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These slides have been condensed from the Human 
Development PowerPoint presentation created for 
Beeleaf by Imi Lo, with some extra information added by 
Masha Bennett



Expectations & Concerns



Course Objectives

By the end of the day, the participants will be able to:

• Understand the significance of attachment in therapy 
and healing
•  Name the main attachment styles and their 
characteristics
• Understand how childhood adversity can lead to 

insecure attachment 
• Begin to consider how their own attachment style 

may impact on their work with clients



What is Attachment?



What is Attachment?

One example of definition:

● ‘Attachment’ describes ‘a pattern of 
behaviour which  is care-seeking and care 
eliciting from an individual who feels they 
are less capable of dealing with the world 
than the person to whom they are seeking 
care (Bowlby, 1986, p.11, in van Dijken, 1998).



Attachment Theory

• John Bowlby & Mary Ainsworth (1991)

• Bowlby - theory

• Ainsworth - research methodology (The Strange 
Situation)

• Influence on our personality,  adult relationships 
and parenting behaviours



Attachment Theory

• A child has an innate need to attach to one main 
attachment figure (i.e. monotropy)

• A child should receive the continuous care of this 
single most important attachment figure for 
approximately the first two years of life.

• There are long term-consequences to ‘maternal 
deprivation’



Internal working model
• The child’s relationship with their primary 

caregiver leads to the development of an internal 
working model (Bowlby, 1969)

• The internal working model is a cognitive 
framework comprising mental representations for 
understanding the world, self, and others

• Our interaction with others is guided by 
memories and expectations from our internal 
model which influence and help evaluate their 
contact with others (Bretherton & Munholland, 
1999)



Short term separation
Robertson and Bowlby (1952) describe three progressive stages 
of distress:

• Protest: The child cries, screams and protests angrily when the 
parent leaves. They will try to cling on to the parent to stop 
them leaving.

• Despair: The child appears calmer although still upset. The 
child refuses others’ attempts for comfort and can seem 
withdrawn and uninterested.

• Detachment: If separation continues the child will start to 
engage with others. The child will reject the caregiver on their 
return and show strong signs of anger.



Secure base
• Developing and experiencing a sense of safety and 

connectedness, from which  the child can 
confidently explore the world.

• Child’s ability to establish their Secure Base in the 
world depends on having a caring and secure 
attachment figure 

• Part of the therapist’s role is to provide a Secure 
Base for the client to explore their issues and the 
wider world



\

Predictor for Attachment Style?

•Daniel Siegel (2010):  The best predictor of a 
child’s security of attachment is how his/her 
parents made sense of their own childhood 
experiences



Four characteristics of attachment 
behaviours (Maccoby, 1980)
• Seeking proximity, the desire to be close to the 

person  to whom you are attached.

• Separation anxiety, the distress that results 
from  being separated from that person.

• Pleasure when reunited, relief and observable joy  
when reunited with them.

• General orientation of behaviour towards the  
caregiver, the child’s awareness of where the 
person  is, and the reassurance they feel by them 
being close.



Attachment styles 
(Diana Fosha, 2000)

• Secure Attachment 
•Affective competence
• Feeling and dealing (while relating)
•Capable of self- and interactive regulation
• ‘I’m OK’



Attachment styles 
(Diana Fosha, 2000)

• Insecure Dismissive (Avoidant) Attachment 
•Not Feeling but Dealing
• ‘Goes on automatic’, eradicating feelings in 
order to cope
• Less capable of interactive regulation



Attachment styles 
(Diana Fosha, 2000)

• Insecure Preoccupied (Ambivalent) 
Attachment 
• Feeling but Not Dealing
• Being overwhelmed with feeling and unable 
to cope
•Capable of interactive regulation but not 
easily soothed
• Less capable of self-regulation



Attachment styles 
(Diana Fosha, 2000)

• Disorganised Attachment 
• Not Feeling and Not Dealing
• Alternates between hyper- and 
hypoarousal
• Very limited  auto- or interactive 
regulation



Attachment & Psychopathology

Correlations between: 

• Ambivalent insecure attachment style and 
anxiety disorders
• Avoidant insecure attachment style and early 

onset antisocial behaviours (Stroufe, 2005)
• Disorganised attachment style and dissociation 
(Carlson, 1998)



