
Mary Salter began her Ph.D. studies at the University of Toronto in 1935 under 
the supervision of William E. Blatz, who directed the Institute of Child Study. Blatz
had developed a theory of personality development called Security Theory.
Blatz’s theory posited that in infancy and early childhood, the individual needs 
to develop a secure dependence on parents in order to gain the courage necessary
to brave the insecurity implicit in exploring the unfamiliar world and learning to
cope with it. According to Blatz, a child needs to feel confidence in the secure 
base provided by parents to learn the skills and develop the knowledge that will
gradually enable him or her to depend confidently on self, and eventually to gain
a secure emancipation from parents. For her Ph.D. thesis, Salter developed a 
selfreport scale to assess the security of young adults’ relations with their parents.

Ainsworth began a short-term longitudinal
study on the development of infant-mother
attachments. Home visits were made at
three-week intervals from three to 54 weeks
after the baby’s birth, each visit lasting about
four hours, yielding 72 hours of observation
for each infant-mother pair. In this research,
Ainsworth was struck by the congruence be-
tween her observations of infants using their
mothers as a secure base from which to ex-
plore the world and her Ph.D. research em-
ploying Blatz’s security theory with adults.

According to Ainsworth’s attachment
theory growing out of this research, sensitive
responding by the parent to the infant’s
needs results in secure infant attachment,
while lack of sensitive responding results in
one of two types of insecure attachment:
avoidant attachment or resistant/ambiva-

After World War II, Salter married
Leonard Ainsworth and moved to
the University of London, where she

worked with John Bowlby2 on a research
project on the effects of separation from
mother in early childhood. In 1962, at Johns
Hopkins University in Baltimore, Mary Salter
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lent attachment (infant shows hostility to-
ward the parent). Ainsworth’s theory pro-
vides not only a framework for attachment
patterns in infants, but also a framework for
understanding love, loneliness and grief in
adults. Attachment styles in adults are
thought to stem from the working (or men-
tal) models of oneself and others that were
developed during infancy and childhood, a
central tenet of Blatz’s earlier security theory.

In 2002, Dixon3 asked 1,500 randomly se-
lected members of the Society for Research
in Child Development to identify studies
published since 1950 that deserved the title
“Most Revolutionary.”The longitudinal study
by Ainsworth and her colleagues entitled
“Patterns of Attachment”4 was considered
one of the 20 most revolutionary studies in
child development. Interestingly, Bowlby’s
study on “Attachment and Loss,”2 on which
Ainsworth had worked while she was in 
London, also made the Top 20 list.

The continued influence of this pioneer-
ing research by a Canadian woman, Mary
Salter Ainsworth, permeates the research
summarized in the following three articles
on attachment in infants and adults.

1. Ainsworth MS. A sketch of a career. In: O’Connell AN, Russo NF, eds. Models of achievement: Reflections of eminent
women in psychology. New York, NY: Columbia University Press; 1983:200-219.
2. Bowlby J. Attachment and loss: Attachment. Vol 1. New York, NY: Basic Books; 1969.
3. Dixon WT. 20 studies that revolutionized child psychology. Society for Research in Child Development 2002;45(2):1.
4. Ainsworth MS, Blehar MC, Waters E, Wall S. Patterns of attachment: A psychological study of the strange situation.
Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates; 1978.



When babies are in pain, scared or tired, they instinctively
seek their parents’ protection. How parents respond to
these signals in infancy can have a strong impact on their
child’s social and emotional development later in life.

There is growing evidence linking the
quality of early attachment relation-
ships with later social and emotional

outcomes. Children are considered to be se-
curely attached if they tend to seek contact
with a specific caregiver (e.g. their mother)
in times of distress, illness and fatigue.
“Attachment to a protective caregiver helps
infants to regulate their negative emotions in
times of stress and distress and to explore the
environment, even if it contains somewhat
frightening stimuli,” explains Marinus van
IJzendoorn, from the Centre for Child and
Family Studies at Leiden University in the
Netherlands.

In the early years, attachment relation-
ships are the predominant and most influ-
ential relationships in a child’s life. They set
the stage for emotional and cognitive inter-
pretations of social and non-social expe-
riences, for language development, and for
acquiring meaning about oneself and oth-
ers. Attachment relationships continue to
influence thoughts, feelings, motives and
close relationships throughout life.

