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PREFACE (2015)

Everett Waters, Inge Bretherton, and Brian E. Vaughn

A preface gener ally recounts how the idea for a book evolved or how a project 
developed to the point of requir ing a book length present a tion. The story 
behind Patterns of Attachment is excep tion ally well docu mented (e.g., Ainsworth 
& Bowlby, 1991; Bretherton, 2013, 1991; Karen, 1998; van Dijken, van der 
Veer, van IJzendoorn, & Kuipers, 1998). Nonetheless, it is worth retell ing for 
new readers.

This preface is written with several import ant goals in mind. The first is to 
emphas ize that Patterns of Attachment remains a core resource in attach ment 
study and deserves a close reading. The second is to make the book, and the 
found a tions of devel op mental attach ment theory, more access ible by clari fy ing 
and updat ing points of theory and method that have been the seeds of  
misun der stand ings, and at times, contro versy. In addi tion, we have added new 
appen dices that include the full text of the meas ures for secure base beha vior  
at home and the four mater nal sens it iv ity constructs used in the Baltimore 
longit ud inal study. For economy, these import ant meas ures were only  
presen ted in outline in the original print ing and in subsequent journal articles. 
However, after circu lat ing for decades as mimeo graphed arti facts from Mary 
Ainsworth’s labor at ory, it is high time they appear in full and in their  
appro pri ate context.

A Modern Classic

It is rarely clear from the outset that a scientific study will become a land mark. 
Moreover, it is never clear exactly where its greatest impact will fall. Patterns of 
Attachment appeared at a crit ical moment in the devel op ment of attach ment 
study. Only the first volumes of Attachment and Loss (Bowlby, 1969, 1973) had 
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appeared and, as theor et ical works, it natur ally made more predic tions and 
raised more ques tions than they answered. Bowlby’s etho lo gical approach 
seemed an advance over psycho ana lytic and learn ing theory approaches to 
infant–mother rela tion ships. Moreover, his emphasis on etho logy, cogni tion, 
and control systems sugges ted deploy ing new strategies and tools. But would it 
work? Would diffi cult issues in social and emotional devel op ment yield to this 
new approach? Would it help resolve seem ingly intract able issues regard ing the 
import ance of early exper i ence? Patterns of Attachment was clearly report ing the 
kinds of progress neces sary to bring attach ment study to center stage. But 
would it attract enough new students to pursue all its implic a tions for theory 
and prac tice?

More than three decades on, Patterns of Attachment has brought us a long way 
toward achieving these goals and has enriched developmental psychology and 
related fields beyond what Mary Ainsworth and her students could have 
imagined. In a sense, the Baltimore project was a logical extension of the Infancy 
in Uganda project (Ainsworth, 1967). It retained and built upon the obser va
tional descript ive meth od o logy of the Uganda study. However, the obser va
tions were organ ized around a more formal sched ule and research design that 
suppor ted stronger tests of key attach ment theory hypo theses. It was also an 
oppor tun ity to consol id ate insights from the Uganda obser va tions into a more 
focused and form al ized set of tools for quan ti fy ing mater nal and infant beha
vior. Access to labor at ory facil it ies also made it possible to coordin ate the 
natur al istic obser va tions with semi struc tured labor at ory obser va tions in what 
became the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP). In turn, the SSP provided a 
window on facets of infant attach ment beha vior that were less salient in natur
al istic settings.

The Baltimore project did much to valid ate and insure the good health of 
John Bowlby’s attach ment theory. It also opened the door to trans la tional 
research that has helped estab lish infant psychi atry as a distinct discip line  
and served as a template for early inter ven tion strategies. What is crit ical  
now is that Patterns of Attachment remain avail able for students and young 
research ers. This is assured by its inclu sion in the Psychology Press Classic 
Editions series.

Patterns of Attachment

Patterns of Attachment reports the methods and key results of Mary Ainsworth’s 
land mark Baltimore longit ud inal study, in which she and her students observed 
infant–mother inter ac tion and attach ment beha vior through out the first year of 
life. Following upon her natur al istic home obser va tions in Uganda, the 
Baltimore project yielded a wealth of endur ing, bench mark results on the 
nature of the child’s tie to its primary care giver and the import ance of early 
exper i ence. It also addressed a wide range of concep tual and meth od o lo gical 
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issues common to many devel op mental and longit ud inal projects, espe cially 
issues of age appro pri ate assess ment, quan ti fy ing beha vior, and compre hend ing 
indi vidual differ ences. In addi tion, Ainsworth and her students broke new 
ground, clari fy ing and defin ing new concepts, demon strat ing the value of the 
etho lo gical methods and insights about beha vior, and deploy ing plain hard 
work to surmount obstacles to good meas ure ment.

