The Theory of Attachment- In a Nutshell!
Introduction:

There can be no doubt, that the use of the word ‘love’ within the context of the English language, is both an enigma and vaguest of all English words.  An enigma because of its misuse, misunderstanding and multi levels of its use and vague because of its many meanings each individual will place on the use of the word in whatever context it is used.

Clearly, the use of the word does at times, ‘mask’ feelings that have little to do with love in the relationship sense. For example, when someone says to a soul mate/life partner “I love you”, the meaning is quite different from the same use of the word when someone says, “I love chocolate”. Indeed, the use of the word in the song title “Love is a many splendid thing” clearly highlights the wide diverseness of the word ‘love’ given that a murderer may state that they love the feeling they get when they kill someone which to any ‘normal’ non violent or aggressive person, may be interpreted as meaning deviancy, corruptness [of the mind and soul], wicked, evil and so on.     

However, when we relate this word ‘love’ in the confines of a two way relationship, i.e. a child’s love for their mother and vice versa, we enter a world where an attachment, both visible and invisible, exists between two people but of course, arising from two distinct emotional and psychological frameworks.

One of these distinctions that involves ‘love’ from a child to their mother,* describes the nature of dependency from one person to another and which is reciprocated, meeting each individuals needs within the attachment process. 

*This is also true for the father or any other adult caregiver that is significant and important to the child but for the purposes of this paper, the mother will be constantly referred to as the significant adult in a child’s world.

For the child, their love for their mother is based on the need for gratification of needs that they depend on her for – food, shelter, warmth and attention. The greater level of consistency that the mother has in satisfying these needs in their child, the more gratifying the child will find their relationship with their mother which in turn will allow for a greater amount of affection being shown to the mother by the child. In essence, one feeds the other and of course, is increased (or decreased) accordingly.   
However, this operates at a basic level as the child requires more than just food, shelter, warmth and attention in order to grow and develop in a healthy and positive way so that become a ‘rounded human being’, operating and socialising appropriately. In effect, they require sensory stimulation and protection from apparent (and/or real) danger that the child will perceive and as they get older, they look to their mother (or parents) to provide them with the wherewithal to be able to function in social settings, especially school.

In addition to this, the child will look to their mother (parent) for guidance on how to behave, how to respond, react to external stimuli so that they may cope with adult reality which permeates the world they live in. 
If feelings of love are to be engendered in a child, they must ‘feel’ wanted, loved, important and of value to the mother (or their family) as well as experiencing that internal warm feeling they get which is only felt when a similar warmth is produced in their mother by their very presence – reciprocal love, attention, affection and respect.  
This phenomenon, this mutual invisible resonance, is central to the child’s loving response to their mother (parent) with the need for love being so vital, that the child who only receives food, clothing and shelter, being denied and deprived significantly of these additional important needs, may waste away and die. Similarly, whilst some may survive such a desolate infancy, many may develop severe withdrawal symptoms (becoming a social isolate), living in their own emotional and mental worlds, gaining whatever gratification they can from fantasies of one sort or another. This deprivation and denial may not be overt, such as physical abandonment, but may result from psychological rejection in the form of parental withdrawal, hostility, coldness or some other form of negative interaction between mother (parents) and child.
One classic example is the young child who is constantly told from a very early age that they should have been of a different gender from the one that they were born into. The extreme end of this spectrum would be the mother (or parents) who dress they child in clothes that is usually worn by the opposite sex and insist they play with toys generally played with by the opposite sex. e.g. the little boy who is only allowed to play with soft toys, dolls and other non ‘macho type’ toys that most boys get an opportunity to play with. 
Whilst there is a difference of opinion held in relation to the statement that a mother’s love for their child is far stronger and more psychologically deeply attached than that of their father, there can be no doubt, that a mother has the advantage in that it is they who have carried their child around for nine months and is generally the first person to meet one of the main needs of a child, food through their first contact with their mother’s breast.  However, a father’s psychological bond may be just as strong as the child’s mother at some later stage after birth so long as it does not get suppressed, contaminated or corrupted by cultural or personality factors along the way.  
Human relationships cannot justifiably be called ‘loving’ if it is built on one-sidedness. Making the claim that an individual ‘loves’ someone and who provides no affection in response, can be called many things – self-delusion or masochism- but it cannot be called ‘love’. The child as such, will not develop loving responses or reactions unless they receive back in return, loving attention and equal amounts of affection from their mother (parents). The parents in turn, cannot be expected to ‘love’ a child who does not respond to their ministrations and affectionate input. The affection of both is enhanced or diminished in accordance with the response of each other, ‘love’ essentially being based on interaction and cannot therefore exist unilaterally, in isolation or within a vacuum.
Children do not grow up to be effective adults or parents themselves by accident or by design but rather through a complex process of experiences and relationships, if it is to happen at all. Clearly, the initial primary relationship in a child’s initial stages of their life, are with their mother (and parents) and it is the consistency and levels of these two way relationships which lays the very foundation and groundwork for all their future development. In essence, this can be referred to as the ‘attachment’ phase of life.

