


Attachment: Theory and Background

Section 1: Attachment Theory



Attachment Theory
What it is; why it matters 

What you’ll learn in this module
1

2 Styles of Attachment
Secure and insecure

3 Moving from insecure to secure
How do we encourage “earned security” in our relationships?



“We do as we have been 
done by.”

John Bowlby



Attachment Theory
What it is; why it matters 

What you’ll learn in this section
1



Origins in study of behaviour that rocked Victorian 
world. Humans are like other animals.

Trailblazers investigated the impact of maternal 
deprivation on animals. Konrad Lorenz – “imprinting”.

Harry Harlow’s monkey experiments – the importance 
of physical touch and security, especially when under 
threat, and as a base with which to explore the world.

Origins of 
attachment theory







Attachment is an evolutionary 
system.

Reflective functioning and 
mentalising skills are crucial to 
secure attachment.

We need a secure base from which 
to balance the exploratory system 
and the attachment system.

We develop “internal working 
models” of what we anticipate in 
relationships when we seek care 
and intimacy.

Attachment theory



“Life is best organised as a 
series of daring ventures 

from a secure base.”
John Bowlby



Mary Ainsworth tested on of the key aspects 
of attachment theory.

12-month-old babies are brought to a lab with 
their parents, then separated and reunited 
with one another a number of times.

The vast majority of babies seemed to 
respond in ways that could be grouped into 
three categories.

The test has been replicated many times 
across different countries and cultures.

Strange Situation Test



Outcomes of the Strange Situation Test
Secure

60%
Anxious

20%
Avoidant

20%

Upset when the parent 
leaves the room, but, 
when he or she returns, 
they actively seek the 
parent and are easily 
comforted by the parent.

Extremely distressed 
when parent leaves. 
When reunited, struggle 
to be soothed. Want to 
be comforted,  but some 
“punished” the parent 
for leaving.

Don't appear distressed 
by separation. When 
reunited, they avoid 
seeking contact. Heart 
rate and stress hormone 
levels suggest they are 
distressed.



Attachment across cultures
Sagi et al. (1985) – secure attachment 
slightly lower in kibbutz care.

Durrett, Otaki and Richards (1984) –
Used Strange Situation in Tokyo – 61% 
secure, 18% anxious and 13% avoidant.

Studies show support for attachment 
categories, broadly similar attachment 
percentages, and not much impact for 
exposure to multiple caregivers.



What we’ll cover next

Styles of Attachment
Secure and insecure
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What you’ll learn in this section

2 Styles of Attachment
Secure and insecure



Attachment is an evolutionary 
system. Infants protest separation.

We need a secure base from which 
to balance the exploratory system 
and the attachment system. Is the 
attachment figure nearby, 
accessible and attentive?

We develop “internal working 
models” of what we anticipate in 
relationships when we seek care 
and intimacy.

Attachment theory



“Life is best organised as a 
series of daring ventures 

from a secure base.”
John Bowlby



They are styles, not categories – based on our “internal 
working models”. Your style might differ depending on 
the specifics of the context and the situation.

Strong correlation between attachment style of main 
caregiver and child (75%).

First year of life is important – the capacity for internal, 
symbolic representations begins to form at 12 months.

They can be modified, but they require changes to 
existing neural structures rather than the creation of 
neural structures.

Attachment styles



Outcomes of the Strange Situation Test
Secure

60%
Anxious

20%
Avoidant

20%

Upset when the parent 
leaves the room, but, 
when he or she returns, 
they actively seek the 
parent and are easily 
comforted by the parent.

Extremely distressed 
when parent leaves. 
When reunited, struggle 
to be soothed. Want to 
be comforted,  but some 
“punished” the parent 
for leaving.

Don't appear distressed 
by separation. When 
reunited, they avoid 
seeking contact. Heart 
rate and stress hormone 
levels suggest they are 
distressed.