While human beings are born with the
innate bias to become attached to a pro-
tective caregiver, the types of bonds they
form are not genetically determined but
rooted in interactions with their social en-
vironment during the first few years of 
life. “Differences in attachment are mainly 
caused by nurture rather than nature,” van
IJzendoorn states.

There are four types of attachment: se-
cure, insecure-avoidant, insecure-resistant
and insecure-disorganized. “The quality of
attachment that children develop appears
largely dependent on caregivers’ availabili-
ty,” says Mary Dozier, a researcher at the
University of Delaware. When caregivers are

responsive, children tend to develop secure
attachments, seeking out caregivers when
distressed. When caregivers reject children’s
bids for reassurance, children tend to de-
velop avoidant attachments, turning away
from caregivers when distressed. When
caregivers are inconsistent in their availa-
bility, children tend to develop resistant 
attachments, showing a mixture of prox-
imity-seeking and resistance. When care-
givers are frightening to children, children
have difficulty developing secure attach-
ments and instead often develop disor-
ganized attachments, which leave them
without a consistent strategy for dealing
with stress.

IMPACT OF ATTACHMENT 
RELATIONSHIPS

An extensive body of research has es-
tablished a clear link between secure pat-
terns of attachment in infancy and later
social adaptation. “Secure attachment has
been associated with better developmental
outcomes in areas that include self-reliance,
self-efficacy, empathy and social compe-
tence,” notes Greg Moran, a researcher in
the Department of Psychology at the Uni-
versity of Western Ontario. “Infants with
non-secure attachments have been shown to
be more prone to later problems in adap-
tation that include conduct disorder, aggres-
sion, depression and anti-social behaviour.”

The impact can extend well beyond
childhood. Karin Grossmann and Klaus E.
Grossmann, from the University of Regens-
burg in Germany, reviewed two longitudi-
nal studies to see whether the quality of the
infants’ attachment was predictive of young
adults’ capacity to envision affective bonds.
They also looked at how the children’s expe-

rience with their parents affected their later
representations, or inner working models,
of close relationships.

In particular, they found that security in
attachment and partnership representation
at the age of 22 was significantly predicted
from security of attachment in adolescence
and childhood. As well, mothers’ and fa-
thers’ sensitivity during joint play with their
child in the first six years of life contributed
significantly to the child’s later represen-
tation of close relationships. Parental sen-
sitivity during play was characterized by
parental behaviours that support the tod-
dler’s need to explore and become compe-
tent, and that promote cooperation, foster
independent problem-solving, and pose
appropriate challenges.

Finally, parental rejection during child-
hood and parental separation had great
negative impacts on adolescents’ represen-
tation of attachment. Rejection by both the
mother and father during childhood re-
mained a powerful influence on young
adults’ insecure representation of close re-
lationships.

TARGETING PARENTAL SENSITIVITY
Given the pivotal role of attachment in

children’s development,various types of inter-
vention are used to help parents develop
secure affective bonds with their children.

Studies have shown that sensitive or in-
sensitive parenting plays a key role in the
emergence of secure or insecure attach-
ments. Parental sensitivity is the ability to
perceive and interpret children’s non-verbal
and verbal expressions correctly and re-
spond to these signals promptly and proper-
ly. Many interventions therefore focus on
improving parent or caregiver sensitivity.

ATTACHMENT
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by Eve Krakow



Currently, the research evidence favours
brief, highly targeted interventions to en-
hance attachment quality among infants.
Interventions that target specific issues,
especially parental sensitivity, appear to be
more effective than interventions with more
global goals. “Interventions that are brief are
at least as effective as those that are of longer
duration,” notes Dozier. “Interventions that
begin when attachment quality has begun to
emerge (after about six months of age) ap-
pear more effective than those begun earlier.”

However, Diane Benoit, a doctor and re-
searcher at the Hospital for Sick Children in
Toronto, says that an exclusive focus on im-
proving caregiver sensitivity is often neither
sufficient nor effective in preventing or re-
ducing the most clinically relevant type of

ATTACHMENT
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“Attachment relationships
continue to influence
thoughts, feelings, motives
and close relationships
throughout life.”

insecure attachment, i.e. disorganized at-
tachment. As mentioned above, disorgan-
ized attachment is believed to develop
when the caregiver displays unusual and
ultimately frightening behaviours in the
presence of the child. “These children are
more vulnerable to stress, have problems with
regulation and control of negative emotions,
and display oppositional, hostile-aggressive
behaviours and unusual or bizarre behaviour
in the classroom,” she explains.

