main person who looks after them. Each attachment style can have

unique e�ects on children that can sometimes (though not always)

carry on through teenage years and into adulthood. In this article, we

explain what attachment is, what it looks like throughout a person’s

lifetime, and what the e�ects of each attachment style are.

WHAT IS ATTACHMENT?

Attachment is a powerful emotional bond between two people.
ATTACHMENT

A close bond between
two people. For young
children and babies,
this is the bond
between themselves
and their
main caregiver.

Usually, the first attachment that we experience is an attachment to
a parent when we are babies (often, though not always, to mothers at
first). This person means safety and security for infants, who look to
their caregiver for protection, comfort, and emotional support. Young
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children usually get very upset when they are apart from their first
caregiver. When children get older, they begin to form attachments
with other people, like grandparents or other caregivers. Scientists
think that humans (and other animals, too) develop attachments
because it helps us to stay alive. If a caregiver and a child have a
deep emotional connection to each other, then the caregiver feels a
strong drive to make sure that the child is safe and protected [1]. This
is very important for human survival, as babies can not do very much
for themselves!

WHOCAN CHILDREN BE ATTACHED TO?

Children and babies can be attached to anyone who gives them
ongoing care. Inmost cultures in theWest, themain or first attachment
figure is usually a child’s mother, but for 5–20% of children, the main
attachment figure is the father [2]. Attachment is not even limited to
parents—children can be attached to adoptive parents, grandparents,
and other family members.

AN INTRODUCTION TO ATTACHMENT STYLES

After scientists started exploring attachment, they realized that
most children can be grouped into one of four attachment styles,

ATTACHMENT

STYLES

The ways that people
interact with and feel
about other people that
they have close
relationships
with—usually a
caregiver in childhood
and a romantic partner
in adulthood.

depending on their experiences with their primary (main) caregiver.
These styles look quite di�erent from each other, so scientists can
determine which style a child has.

Most children have a secure attachment to their caregiver. If a
child has a secure attachment style, it means that they are mostly
well taken care of—meaning that the person who looks after them
is comforting when the child needs them. This teaches the child
that they can rely on their caregiver for emotional support and
protection. If a child is not securely attached, they are said to
have an insecure attachment style. There are three insecure styles:
anxious/preoccupied, dismissive/avoidant, and disorganized.

HOWDO INSECURE ATTACHMENT STYLES FORM?

Each attachment style is unique and can be caused by various
circumstances. Although many things can a�ect attachment styles,
each one has a main cause.

Anxious attachment styles develop when a caregiver is not very easy
to predict, meaning it is di�cult to guess what the caregiver might do,
and the way the caregiver acts might change day to day. For example,
if mum or dad is sometimes very involved in supporting the child and
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sometimes not, this can cause confusion for the child, which may lead
to the child feeling anxious.

Avoidant attachment styles usually developwhen a child does not have
their emotional needs met but instead experiences neglect, rejection,

NEGLECT

A type of abuse in
which a caregiver does
not properly look after
a child. This can
include not providing
food, emotional care,
medical care,
or clothes.

or unkindness when they need support.

Disorganized attachment styles develop when a child is treated very
badly by a caregiver or has experienced abuse. This means that a child
has been purposely harmed by their attachment figure, sometimes
over a long period of time. This is rare—most children have one of
the other three styles.

WHOCAME UPWITH ALL OF THIS?

Attachment theory was originally developed by a psychologist named
John Bowlby. Bowlby worked at the Child Guidance Clinic in London
and came across lots of children with emotional and behavioral
di�culties. Because of his job, Bowlby began to think about whether
the relationships the children had with their mums caused some of
these di�culties. Later, a scientist named Mary Ainsworth worked on
developing this idea. Ainsworth wrotemany books and chapters about
attachment and developed a procedure to measure it, which we will
discuss next.

HOWARE ATTACHMENT STYLES MEASURED?

Scientists measure attachment styles using an experiment developed
by Mary Ainsworth called the Strange Situation Procedure. In the
experiment, toddlers play with their main caregiver (for example, their
mum) in a scientific lab. While the toddler and mum are playing, a
stranger comes into the room. Next, mum leaves the room, and the
toddler stays with the stranger. Then mum comes back into the room.
Scientists video record this experiment so they can look carefully at
what happened.

By looking at the behavior of the child in these videos, scientists
can find out which attachment style the child has. Figure 1
shows the ways children with specific attachment styles act during
the Strange Situation Procedure. Since Mary Ainsworth’s work
was developed, thousands of researchers have published scientific
papers about attachment, and scientists still use Ainsworth’s Strange
Situation Procedure to measure attachment styles, 50 years after it
was developed!
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Figure 1

Figure 1

Child and caregiver
behaviors during the
Strange Situation
Procedure.

