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Introduction 
Whether and how non-maternal child-care experience affects children’s development 
have been of long-standing interest to parents, policymakers and developmental scholars. 
Ever since Bowlby1 promulgated attachment theory, thinking derived from it has led 
some to expect day care, especially when initiated in the earliest years of life, to 
undermine the security of infant-parent attachment relationships. To some, this was 
because day care involved the infant’s separation from mother (or other principle 
caregiver), as separation from the attachment figure was inherently stressful. Separation 
could also undermine the mother’s own capacity to provide sensitive care, the primary 
determinant of security, thereby fostering insecurity indirectly (i.e., 
separation insensitivity insecurity). A final reason for anticipating a link between day 
care and attachment security was because security reflected general emotional well-being, 
so adverse effects of day care in infancy would manifest themselves as insecure 
attachment. 
 
Background 
Early research on the link between day care and attachment, often carried out on children 
3-5 years of age, provided no compelling evidence to support the claim that day care 
undermined security.2 But by the mid-1980s, studies carried out on much younger 
children began to chronicle links between day care and insecurity as measured in the 
Strange Situation Procedure (SSP) (e.g., Barglow, Vaughn & Molitar3). This led 
Belsky4,5,6 to conclude that infant day care, especially that initiated on a full- or near full-
time basis beginning in the first year of life,7 was a “risk factor” in the development of 
insecure attachment in infancy (and of aggression and disobedience in 3-8 year olds).  
 
This conclusion did not go unchallenged. One criticism was that the apparent influence of 
early and extensive day care on insecurity was the result of other explanatory factors 
(e.g., family income) not adequately accounted for in existing research.8 Another was that 
(unmeasured) poor quality care and not timing and quantity of care was the influential 
factor.9 And a third was that independent behavior displayed by day care children not 
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particularly stressed by the SSP ̶ due to their familiarity with separation ̶ was 
misconstrued as avoidant behavior, leading to erroneous assessments of children as 
insecure-avoidant.10 
 
Research Questions 
All agreed, however, that more research was needed to illuminate the conditions under 
which early day care did and did not undermine ̶ or enhance ̶  attachment security. 
Considered especially important was (a) taking into account confounding child, parent 
and family background factors that could be responsible for any putative child care 
effects; (a) distinguishing and disentangling potential effects of distinctive features of the 
child-care experience, particularly quality, quantity and type of care (e.g., center-based 
vs. home-based); and (b) determining whether day care was associated with less 
separation distress in the SSP or independent behavior was mischaracterized as avoidant 
behavior.  
 
Recent Research 
The NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development (SECCYD), launched in 
1991 in the US, sought to address these issues and many others.11 It followed more than 
1300 children from birth through the primary-school years12 and into adolescence,13 
while administering SSP assessments at 15 and 36 months. 
 
After taking into account a host of potentially confounding background factors, results 
proved strikingly consistent with the risk-factor conclusion14 ̶  even though the opposite is 
implied by many writers.15,16  Typically emphasized is that no single feature of the day 
care experience in and of itself  ̶  quantity, type or quality of care  ̶  predicted attachment 
security, seeming to suggest no effect of day care on attachment security. Yet what the 
findings actually revealed was a “dual-risk” phenomenon.17 Although the strongest 
predictor of insecurity at 15 months of age was, as expected, insensitive mothering 
(observed at ages 6 and 15 months), this effect was amplified if any one of three distinct 
child-care conditions characterized the child’s experience across the first 15 months of 
life: (a) averaging more than 10 hours per week in any type of care, irrespective of 
quality; (b) enrolment in more than a single child-care arrangement; and (c) exposure to 
low quality care. The first two amplifying conditions applied to most children being 
studied. But only the first, quantity of care, also contributed to the prediction of 
attachment insecurity at 36 months,18 again in interaction with insensitive mothering. Just 
as important was evidence that infants with extensive day care experience (a) were not 
less stressed in the SSP than other infants (see also19) and that (b) putatively independent 
behavior was not misconstrued as avoidant behavior.14  
 
Two other reasonably large-sample studies yield results that are at odds with those of the 
US study. In one investigation of more than 700 Israeli infants, Sagi and associates20 
found that “center-care, in and of itself, adversely increased the likelihood of infants 
developing insecure attachment to their mothers as compared with infants who were 
either in maternal care, individual nonparental care with a relative, individual nonparental 
care with a paid caregiver, or family day-care.” Additional results suggested it was “the 
poor quality of center-care and the high infant-caregiver ratio that accounted for this 
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increased level of attachment insecurity among center-care infants” (see also16). In a 
second study of 145 first-born Australian infants, Harrison and Unger21 focused on 
maternal employment more than features of day care. Return to employment before five 
months postpartum ̶ and thus earlier use of child care ̶ predicted decreased rates of 
insecurity at 12 months of age relative to returning to work later in the first year or not at 
all. The Australian mothers were more likely than their American and Israeli counterparts 
to be employed part-time rather than full-time. 
 
Research Gaps 
It remains unclear why results from different locales produce variable findings. It could 
well involve the broader, national child care systems in which day care is embedded. 
Cross-national research seems called for.  
 
Characteristics of children themselves, perhaps especially their genetic make up, also 
merits further consideration. After all, ever more evidence indicates that children vary 
substantially in their susceptibility to environmental influences,22 including day care23  
with some proving more developmentally malleable than others.   
 
Conclusions 
After decades of debate and study, findings from the largest studies of day care and 
attachment compellingly discredit any claim that “no relation exists between day care and 
attachment.” Also disconfirmed are assertions that the SSP is methodologically unsuited 
for evaluating effects of day care or that, at least in the US, adverse effects of day care are 
simply a function of poor quality care. Nevertheless, the fact that results of three large-
scale studies carried out in different locales vary substantially should make it clear that 
there are probably no inevitable effects of day care on attachment. Effects appear 
contingent on the societal context in which day care is experienced.  
 
Implications 
The fact that detected effects of day care on attachment security vary substantially by 
national context means that it is precarious to draw strong inferences from attachment 
theory as to what the effect of day care will be. Ultimately, day care is a multi-
dimensional phenomenon, so questions such as “is day care good for infants (or young 
children)?” are too simplistic. Quality, type, timing and quantity of care must be 
distinguished and effects of these features of the child care may vary as a function of the 
larger familial, community, societal and cultural context in which child care occurs. Not 
to be forgotten in any evaluation of the effects of day care are humanitarian 
considerations: What, not only, do mothers, fathers, policymakers and society more 
generally want, but what do children want? 
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To learn more on this topic, consult the following sections of the Encyclopedia: 

• How important is it?  
• What do we know?  
• What can be done? 
• According to experts   
• Key messages 
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