As in Infancy in Uganda, Ainsworth showed an excep tional “eye” for mater nal 
and infant beha vior and for the way meaning is condi tioned by timing and 
context (Bretherton, 2003). Indeed, her concep tu al iz a tion and lengthy natur
al istic obser va tions of mater nal beha vior are still unsur passed in devel op mental 
research. Ultimately, the Baltimore obser va tions provided decis ive support for 
viewing attach ment as a secure base rela tion ship. They also revealed recip rocal 
links between prox im ity seeking, explor a tion, and sens it iv ity to phys ical, beha
vi oral, and emotional context that neither psycho ana lysis nor learn ing theory 
had highlighted or explained.

Attachment theory evolved from John Bowlby’s critique of psycho ana lytic 
drive theory and his own clin ical obser va tions, supple men ted by his know ledge 
of fields as diverse as primate etho logy, control systems theory, and cognit ive 
psycho logy. By the time he had written the first volume of his Attachment and 
Loss trilogy, Mary Ainsworth’s natur al istic obser va tions in Uganda and 
Baltimore, and her theor et ical and descript ive insights about mater nal care and 
the secure base phenomenon, had become integ ral to attach ment theory. This 
combin a tion of theory and obser va tion was logic ally compel ling and presen ted 
by both Bowlby and Ainsworth with excep tional clarity. Nonetheless, their 
work might not have passed the test of time were it not for the Strange Situation 
Procedure (SSP) repor ted in Patterns of Attachment. Here was a struc tured, 
quan ti fi able, and repro du cible assess ment proced ure that was much more 
econom ical than natur al istic obser va tion.

Now, as we enter the fourth gener a tion of attach ment study, we have a rich 
and growing cata logue of inter est ing and well valid ated approaches to meas
ur ing attach ment related beha vior and repres ent a tions from infancy to adult
hood. Yet, each of them has roots in the SSP and the secure base concept.  
The Psychology Press Classic Editions series celeb rates books that are widely 
recog nized as endur ing clas sics in Psychology. Patterns of Attachment has 
certainly endured. More import antly, its signi fic ance and influ ence continue to 
grow.

Impact and Endurance

It is diffi cult to separ ate the impact and endur ance of a partic u lar book from the 
good health of the field it repres ents. Qualitative and quant it at ive evid ence 
confirm that, after more than 35 years, continu ing interest in Patterns of 
Attachment reflects and contrib utes to the health of attach ment study.
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Twenty Studies

At the opening of the 21st century, devel op mental psycho lo gist Wallace Dixon 
(2002) asked members of the Society for Research in Child Development  
to identify twenty studies (1950–2000) that had revo lu tion ized child psycho
logy. Alongside Piaget’s (1936/1952) The Origins of Intelligence, Vygotsky’s 
(1978) Mind in Society, and Chomsky’s (1957) Syntactic Structures, the top five 
included both Bowlby’s (1969) Attachment and Loss (Vol. 1) and Patterns of 
Attachment. In 2016 Dixon updated his survey, focus ing again on the most 
recent 50 years and adding addi tional dimen sions. Dixon’s (2016) judges ranked 
Patterns of Attachment among the Most Revolutionary (#1), the Most Important 
(#1), and Most Fascinating (#2) devel op mental psycho logy studies of the  
past 50 years. The only ranking in which it finished out of the running, so  
to speak, was Most Controversial. Although attach ment study hardly seems 
contro ver sial today, for many of us, accept ance feels like it has been a long time 
coming.

