
Research indicates early parent-child interactions shape brain development and are critical for 

children’s emotional, social, and cognitive development.  

 

When infants are born they rely on a caregiver to meet both their physical 

and emotional needs.  These needs include food, safety and comfort. 

Attachment describes the emotional bond between an infant and a 

caregiver. Infant-caregiver interactions shape the attachment relationship.  

Primary care-givers are not only biological parents and can  include  a 

variety of people such as grandparents or foster parents. Figure 1 

provides an example of an interaction between an infant and a caregiver.  

Figure 1: infant-caregiver interaction 

Over time an infant’s repeated experience of having needs met or unmet 

by caregivers shapes the infant’s expectations about him/herself and 

others.   Children’s experience of caregivers being responsive, comforting 

them and providing for their needs supports them to feel safe and secure, 

and to have positive attachment relationships.    

Definition 
Attachment describes the 

relationship and  emo-

tional bond  

between an infant and    

a caregiver.  
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Infant feels 
discomfort 
e.g. pain from 
teething 

Infant  
behaviour 
e.g. cries, puts 
hands in his/her 
mouth  

Carer response 
e.g. talks to 
infant in calming 
voice or does not 
respond 

Infant feels... 
e.g. comforted 
or continues to 
feel distress 

Classification of Attachment 

Ainsworth and others have identified attachment types 

broadly as secure and unsecure attachment.  
 

Secure attachment develops when a child’s needs 

are consistently met.  Caregivers provide a secure 

base from which the child can  explore, learn and form 

relationships. 
 

Unsecure attachment  develops when a child’s needs 

are not consistently met. Unsecure attachment  

negatively affects a child’s development, impinging on 

the child’s emotional development, self-esteem and 

ability to form relationships.   

 

For more information of specific attachment types see 

the further reading section. 

Key Elements of Attachment 

Bowlby suggested children tend to exhibit 

certain behaviours when they are securely 

attached to a care giver. 

 

 

 

 
Desire to be close 

to care giver 

Looks for  
comfort from care-
giver if distressed 

Shows distress if 
separated from 

caregiver 

Explores the world, 
knowing s/he can 
return to caregiver 
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Longitudinal research by Trentacosta and colleagues (2011) tracked 

changes in the attachment relationship between mothers and sons from 5 

to 15 years.  The study examined levels of parental warmth and parent-

child conflict, as well as child outcomes. Child outcomes tracked in the 

study included behaviour patterns and peer relationships.   
 

Overall, the researchers found that parent-child relationships change 

over time and can be placed under stress during times of transition, such 

as during adolescence.  
 

In the study, mothers who had low parental warmth tended to have 

higher levels of conflict with their sons. Conversely, positive outcomes for 

children were linked to high levels of parental warmth, parent-child 

closeness and low levels of parent-child conflict.  Positive child outcomes 

included positive peer relationships, low levels of antisocial behavior and 

developmentally appropriate moral development. 
 

Thus, the quality of parent-child relationships impacts on many aspects of  

children’s development across their different life stages. 

For an overview of 

attachment and details on 

attachment classification: 

Cassidy J, Shaver (2008) 

Handbook of Attachment: 

Theory, Research and 

Clinical Applications. New 

York and London: Guilford 

Press. 

Grossmann, K. & Waters , 

E.  (2006).  Attachment 

f r o m  I n f a n c y  t o 

Adulthood. New York. 

Guildford Press. 

Online resources: 

www.attachment.com 

Further Reading  

Practice Tips  

You should observe the following: 

 Patterns of interactions between the 

caregiver and child. 

 Parent’s awareness and responsiveness 

to the child’s needs and behaviours. 

 The child’s behaviour and attachment 

style within the context of their 

development.   

 Levels of warmth in the parent-child 

relationship. 
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‘Attachment is 

a lasting 

psychological 

connectedness 

between 

human beings’   

 

John Bowlby 

Current Thinking  

Attachment is key for 

c h i l d r e n ’ s  b r a i n 

d e v e l o p m e n t ,  

particularly in the first 3 

years of life.  Positive 

attachment can provide 

positive stimulus and 

protect children from 

stress.  

S e n s i t i v e 

responsiveness is the 

caregiver’s  ability to 

tune into the infant and 

respond appropriately.  

A caregiver’s sensitive 

responsiveness is key 

to the development of 

positive attachment 

relationships. 

Secure attachment 

s u p p o r t s  t h e 

development of self-

regulation. Caregivers 

support self-regulation 

by responding to 

infants’ needs and 

d is t ress  and  by 

modeling various ways 

of coping. 

Assessment of attachment is specialised and 

requires specific training. 

It is easy to misdiagnose attachment types.  For 

example clinginess may be labeled as parent-

child closeness rather than unsecure attachment . 

You should be aware of patterns of interaction 

between children and  caregivers. 

You should record observation, rather than make 

an overall assessment on attachment 

classification.  