Attachment communication

• Right hemisphere
• Non-verbal
• Visual cues
• Auditory cues
• Tactile cues



Attachment communication

‘The most significant relevant basic interactions
between mother and child usually lie in the 
visual area:  the child’s bodily display is 
responded to by the gleam in the mother’s eye’ 
(Kohut, 1971)



Still Face Experiment

Video clips:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=apzXGEbZht0 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=6czxW4R9w2g

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apzXGEbZht0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6czxW4R9w2g


Attachment communication

‘The right hemisphere of the neonate is actively
involved in the perception of speech melody and the
intonations of the voices of mother and surrounding
people. The pre-speech stage of child development is
characterized by interactions of the descriptive and
emotional components … on the principle
of non-verbal communication’ (Bogolepova and
Malofeeva 2001, p. 353)



Mirror neurons (Rizzolatti, 2006)

A mirror neuron  fires both when a person acts and when a 
person observes the same action performed by another. 

Baby scans surroundings (need to feel relaxed enough to scan 
with curiosity not feel frozen with fear or scanning for threat). 
Finds mum’s face – interest in faces is hardwired.

The neuron "mirrors" the behaviour of the other, as though 
the observer were itself acting. The parent smiles  > this lights 
up the ‘mirror neurons’ next to the baby’s own ‘smile neurons’.

“Broken Mirror Hypothesis” in relation to autism (Iacoboni & 
Dapretto, 2006) and its criticisms



Infant’s first year

● Eliciting interest and nurture
● Smiling when talked to 
● Calming when picked up

● The stage of absorption and mutual preoccupation for 
primary carer and infant (Stern, 1985)

● Learning about relationship > learning about the 
sense of self

● Development of the brainstem



Infant’s first year

● The carer ensures that the infant experiences arousal  
within a moderate range: 
• providing stimulation when the infant is in a low 

arousal state 
• providing modulation of high arousal states

● The experience of a responsive dyadic 
relationship builds attachment into the nervous 
system (Schore, 1994).



Infant’s second year

● The child uses the adult as a secure base to explore and 
investigate the world around them.

● Seeking proximity to / protest separation from the  
attachment figure when stress or discomfort increases.

● These two systems work in a complimentary fashion. When 
stress increases the attachment system operates and attention is 
focused onto the attachment figure

●As the adult comforts and reassures the child, the exploratory 
system  strengthens focusing attention back onto the outside 
world.



Infant’s second year

● The psychobiological state of attunement that the 
relationship offers provides external regulation of affect 
when needed (Fosha, 2003)

● The development of the mid-brain (limbic system), 
supported by this dyadic relationship, increases the child’s 
capacity for self-regulation  (Perry, 2000)

● The child becomes less dependent upon external regulation

● With continuing experience of sensitive caregiving this 
co-regulatory ability will develop into a capacity for self-  
regulation



Mutual affect regulation
• Infant becomes distressed

• Parent resonates with infant’s distress

• Parent soothes her/himself

• Parent’s self-calming envelops infant

• Infant becomes calm

• Holmes (2015) Distress is transmitted from 
baby to mother, ‘metabolised’ via mother’s 
musings, and is given back to the baby in an 
altered, less intense form 



Attachment & Self-regulation

● It is through this push and pull between infant 
and caregiver that the infant develops a social  
brain which is richly endowed with the 
capacity to experience a range of feelings that 
will equip it for social life (Gerhardt, 2004)



Criticisms & Alternative Theories
• Focusing only on parental sensitivity when explaining 

why children have different attachment types can be 
seen as a reductionist approach

• Kagan (1984) suggested that the inborn temperament 
of the child determine attachment style; supported by 
research by Fox (1989)

• Belsky and Rovine (1987) proposed an interactionist 
theory: the attachment style’s is a result of both the 
child’s innate temperament  AND how the parent 
responds to them



Pre-natal Stress 

● Project Ice Storm - Quebec 1998
● Up to 45 days without electricity
● Studies of pregnant mothers and their 
children

● Effects: autistic-like traits (clumsiness, difficulty 
making friends, odd ways of speaking), 
cognitive development, asthma, diabetes, 
obesity



Masha’s contact details

▪ Web: www.practicalhappiness.co.uk 
▪ Web: www.mashabennett.co.uk
▪ Email: masha@practicalhappiness.co.uk 
▪ Phone: 07887 617558 
▪ Skype ID: masha.bennett
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