Citations

Although scholarly impact is a diffi cult phenomenon to measure, the cita tion 
indexes main tained by the Web of Science and Google Scholar are widely used for 
eval u at ing and compar ing both journal impact and the impact of books and 
articles within a field of study. Both data  bases report the extent to which indi
vidual works or authors are cited by other scient ists in a given time period. 
Google Scholar bases its inform a tion on a broad (some would say indis crim in ant) 
search of cita tions in books, articles, manu scripts, confer ence reports, etc., 
access ible through the Internet. In contrast, Web of Science limits its counts on a 
selection of source journ als. It also provides useful analytic tools that help 
identify and inter pret patterns of results. Although Google Scholar typic ally 
reports higher cita tion counts than Web of Science, this is a matter of focus rather 
than of valid ity or utility.

A Google Scholar search conduc ted March 2015 indic ated that Patterns of 
Attachment has been cited almost 15,000 times, an astound ing number for an 
empir ical mono graph rooted in beha vior obser va tions. This compares favor ably 
with Piaget’s The Origins of Intelligence (10,849 cita tions in Google Scholar), which 
estab lished, and for decades defined, the field of early cognit ive devel op ment. 
Moreover, it surpasses Thomas and Chess’s (1977) classic, Temperament and 
Development (3,427 cita tions) which also focuses on patterns in infant devel op
ment and was included in Dixon’s (2002) Twenty Studies that Revolutionized 
Child Psychology.

The narrower Web of Science data  base iden ti fies over 5,000 cita tions to 
Patterns of Attachment. More import antly, it provides a cita tion report showing 
the pattern of cita tions year by year. For most publications, cita tion count rises 
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begin ning 2–3 years after a book or article appears and then declines as a field 
moves on and interest in a partic u lar work wanes. In marked contrast, interest 
in Patterns of Attachment has been constant, even increas ing, across the three 
decades since it was first published (see Figure P.1). This too sets Patterns of 
Attachment apart from most obser va tional and exper i mental research in 
developmental psycho logy. Of course the field has grown since 1978 and there 
are more attach ment research ers and more journ als publish ing attach ment 
related research. However, these reflect, as much as account for, the endur ing 
interest in and impact of this psycho logy land mark.

Patterns of Influence

It is also useful to examine how Patterns of Attachment has influ enced and 
suppor ted endur ing and emer ging themes in attach ment study. One approach 
is to look for themes among the books and articles that have cited Patterns of 
Attachment. This could be done at differ ent levels of detail and with differ ent 
degrees of formal analysis. However, even an informal content analysis of titles 
citing Patterns of Attachment reveals that it has had broad impact and served as a 
cata lyst for explor a tions in new direc tions. It also shows that attach ment study 
has kept pace with new direc tions in psycho logy. Having iden ti fied all the 
books and articles that cited Patterns of Attachment between 1978 and 2013, we 
iden ti fied those that had been cited at least 100 times. We then used titles and 
abstracts to sort these 375 high impact items into categor ies. The twenty 
categor ies with the most members are listed alphabetically in Table P.1.

FIGURE P.1 Articles citing Patterns of Attachment 1978–2013 (Web of Science).

20101985 1990 1995 2000 2005
Year

1980

280

240

200

140

100

60

20

The Impact of Mary Ainsworth’s  Work 
Reflected in Web of Science Citations 
to Patterns of Attachment 1978-2013



Preface (2015) xv

A number of these are endur ing topics. However, even within familiar 
categories, the lines of research have evolved quite a bit since the early years of 
attach ment study. Others, such as emotion regu la tion, neuro bi o logy and 
genet ics of attach ment clas si fic a tions, disor gan ized attach ment, and perhaps 
even relev ance to risk and devel op mental psycho path o logy (insofar as this was 
not yet a distinct field of study) could hardly have been imagined when Patterns 
of Attachment first appeared. This is an import ant indic a tion of the book’s 
heuristic value and, the good health of attach ment study today.

The Attachment Paradigm

John Bowlby liked to refer to attach ment theory as a new paradigm, a new way 
of under stand ing the infant’s tie to primary care givers. Paradigm can also refer 
to a community of theor ists and research ers bound together by shared prin
ciples and methods (Kuhn, 1962/2012; Masterman, 1970). Thus, the attach ment 
paradigm refers to both Bowlby–Ainsworth attach ment theory and to the 
community that shares and contrib utes to their perspect ive, as distinct from the 
psycho ana lytic and learn ing theory perspect ives.