HOWDOES ATTACHMENT AFFECT US LATER IN LIFE?

Attachment can a�ect us in all kinds of ways throughout our
lives. Children who have a secure attachment style are often more
comfortable with their friends than children who have insecure
attachment styles, and children with insecure attachment styles can
struggle with their actions and emotions [3]. Teenagers who have
secure attachments do not have asmany emotional problems as those
who have insecure attachments, and this often carries on until they
are adults.

Normally, adults who had secure attachment styles are better at
dealing with their negative emotions than are those who had insecure
attachments when they were growing up. Furthermore, research
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that follows people over many years, called longitudinal research,
LONGITUDINAL

RESEARCH

Research that follows
the same participants
across a period of time:
weeks, months, years,
or even decades.

has shown that attachment can a�ect the way the brain develops.
Human beings develop to have an attachment to a caregiver no
matter how good or bad the care they get is. However, when
children experience trauma or abuse, this can a�ect their wellbeing.
Because of this, insecurely attached children are often more likely
to experience mental health problems later in life than are securely
attached children [4].

WHAT ABOUT ADULT RELATIONSHIPS?

Attachment a�ects us even in our adult relationships. Our early
attachment experiences lead us to form ideas about what relationships
should be like. This is known as an internal working model, and

INTERNAL

WORKING MODEL

An idea formed by a
child about what
relationships should
look like, based on their
early interactions with
their primary caregiver.
This can impact their
future relationships.

it becomes a “guide” for how we expect our future relationships
to be. Because of their internal working model of attachment,
people with insecure attachment styles might be more likely to
choose boyfriends or girlfriends who are not very good at listening
or caring about them. They might even choose someone who is
unkind to them if this is what they experienced from their own
parents during childhood. On the other hand, a securely attached
person will develop an internal working model that includes being
treated well and kindly, so they will expect this type of behavior in
romantic relationships. Research has shown that people who have
secure attachment styles in childhood are more likely to have happier,
longer-lasting relationships than people with insecure attachment
styles [5]. Although childhood attachment often carries on into adult
romantic relationships, attachment styles in adults look di�erent than
they do in children (Figure 2).

Figure 2

Figure 2

The attachment styles
that children develop
can influence their
relationship behaviors
in adulthood.
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DOES THIS MEAN ATTACHMENT STYLES ARE FOREVER?

Are we “stuck” with our attachment styles for our whole lives? The
short answer is that we often are, but we do not have to be.
Scientists have found that internal working models often stay the
same throughout a person’s life. This is known as continuity. However,
research has shown that lots of adults with insecure attachment styles
can still have long-lasting, happy relationships. Recently, scientists
explored attachment over a 59-year period and found that attachment
anxiety goes down as people get older. The scientists think that this
is because, as we get older, we can have lots of good relationships
(friendships, partners, pets). This makes us realize that relationships
and friendships can be good, and so the internal working models
held by insecurely attached adults change over time due to these
positive experiences.

Attachment can also carry on throughout entire families. This is
called intergenerational continuity and it means that grandmas and

INTERGENERATIONAL

CONTINUITY

Anything that a�ects
people across
generations of a family.
Attachment styles are
often “passed down”
through
many generations.

great grandmas and great-great grandmas might all have the same
attachment style (Figure 3). This happens because one parent has an
internal working model about how relationships should be, acts the
same way when parenting their child, and so the pattern carries on.
However, this is not always the case. Sometimes, parents are better at
providing good care to their children than their own parents were, and
this can break the cycle of insecure attachment.

Figure 3

Figure 3

Attachment styles are
often “passed down”
through families. This is
known as
intergenerational
continuity.

Overall, scientists think that secure attachments are the most likely
to continue across life and through generations, but there is a
bit more wiggle room for the insecure styles. With enough good
experiences, adults who have developed insecure attachment styles
can avoid some of the problems and begin to experience more
secure attachments.

SUMMARY

In summary, attachment means a close bond between two people,
and attachments are developed in the first few years of life. Having
an insecure attachment style can have a negative e�ect on wellbeing
and experiences in relationships. However, although attachment styles
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often stay the same throughout life, and even across generations,
they can change over time. For scientists, understanding attachment
is important for exploring the ways that people form and experience
relationships. It plays an important in child development, and the ways
that adults feel with people who are close to them.
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