Of the four patterns of infant-caregiver
attachment, the disorganized classification
has been identified as a powerful childhood
risk for later socio-emotional maladjustment
and psychopathology. Thus, an attachment-
based intervention should focus not only on
improving caregiver sensitivity, but also on

Ref.: The articles of the quoted authors are available in: Tremblay RE, Barr RG, Peters RDeV, eds. Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development - Attachment [online]. Montreal, Quebec:
Centre of Excellence for Early Childhood Development. Available at: http://www.excellence-earlychildhood.ca/theme.asp?id=30&lang=EN. 
Benoit D. Efficacy of attachment-based interventions. 2005:1-5; Dozier M. The impact of attachment-based interventions on the quality of attachment among infants and young child-
ren. 2004:1-5; Grossmann K., Grossmann KE. The impact of attachment to mother and father at an early age on children’s psychosocial development through young adulthood.
2005:1-6; Moran G. Attachment in early childhood: Comments on van IJzendoorn, and Grossmann and Grossmann. 2005:1-4; van IJzendoorn M. Attachment at an early age (0-5)
and its impact on children’s development. 2005:1-6.

reducing and/or eliminating atypical care-
giver behaviours. “There is a need to train
service providers in the use of proven attach-
ment-based techniques and in recognizing
atypical behaviours linked to disorganized at-
tachment,” concludes Benoit.

IT TAKES A VILLAGE…
We all know the age-old adage, “It takes

a village to raise a child.” Moran notes that
in today’s society, this translates into ensur-
ing that families at risk are given the social
and financial resources necessary to pro-
vide their children with a supportive social
environment.

Grossmann and Grossmann say that be-
cause children’s experiences with their 
parents have such a far-reaching impact,
parents may need help in four areas: under-
standing child development in general;
understanding the specific signals of emo-
tional well-being for the individual child, es-
pecially if it is a child with special needs;
organizing sufficient time for sensitive inter-
actions; and finding an adequate substitute
caregiver for times when the parents can-
not care for the young child themselves.

“If, during interactions with parents, the
child experiences acceptance, sensitive re-
sponsiveness to distress and appropriate chal-
lenges during exploration and cooperation, a
secure model of a relationship is carried for-
ward to other relationships in childhood, ado-
lescence and young adulthood,” Grossmann
and Grossmann conclude.



To find out the answers to these ques-
tions, researchers from the Centre for
Child and Family Studies at Leiden

University in the Netherlands analyzed 70
published studies of attachment-based
interventions. Their conclusion: brief inter-
ventions focusing on parental sensitivity
and starting after the child has reached six
months of age are the most effective.

“Brief interventions focusing on the par-
ents’ behaviour are indeed effective in en-
hancing the parents’ sensitive interactions
with their children and their children’s 
attachment security,” states Marinus van 
IJzendoorn, who carried out the study
along with Marian Bakermans-Kranenburg
and Femmie Juffer.

The quantitative meta-analysis included
programs that sought to enhance parental
sensitivity at the behavioural level, pro-
grams designed to alter parents’ mental 
representations, programs that provided
and enhanced social support, and programs
designed to enhance maternal health and
well-being.

O n e  s u r p r i s i n g  f i n d i n g, s a y s  va n  
IJzendoorn, was that helping parents be-
come more sensitive to their children does
not have to be a cumbersome process that
takes years, but can be accomplished in five
to 16 sessions of a few hours each. “But the
intervention needs to be intensive and fo-
cused, creating a mirror for the parent of what
he/she is doing well and what is going
wrong,” he  notes. “Videotaped observations
of this parent with this child have been proven
to be extremely helpful in providing parents
with the feedback they need to develop their
strengths as parents.”

He adds that families seem most open to
intervention in the second half of the first
year of life, when problems become visible,
and deviant parenting routines have not
yet become engraved in stone.

The study also found that even in fami-
lies with multiple problems, shorter and be-
haviourally focused interventions were
more effective than longer, broad-band
interventions. However, the researchers
note that broad-band interventions may
have positive effects on other outcomes
not measured in this analysis.