Paradigm can also refer to one or more proto typ ical prob lems or key tech
niques asso ci ated with a theor et ical or meth od o lo gical approach (Kuhn, 
1962/2012; Masterman, 1970). As students become skilled in solving such 
prob lems or using a partic u lar tool, they come to under stand the prac tical 
meaning of key theor et ical concepts. They also learn to recog nize the contexts 

TABLE P.1 Categories of Articles Citing Patterns of Attachment 1978–2013 (Web of Science)

1.  Attachment across cultures 11.  Attachment and altern at ive care 
arrange ments (daycare, adop tion)

2.  Attachment and social compet ence 12.  Attachment based inter ven tions
3.  Attachment to fathers and other 

non mater nal figures
13.  Child maltreat ment

4.  Disorganized attach ment 14.  Effects of early exper i ence
5.  Emotion regu la tion 15.  From sensor imo tor to formal 

repres ent a tions
6.  Infant–mother inter ac tion, mater nal 

char ac ter ist ics (e.g., depres sion)
16.  Maternal sens it iv ity

7.  Measurement altern at ives and 
exten sions

17.  Neurobiology and genet ics of 
attach ment clas si fic a tions

8.  Patterns of attach ment in adult 
rela tion ships

18.  Relevance of clas si fic a tion concepts  
across age

9.  Relevance to at risk and devel op
mental psycho path o logy

19.  Stability and change across age

10.  Stimulus to advances in attach ment 
and devel op mental theory

20.  Validity in various age groups and 
popu la tions
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in which a theory or meth od o logy is relev ant. Eventually, with much exper i
ence across many trials, they acquire the expect a tions and fluency char ac ter istic 
of experts. In addi tion to their use as a tool for discov ery, the attach ment– 
explor a tion balance and the SSP are very much the paradigm through which 
gener a tions of students have learned to recog nize attach ment beha vior and 
under stand attach ment theory. This, as much as any theor et ical insight or 
empir ical result, is why Patterns of Attachment endures.

The Secure Base Phenomenon

John Bowlby intro duced attach ment theory in a 1957 talk to the British 
Psychoanalytical Society. It was published the follow ing year as “The nature of 
the child’s tie to his [sic] mother” (Bowlby, 1958). The key to the paper was a 
proposal for repla cing psycho ana lytic drive theory and cathec tic bonding with 
a more tenable, empir ic ally access ible motiv a tion model. For this Bowlby 
turned to etho logy and compar at ive psycho logy and the concept of instinctual 
beha vi oral responses. There was as yet no mention of explor at ory beha vior or 
the attach ment–explor a tion balance, both of which are central to Patterns of 
Attachment and current attach ment theory.

Bowlby (1958) iden ti fied as attach ment related five beha vi ors that have the 
predict able outcome of helping main tain prox im ity to the mother and 
contrib ute to main tain ing her avail ab il ity. These included smiling, crying, 
cling ing, follow ing, and sucking. Bowlby proposed that, over time, and with 
appro pri ate exper i ence, these become integ rated into an attach ment beha vi oral 
system that is keenly sens it ive to inner and envir on mental cues and context.

Bowlby’s use of concepts from etho logy led some early critics to char ac ter ize 
his proposal as an instinct theory, with the now outdated connota tion of beha
vi ors that emerge early in devel op ment and are relat ively inflex ible (stereo
typed) in both form and response to the envir on ment. In response, Bowlby 
(1969) went to consid er able lengths in Attachment and Loss (Vol. 1) to provide a 
more soph ist ic ated under stand ing of the instinct concept as applied to beha vi
oral systems. Criticisms of attach ment theory as an instinct theory are simply 
unin formed. The etho lo gical, evol u tion ary concept central to the theory is not 
the innate ness of the attach ment system but the import ance of evolved biases in 
infant learn ing abil it ies which are part of our primate evol u tion ary herit age and 
crit ical to attach ment devel op ment. It is not attach ment that is inher ited. It is 
the capa city to become attached and to construct (through inter ac tion with an 
appro pri ate care giv ing envir on ment) a system for using one or a few figures as 
a secure base.

Designating a specific set of beha vi ors as attach ment beha vi ors was also a source 
of misun der stand ing, meas ure ment prob lems, and criti cism until Sroufe and 
Waters (1977), Hay (1980), and others clari fied what Bowlby and Mary 
Ainsworth had known all along—that every beha vior accessed by an  
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attach ment control system is avail able to other motiv a tional–beha vi oral systems 
as well. There are no uniquely attach ment related beha vi ors. Thus, simply 
adding up all the instances of a partic u lar beha vior irre spect ive of context is 
unlikely to measure anything very inter est ing regard ing attach ment rela tion
ships.