Bowlby’s hypothesis was that the same motivational 
system that leads to the attachment between children 
and their caregivers is also responsible for the 
attachment between adults.

Hazan and Shaver’s research in the 1980s noted the 
similarities – priority of safety, need for emotional 
accessibility, need for intimate body contact. Found 
same percentages among adults as Ainsworth –
60/20/20%.

But – only moderate correlations between infant 
attachment style and adult attachment style.

Attachment styles



The Four Attachment Styles
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Understands their own mind and own 
emotional world/needs – has strong but 
flexible boundaries.

Strong ability to “mentalise” the mind of 
others and attune to their needs.

Can handle conflict in relationships; accepts 
that desires and needs sometimes conflict, 
and that can be required.

Enjoys relationships and intimacy, but has a 
well-developed ability to self-soothe.

Caregivers were “good enough”.

Secure style



Driven by caregivers’ inconsistency, 
or of over-involvement in caregivers’ 
emotional world.

Values intimacy and consistency in 
relationships, and is highly attuned 
to the emotional needs of others…

…but can struggle to articulate their 
needs within relationships.

No explicit evidence of connection 
means there is no connection.

Prone to jealousy, clingy behaviour –
or angry withdrawal.

Anxious style



Driven by the caregivers’ consistent and 
repetitive rejection of attachment behaviours.
The attachment need gets suppressed.

Can appear highly functioning and self-reliant 
(and respectful of others’ need for space)…

....but can struggle to be vulnerable & intimate 
with others; may create “false self”.

Less likely to present to therapy, or see their 
life as problematic. “Self-parenting”.

Can be dismissive of others/focus on their 
flaws, as an attempt to keep distance.

Avoidant style



Not just a mix of other styles. 

Trapped in the “approach-flight”
paradox. Fear without solution.

Their caregivers tend to have be 
frightening or frightened – or both –
and have unresolved traumas. 

Strong desire for intimate 
relationships, but combined with a 
fundamental mistrust of others, 
especially when they get too close.

Can often be combined with very 
low self-esteem and accompanying 
behaviours.

Disorganised style



“When the infant’s biological haven of 
safety has simultaneously become a source 

of fright, the infant is placed in an 
irresolvable and disorganising approach-

flight paradox.”

Mary Main







The Four Attachment Styles
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What we’ll cover next

3 Moving from insecure to secure
How do we encourage “earned security” in our relationships?
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Moving from insecure to secure
How do we encourage “earned security” in our relationships?

3



Attachment is an evolutionary 
system. Infants protest separation.

We need a secure base from which 
to balance the exploratory system 
and the attachment system. Is the 
attachment figure nearby, 
accessible and attentive?

We develop “internal working 
models” of what we anticipate in 
relationships when we seek care 
and intimacy.

Attachment theory



The Four Attachment Styles
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The “good enough” parent:

Ø Susan Woodhouse – 50%

Ø Less about speed, and more about 
ability to soothe.

Attunement, soothing, encouragement, belief 
in the child’s capability and resilience. 

The most important factor that influences 
resiliency is having the support of at least one 
stable and committed relationship.

Reflective function and mentalisation.

Attachment in 
relationships



Attachment styles are not a 
predictor of relationship 
success/failure.

The “pursuer-withdrawer”
dynamic.

“Insult tennis” vs rupture and 
repair.

Attachment in 
relationships



Corrective emotional experiences. 

Rupture and repair.

Bowlby’s five therapeutic tasks:

1. The therapist as secure base.

2. Explore current relationships.

3. Exploring therapeutic relationship. 

4. Exploring metacognitive models.

5. Question models and choose new ones.

Expanding the “window of tolerance”.

Attachment in 
therapy

“The human psyche, like human bones, is strongly 
inclined towards self-healing.” John Bowlby





Attachment theory has consequences.

Key takeaways
1

2 Your attachment style matters.

3 Insecure attachment can be repaired.



Thank you.