------------------------------
Attachment Theory
Definition:    

‘A class of behaviours, easily observable and classifiable, that  children engage in with the primary goal being to make themselves  feel safe and secure’

Methodology:         

This involves the young child seeking physical proximity to a caregiver when they feel tired, frightened, ill or vulnerable. 

Origin:


Konrad Lorenz (a prominent ethologist) noticed in the 1950’s that in some species of birds, strong bonds between mother and offspring was very apparent in his studies. Later, John Bowlby (a psychoanalyst and psychiatrist) drew on Lorenz’s work in addition to that of Renee Spitz who was looking at the ill effects of maternal deprivation. Bowlby finally published his theory of attachment in a paper in 1958.
In this paper, he alluded to the apparent fact that in the countryside, animals with young, tended to stay together (lambs and ewes, ducklings and ducks, foals and mares, calves and cows etc) and that this behaviour obviously serves a purpose. He postulated that this purpose was based on a two way security function, i.e. the mother ‘looking out’ for their young and the young seeking solace and safety in this mothering approach/bonding.

Extrapolating on this idea, he hypothesised that young children similarly will seek physical proximity to a recognised carer in order to experience this same felt security. Once in this framework the child can continue their ‘normal’ exploration of the world around them. Thus the concept of Attachment Theory was born, despite the fact that this is very possibly how all animals have operated since the origins of time. 

An example in practice may well be the young child who has not long learnt the art of walking, and playing by themselves, on hearing a very loud noise, will call out for their mother and on hearing her voice, will run to them for safety. Once they have experienced this ‘invisible safety net’, they relax and continue playing safe in the knowledge that ‘she’ is around to protect them if required to do so..

Clearly, feeling safe and secure is a state of being that most individuals would prefer to experience although we know that some individuals for whatever reason, choose to be standing on the ‘other side’ of the fence in that they are the ones behaving in a manner that makes others feel unsafe and vulnerable. In this scenario, this individual has ‘put aside’ their own needs of feeling safe through their own presenting behaviour in the misguided belief that they are ‘safe and ‘secure’ from harm when operating on this level.

To have an explanation of this statement, we need look no further than the world of child sexual abuse where the abuser was once them-self, a victim.

In effect, when a young child is sexually abused especially by the adult who is charged with the responsibility of caring and keeping them safe (i.e. a parent figure), attachment theory becomes just that, a theory. In practice, the young victim may adopt a wide diverse pattern of behaviours which enable them to experience safe and security feelings, albeit, usually of a negative nature – offending, school refusal, self-harm, drugs and alcohol misuse and running away etc. Thus, when they choose to abuse other children, such a choice may be built on the foundation that by doing it to someone else, no one is doing it to them.    

Bowlby believed and which has been extensively supported through later research into attachment theory in practice, that children develop internal working models of attachment with which they can predict future behaviours of others and as such, can organise their own response in advance – disassociation, dysregulation, multiple personalities etc. This in some way, allows them to either cope with the physical (and of course, emotional and psychological) pain that will/maybe inflicted, or, behave in a way that removes them from the approaching painful experience – running away, self-harm, drugs or alcohol misuse.

However, in a ‘normal’ world where a child is brought up in a ‘normal’ family environment, these internal strategies allow the individual child to explore feelings, test out relationships and to present a wide variety of behaviours in an attempt to see how their carers respond, i.e. would you still love/like me, despite my behaviour? [Such a scenario is experienced every hour of every day by residential child care workers as well as foster parents].
These models are of course, internally based within individuals and can be changed or altered depending on environmental surroundings, although there is some opinion, that once we have formulated a model, we stay with this right through our whole life cycle but it reduces in intensity towards the later end of life. 
However, I would argue that this is not always the case and that for some individuals, attachment theory construct becomes more heightened within old age. For example, the elderly who live in sheltered accommodation learn to rely on their warden, or their meals on wheels delivery person, or even their visiting doctor, in order to satisfy the desire to ‘feel safe’ and ‘secure’ within a hostile world of the 21st century.
Without a doubt, irrespective of how old the individual is, these models operate on an unconscious level i.e. outside of our conscious awareness. 

Exploring the Theory:
Because Attachment Theory is a narrow construct in that it only involves a small  number of behaviours*, it does not include an expression of ‘play’ with someone else as it is often ascribed to. In effect, attachment behaviour is concerned soley with the seeking of physical proximity to a recognised care giver, by a child who becomes distressed with the goal of ‘felt security’ after being frightened, ill or tired/exhausted. In finding this ‘felt security’, a bond is formed between the young child and adult care giver.

*Hobbes, uses the word ‘narrow constellation to describe this statement. In other words, if we see the universe as representing animal behaviours, it is only the milky way that relates to attachment theory. 