Mary Ainsworth always said that her goal in Uganda was not to confirm 
Bowlby’s attach ment theory but to see whether concep tu al iz ing the child’s tie 
to its mother as a secure base rela tion ship fit what mothers and babies actu ally 
do. In fact, she didn’t send Bowlby regular updates on the study or engage in 
much back and forth as it unfol ded. Then, in 1958, he sent her his paper on the 
child’s tie to its mother. This promp ted her to provide an overall picture of her 
obser va tions, which Bowlby gener ously described as a “happy conver gence” 
with his own conclu sions. In the spring of 1959, Bowlby visited Mary Ainsworth 
in Baltimore. This gave them a chance to compare notes and for her to fill him 
in on some of the initial analyses of her Uganda data. Then in 1961, at Bowlby’s 
invit a tion, she began present ing her work at the Tavistock Seminars on 
Mother–Infant Interaction which he organ ized in London. Attachment theory 
evolved quite a bit between 1958 and 1969. Much of this evol u tion was motiv
ated and guided by Mary Ainsworth’s emphasis on the secure base concept and 
her obser va tions of prox im ityseeking and explor at ory beha vior in Uganda and 
in the 26 mother–infant dyads she and her students studied in the Baltimore 
longit ud inal study (1963–67).

Bowlby intro duced the control systems concept in the first volume of his 
Attachment and Loss trilogy (Bowlby, 1969, Ch. 13). This was a signi fic ant step 
beyond the 1958 formu la tion, both in address ing the under ly ing mech an isms 
and the context sens it iv ity of attach ment responses. In addi tion, rather than 
focus ing exclus ively on the condi tions under which the attach ment responses are 
switched on and off, the emphasis turned to the ongoing dynamic balance 
between explor a tion and prox im ity seeking. It was appar ent in natur al istic 
obser va tions spurred by Bowlby’s work that infants actively monitor their care
givers’ loca tion and avail ab il ity while explor ing. That is, explor a tion was pivot ing 
around or refer enced to a secure base figure about whom inform a tion and expect a
tions were continu ously updated by an attach ment control system. Indeed, if 
there were no explor a tion there would be no need for prox im ity seeking. The 
infant could, as in many species, simply stay on or within reach of its mother.

Most mammals are capable of seeking prox im ity/contact early in infancy. In 
addi tion, they all show extens ive explor at ory interest in their envir on ments. 
Moreover, they all use both prox im ityseeking and explor at ory loco motion for 
a variety of purposes includ ing inform a tion seeking and foraging (Hay, 1980). 
Yet, they do not all show the kind of lasting bonds, exten ded and extens ive 
explor a tion, and parental care we asso ci ate with parent–offspring (not to 
mention adult–adult) human attach ment rela tion ships. The attach ment control 
system coordin ates these two systems, over time and in light of context, to 
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serve two func tions: (a) main tain ing prox im ity to the primary care giver, and 
(b) support ing explor a tion and learn ing. Although Bowlby (1969) emphas ized 
the role of prox im ity in afford ing a degree of protec tion, he clearly recognized 
that both functions play significant roles in evolution and development.

Infants and chil dren learn much more when explor ing with a care giver, who 
can scaf fold and co construct problem solu tions and problemsolving skills, 
than they could explor ing alone. Thus, rather than think ing of such beha vi ors 
as more (or less) attach ment related, it is useful to think of attach ment as a 
system which, for exten ded inter vals, takes control of prox im ity and explor
at ory systems and coordin ates them in ways that promote both safety and the 
exper i ence neces sary to build a human nervous system (Waters, 2008). That is, 
attach ment is not the beha vi ors but the higher level system that organ izes them 
(Bowlby, 1969; Sroufe & Waters, 1977). This perspect ive is import ant for 
appre ci at ing the roles of internal working models and for build ing compu ta
tional models of the attach ment–explor a tion balance (e.g., Bischof, 1975; 
Petters, 2006; Petters, Waters, & Sloman, 2011; Petters, Waters, & Schönbrot, 
in press, 2015).

