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 ATTACHMENT THEORY 

Sigmund Freud 

Figure 11-1 from: 

Morris, C.G., & Maisto, A. A. (1998). Psychology: An Introduction, 10th edition. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice 

Hall. 
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Bowlby: Preserving Freud’s 

Insights 

 Every thought, behavior, emotion has 

meaning. 

 This meaning comes from past or present 

significant experience. 

 The meaning of an experience or reaction 

or decision is often hidden from the 

person. 

 Central idea is the unconscious. 

Preserving Freud’s Insights 

 John Bowlby  

 Infants have complex emotional, social 

and cognitive lives 

 Prototype hypothesis-similarities in the 

nature of close relationships in infancy 

and adulthood 

 Importance of early experience 

The importance of attachment:  

Harry Harlow and the Rhesus Monkeys  Monkeys separated from mothers at 6 to 

12 hours after birth 

 Raised by surrogate mothers 

 

Cloth 

No 

food 

Wired mom: Food 
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What Harlow found: 

Importance of Attachment 
 

 Monkeys spent greater amount of time 
clinging to cloth mother than wire mother 
“feeding” mother. 

 

 The most important features of a mother 
was WARMTH and AFFECTION rather 
than nourishment and (warmth) 

 Need for warmth and affection goes 
deeper than a need for nourishment 

Raised by “surrogate” mothers: 

Implications for later development 

 Didn’t know how to act with other monkeys 

- Poor peer social 

Showed pattern of behaviors of excessive or 

misdirected aggression. Clutching 

themselves, rocking back and forth. 

Atypical and misdirected sexual behaviors. 

 -females ignored approaching normal males, 

 -males made inaccurate attempts to copulate 

  with normal females. 

Raised by “surrogate” mothers: 

Implications for later development 

 Did not know how to parent: Negligent or 
Abusive 

 

 Negligent: did not nurse, comfort, or protect 
their young, nor did they harm them.  

 

 Abusive: violently bit or otherwise injured 
their babies, to the point that many of them 
died. 
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Harlow’s contributions 

 Importance of mother/child bonding. Not 
only does the child look to his/her mother 
for basic needs such as food, safety, and 
warmth, but he also needs to feel love, 
acceptance, and affection from the 
caregiver.  

 Showed some long-term psychological 
physical effects of delinquent or 
inadequate attentiveness to child needs. 

Attachment theory 

John Bowlby 

 The goal of the attachment system is to 
promote safety (& feelings of security) 
across the lifespan through a secure base 
relationship with an attachment figure  

 Attachment figures are a few key 
individuals in life, e.g., parents and 
partners 

 The attachment system serves as a 
balance to exploration: optimizing both 
mastery and safety 

What does Attachment Behavior look like? 

The Secure Base Phenomenon 
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Repeated Interactions  

= 

Development of  

attachment representations 

What does it mean if you use your 

mother as a secure base? 

 BBC Video 

Attachment Classifications 

 Four types of attachment: 

Securely Attached (B) 

Avoidant (A) 

Resistant (C) 

Disorganized-disoriented (D) 
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Why would prevent you from using your 

mother as a secure base? 

Mother’s Caregiving 

Sensitivity-Insensitivity 

Acceptance-Rejection 

Cooperation-Interference 

What does that mean for 

adolescents and adults 

The Adult Attachment Interview (AAI) 

Description of relationship with parents  
 General description  

 Five adjectives  

 Specific situations  

 How childhood experiences influence:  
 Personality development  

 Parenting  

 Hopes for children  
 
 

What does that mean for 

adolescents and adults? 

 

Expectations of others are 

reflected in peoples’ thoughts 

and feelings 



7 

Attachment representations: 

Secure 
 Attachment figure available, sensitive, cooperative, 

and responsive 

 Secure script or representation develops  

 Stable, coherent knowledge base about how secure 
base relationships work 
 Confidence in others as trustworthy 

 Self as lovable & competent  

Examples of incoherent  

secure base scripts 

 What did you do when you were upset?   
 Cry. What did your mother do? I don’t remember. 

 To this day my mother is a nasty interfering witch who can’t 
keep her nose out of my business,  

 My mother was always loving to me, she only beat my 
brother. 

 What happened when you were hurt?  
 I remember one time I broke my arm, my father didn’t 

believe me. He said I was a baby….  He made me a 
stronger person. 

 What was your relationship like with your 
father?  
 My father is not worth discussing, he was a real nothing. 

Past 

Experiences 

Secure Dismissing Preoccupied Unresolved 

Loving, 

Supportive 

parents OR 

any type of 

negative 

experience 

Parents 

rejecting of 

attachment. 

Pushed to 

be 

independent 

Role-Reversing 

parenting. Tied 

to parents by 

guilt or 

overinvolvement 

Loss of 

significant 

attachment 

figure. 

Physical/sexual 

abuse 

Present 

State of 

Mind 

Importance of 

early 

experiences 

Balanced, 

empathetic view 

of self and 

parents 

Affectively rich 

Clear and 

coherent 

Minimizes or 

denies effects 

of early 

experiences 

Idealization of 

parents 

Poor recall 

Emphasis on 

personal 

strength 

Preoccupied 

with parents 

Active anger 

at parents OR 

still attempting 

to please 

Confusion and 

ambivalence 

Disbelief or 

occurrence 

Feelings of 

causality 

Disoriented/ 

disorganized 

speech 

Pyschologically 

confused 

statements 
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Stability of Attachment Classifications from Infancy to 

Adulthood 

20 2 3 

6 8 2 

3 2 4 

 Secure  Avoidant Resistant 

Secure 
 

Dismissing 
 

Preoccupied 

      3 Groups       Secure/Insecure 

64% stayed the same    72% stayed the same 

72% if no significant life events  78% if no significant life events 

Attachment in Adolescence 

Current Relationship with Parents 

 Secure attachment is associated with  

a. Mental health 

Higher self-esteem 

Lower levels of aggression 

Lower levels of deviant behavior 

Less psychological distress 

Greater life satisfaction 

Attachment in Adolescence 

Current Relationship with Parents 

 Secure attachment is associated with  

b. Greater competence in peer relationships 

Greater social acceptance by peers 

Greater perceived social support 

c. Autonomy and self-reliance 

- Opposite prediction of “spoiling theories” 

d. Better college adjustment 



9 

Adolescent Attachment 

Longitudinal Studies 

 Infant attachment patterns related to later young 
adult attachment representations 

 Secure attachment in infancy related to the 
following when 10 years old 
 More socially skilled 

 More self-confident 

 Less dependent on peers 

At 15 years old 

- More emotionally open 

- More likely to have close relationships 

Adolescent Attachment 

Retrospective studies- discussing 

their early childhood relationships 

 Secure attachment is associated with 

Lower levels of depression 

More stable romantic relationships 

Closer friendships 

 

Autonomy and Attachment in 

the Adolescent’s Family 
 

Adolescents who are permitted to assert their 

own opinions within a family context that is 

secure and loving, develop higher self-esteem 

and more mature coping abilities 
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Autonomy and Attachment in the 

Adolescent’s Family 

Adolescents whose autonomy is squelched, 

are at risk for developing feelings of 

depression  

Adolescents who do not feel connected are 

more likely than their peers to develop 

behavior problems   

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE 

FAMILY 

 Adolescents who feel that their parents or 

guardians are “there” for them – caring, 

involved, and accepting – are healthier, 

happier, and more competent than their 

peers 