Bowlby went on to suggest, that attachment theory is genetically predetermined with the underlying foundation being built on preservation of the species, just as it is in the majority of the animal world (homo sapiens being just another species). In effect, such behaviour provides a safe haven from predators: thus the goal of the behaviour is ‘felt security’. He went on to postulate, that it is from this established bond, that exploratory behaviour develops given that once the bond has been formed, the child will know (as an instinct) that when needs must, they can always return to the care giver for safety and comfort - learned behaviour response.

Not being content to leave it at that, Bowlby went on to state that this class of behaviours has the same significance as feeding and procreation – instinctual behaviour. Therefore, the activation of an attachment system in a mammal, is a natural response to distress and possible external harm.
In 1980, Bowlby completed his exposition of attachment theory with the publication of Loss with a third volume being produced on Sadness and Depression. (1969, Attachment and Loss). 

Proof of the Pudding:
Since Bowlby’s papers on Attachment Theory were published, many practitioners have put his theories to the test through action research approaches, non more so than Mary Ainsworth.

Ainsworth, along with colleagues (M.Belhar, E.Waters and S.Wall) conducted a controlled piece of action research in order to test out Bowlby’s hypothesis – namely that children under stress will automatically seek physical proximity to a significant carer (other).  In their experiment, they took a group of children and got their primary caretaker (generally their mother but in some cases, a grandmother or a neighbour) to leave them with strangers for a while. During the research period, they got the primary caretakers to come in and out at specific times to see what and how the child responded and reacted. 

One major outcome of this experiment was that Bowlby’s hypothesis, i.e. that  children under stress will automatically seek physical proximity to a primary  caretaker, was found to be flawed in that children fell into one of three specific categories with regards their responses and reactions to the primary caretaker   re-entering their immediate world.
These three groups were called, in no order of importance:- ‘Secure’; Insecure avoidant and  Insecure ambivalent.

Secure:

These individuals approached their primary caretaker in varying degrees which appeared to be dependent on their own levels of stress to the primary caretakers absence.  In other words, it was the levels of stress felt by each individual which determined their level of physical contact with the sudden appearance of their primary caretaker.
In establishing a model of attachment, the child is more likely to be aware of levels of fear they may have felt when their primary caretaker left, that this in itself, would be the determining factor, in how much the child sought affirmation and reassurance from their primary caretaker when they returned. Low levels of fear elicited a low physical reassurance response and a high level of fear elicited a high level of physical reassurance, sometimes to the point of refusing to be put down or let go.
Insecure avoidant:
This group of children ignored their primary caretakers when they returned to the room irrespective of the levels of stress they appeared to be under when their primary caretakers first left the room.
This pattern of behaviour often appears to leave the child withdrawn, confused, and uninvolved, so much so, that they choose to seek isolation as a way of dealing with their feelings of insecurity. It is also likely that this group of children will not always show that they are feeling insecure and therefore may look puzzled or confused in whatever role they are performing.
Insecure ambivalent:
This group of children displayed anger towards their primary caretaker when they returned, sometimes hitting out, kicking, pulling at hair and clothes etc. Individuals may generally display insecurity when experiencing fear and will almost seek reassurance to the point of resisting being comforted yet clinging. It is this group of individuals who will challenge in order to seek reassurance and in doing so will engage in testing out behaviour.

Later, two further independent pieces of research, identified a fourth category which they described as Insecure disorganised. In this fourth category, children would make both avoidant and resistant behaviours, rapidly alternating between the two, often appearing dazed, confused, bewildered and apathetic. 

Individuals falling into this fourth category, appears to be more challenging in their attempts to establish any level of therapeutic alliance with an adult and in particular, one that is acting in the role of care giver.  

Further studies have shown, that young children who have a secure attachment system tend to be more self-reliant, more empathic and less hostile with their peers and at the same time, more co-operative with adults than those who do not have a secure attachment system to live their life by. In essence, these individuals may well become those labelled as dysfunctionate, a loner or a social isolate, operating daily in a modicum of fear and despair.

Clearly then, it is considered ideal for all individuals during their early formative years, to establish an attachment system through which they can explore the world around them in a degree of safety and security from external harm.

For those individuals who have been denied this opportunity or have had this process distorted or contaminated through unresolved trauma experiences (child sexual abuse just being one experience), it is crucial that those adults charged with the responsibility of looking after such young people in an out of home care environment, understand the importance of attachment, bonding and inter-personal relationships. To not have this understanding or awareness will undoubtedly allow the young individual to be ‘trapped’ into a cycle of dysregulation, dysfunctionate behaviour, and, continual pain and distress, so much so, that the end product will be an adult (possibly a parent) who will continue the debilitating process into the next generation. 
“Just because an individual cannot see, does not mean that they like to live in a 

  world of darkness”






floating stone
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