The close link between attach ment and explor a tion, which was so evident 
in the Uganda and Baltimore obser va tions, found fuller theor et ical devel op
ment in the second volume of Bowlby’s trilogy (Bowlby, 1973), espe cially 
Chapter 21 (“Secure attach ment and the growth of self reli ance”). Still, Bowlby 
felt that the iconic image of an infant retreat ing to its mother for safety or 
comfort was only half of the picture. Attachment theory required a new, 
equally evoc at ive concept to encom pass this and the mother’s role as base from 
which to explore. Mary Ainsworth had often spoken of the infant’s excur sions 
out to explore and back to the mother as the secure base phenomenon. Problem 
solved—and thus the title of Bowlby’s 1988 collec tion of lectures and articles, 
A Secure Base, and his dedic a tion, “to Mary D. S. Ainsworth who intro duced 
the concept of a secure base.”

The Baltimore Project

The Baltimore study was not merely “a psycho lo gical study of the Strange 
Situation.” It advanced from Infancy in Uganda on a number of fronts. First of 
all, it shed the idea that strength and onset of attach ment were meas ur able 
phenom ena. It would be more product ive for both theory and meas ure ment to 
focus instead on: (a) the skill and confid ence with which an infant used its 
mother as a secure base once attach ment was clearly estab lished, and (b) the 
infant’s expect a tions regard ing the mother’s accessibility and respons ive ness 
and her cooper a tion with its ongoing beha vior.

The Baltimore project also benefited from Mary Ainsworth’s contact with 
John Bowlby as he developed the Attachment and Loss trilogy. In addi tion to 
using her as a sound ing board for testing his own ideas, Bowlby repeatedly 
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acknow ledged the value he placed on her insights and detailed know ledge of 
mater nal and infant beha vior. And, of course, he cred ited her with the secure 
base formu la tion that captured the essence of the rela tion ship so well. This 
collaboration gave the Baltimore project had a head start on the field when it 
came to testing hypo theses based on the most recent devel op ments in attach
ment theory. This was partic u larly import ant when it came to insur ing that 
home obser va tions covered the full range of theor et ic ally relev ant beha vi ors. It 
also influ enced the design of the SSP epis odes.

Finally, it was easier in Baltimore than in Uganda to follow a struc tured 
recruit ment plan and research design in which each mother–infant dyad could 
be observed at home for the same 16 hours during each quarter of the first year. 
Even today, with ready access to sound and video record ing, the narrat ive 
records from these obser va tions are unpar alleled as longit ud inal descrip tions of 
devel op ment in the first year.

A Flair for Measurement

Patterns of Attachment estab lished the SSP as the hall mark of infant attach ment 
research. Nonetheless, the meas ures developed for assess ing (1) mater nal inter
act ive beha vior, and (2) the attach ment–explor a tion balance at home were also 
import ant to the Baltimore project. The mater nal inter act ive beha vior scales, in 
partic u lar, are unpar alleled examples of trans lat ing detailed obser va tions into 
work able quant it at ive meas ures.

Maternal Sensitivity

After more than 40 years, the Ainsworth Maternal Sensitivity Scales remain 
corner stones of research on infant–mother inter ac tion. As illus trated and 
discussed in the December 2013 special issue of Attachment and Human 
Development (Grossmann, Bretherton, Waters, & Grossmann, 2013) they are 
some of the most elegant beha vior descrip tions in psycho logy and convey a 
great deal about Mary Ainsworth’s skill as an observer and theor ist. Moreover, 
as with the secure base concept and the attach ment–explor a tion balance, the 
mater nal care giv ing and inter ac tion constructs, (1) sens it iv ity to signals, (2) 
cooper a tion with ongoing beha vior, (3) accept ance of age related require
ments, and (4) phys ical–psycho lo gical accessibility, have proven useful for 
theory and research strategy across the lifespan. Indeed, they would have to 
because the very idea of a secure base rela tion ship entails someone using, and 
someone provid ing, secure base support. Neither can be defined without  
refer ence to the other—an example of a truly dyadic phenomenon.