Early childhood development specialists
at the National Public Health Institute of
Quebec drew on these findings to develop
a guide to promote secure attachment, as

part of the home visiting program offered
by the province’s social service centres. “This
study helped us see the active ingredients of
an intervention, showing us what methods
are most effective,” says Johanne Laverdure,
Scientific Coordinator at the Institute.

“It confirms that when an intervention is
structured, intensive and focused on behav-
ioural strategies, it works well,” adds Julie
Poissant, research officer, who also worked
on the guide.

While the home visiting program, like
many others, has several aims, such as sup-
porting mothers with mental-health prob-
lems or helping mothers go back to school,
developing parental sensitivity is now a
strong emphasis for the child’s first year.

NEW RESEARCH
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ATTACHMENT INTERVENTIONS:

Is early prevention intervention truly
effective in enhancing parental 
sensitivity and infant attachment 
security, and if so, what type of 
intervention is most successful?

by Eve Krakow

Ref: Bakermans-Kranenburg MJ, van IJzendoorn M, Juffer F. Less is more: Meta-analyses of sensitivity and attachment interventions in early childhood. Psychological Bulletin
2003;129(2):195-215.

LESS IS MORE



This was the main finding of a study by
the National Institute of Child Health
and Human Development (NICHD),

Early Child Care Research Network, in which
researchers looked at whether placing
children in the care of someone other than
their mothers during the early years had an
effect on the attachment relationship when
children reached three years of age. This
study included 1,364 families from a wide
range of socio-economic and socio-cultural
backgrounds.

Researchers found that neither the num-
ber of hours in care, the quality of care, nor
the type of care predicted in and of them-
selves attachment security at 36 months.
The one exception was children whose inter-
actions with their mothers were already
compromised. “If the child had a mother who
was low in sensitivity, and the child was in
more hours of care, the probability of being
classified as securely attached was lower,”
says Sarah Friedman, one of the partici-
pating investigators.

Overall, says Friedman, this offers a reas-
suring message to parents. “There was a
worry before the study was conducted that
children who were in child care, especially 
for many hours, might be less securely at-
tached to their mother,” she explains, noting
that attachment security is important be-
cause it can affect a child’s social, emotional
and cognitive development. “Our findings
show that in general, this worry is not well-
founded.”

Virginia O’Connell, Director of Nova
Scotia’s Early Childhood Development Serv-
ices, says the study emphasizes the primary
role of the parent in a child’s development,

and therefore confirms the importance of
parent education. “Sometimes parents don’t
understand that their behaviour, role model-
ling and coping skills are all very much a part
of their child’s development.”

She says the study also indicates that
early childhood educators working in child
care facilities should be on the lookout for
behaviours indicating insecure attachment
and less sensitive parenting. If, for example,
a child who has shown positive behaviours
during the day suddenly becomes avoidant
and controlling at pick-up time, the edu-
cator may want to gently approach the par-
ent to offer support.

While O’Connell agrees that most child-
ren do well in child care, she cautions that
the quality of child care — generally meas-
ured by the staff’s level of training — is still
very important. “If you take a case where the
quality of the program is very low or the staff

are poorly trained, and mix it with a child and
a parent in need, I would be concerned,” she
says, noting that the study does state its
limitations in that teen mothers and facili-
ties of lower-quality care were less likely to
have participated. Friedman says that other
analyses from the same study confirm the
link between child care quality and the
quality of mother-child interaction, peer 
relations, other aspects of social develop-
ment, cognitive development and achieve-
ment.

Friedman adds that because every child
is different, ultimately, decisions should be
based on the individual child. “Parents need
to know that in general, the effects of child
care are small, and the effects of families are
greater. But each parent needs to look at his
or her own child. If they feel their child is not
adjusting well, they should talk to their child
care provider.”

NEW RESEARCH
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Parents can relax: in most cases,
sending their children into child care 
at an early age will not affect the 
attachment relationship between
mother and child.

CHILD-PARENT 
by Eve Krakow

Ref: NICHD Early Child Care Research Network. Child-care and family predictors of preschool attachment and stability from infancy. Developmental Psychology 2001;37(6):847-862.

ATTACHMENT 
NOT AFFECTED BY CHILD CARE
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