In the past, the four care giv ing and inter ac tion scales have only been avail
able in mimeo graph or online. They deserve to be more access ible and more 
often studied in detail. Thus, they have been included in this reissue as Appendix 
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IV. Each of the scales consists of an intro duct ory essay that describes how the 
construct is concep tu al ized and how it plays out in the home envir on ment. In 
addi tion, each essay includes thought ful obser va tions about how best to observe 
and the kinds of diffi culties that arise in observing and inter pret ing beha vior at 
this level of detail. As always in Ainsworth’s work, the emphasis is on observing 
the beha vior, not rating a psycho lo gical construct, and when assign ing scores, 
looking for a conver gence of indic a tions rather than placing heavy bets on indi
vidual acts.

Conceptualizing the four care giv ing and inter ac tion constructs, trans lat ing 
them into meas ures, and relat ing them to attach ment outcomes in a truly 
modern and theor et ic ally groun ded way was one of the singu lar accom plish
ments of the Baltimore study. A key innov a tion here was basing the scale 
anchors on vignettes from the home obser va tions and allow ing more than one 
inter act ive vign ette to anchor a given scale point. Keeping the scales close to 
actual beha vior and finely attuned to context was a signi fic ant advance over 
scales based on stereo types, informal obser va tions, and arbit rary anchors. 
Importantly, the link between sens it iv ity constructs and infant secur ity has 
stood the test of time in a number of longit ud inal studies (see Grossmann et al., 
2013). In addi tion, the devel op ment of the Maternal Behavior Qset (MBQ) by 
Pederson and Moran (1995) has made it much easier to collect and quantify 
natur al istic obser va tions of mother–infant inter ac tion.

Recent research shows that there is consid er able room to expand the Patterns 
of Attachment concep tu al iz a tion of mater nal sens it iv ity, espe cially at older ages, 
to give added weight to support for inde pend ence and for explor a tion. In recent 
research, Bernier, MatteGagne, Belanger, and Whipple (2014) have found 
that doing so substan tially improves a model linking mater nal AAI coher ence 
to mater nal sens it iv ity and child secur ity. Similar work, extend ing current 
concep tu al iz a tions and meas ure ment of secure base support to older ages 
(Crowell, Treboux, Gao, Fyffe, Pan, & Waters, 2002), and examin ing it in 
differ ent cultures and family circum stances (e.g., Posada, Carbonell, Alzate, & 
Plata, 2004) is a prom ising direc tion for new research based on new etho lo gical 
attach ment studies (e.g., Grossmann et al., 2013).

Secure Base Behavior at Home

Bowlby’s conceptualization of the child’s rela tion ship to its primary care giver 
as a secure base rela tion ship was a key depar ture from psycho ana lysis. This 
opened the door to a control systems approach to motiv a tion which accoun ted 
for the infant’s sens it iv ity to its envir on ment and the appar ent purpose ful ness of 
its excur sions from and back to its mother, without resort ing to unob serv able 
libid inal drives or implaus ible sched ules of rein force ment, or invok ing  
some equally magical altern at ive. To establish this, Bowlby reviewed ample 
beha vi oral and neuro physiolo gical evid ence of control systems organ iz ing and 
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regu lat ing the beha vior of other species. Moreover, evol u tion ary theory 
provided a very plaus ible explan a tion for human infants’ ability to construct 
such a system. The chal lenge in the Baltimore study was to build upon the 
exper i ence and results Ainsworth repor ted in Infancy in Uganda to quantify 
indi vidual differ ences in infants’ secure base beha vior.

The perform ance of a control system is ordin ar ily eval u ated in terms of how 
closely its output tracks a set goal (see Bowlby, 1969; Waters & Deane, 1985). 
For example, the vari ance of room temper at ure around a ther mo stat setting of 
72 degrees reflects how well a ther mo static control system accom plishes its goal 
of main tain ing a stable, comfort able room temper at ure. Unfortunately, the set 
goal of the attach ment control system is not as easily specified. In early formu
la tions, Bowlby spoke of an infant main tain ing a degree of prox im ity to its 
mother. At the same time, he recog nized that this depended very much on 
contex tual factors, recent events, the famili ar ity of the setting, whether the 
infant was tired or ill, etc. It also seemed to depend on the infant’s expect a tions 
regard ing its mother’s avail ab il ity and respons ive ness. Thus, the problem Mary 
Ainsworth had to solve in the Baltimore study was to go beyond specific prox
im ityseeking and explor at ory beha vi ors to capture how well an infant managed 
the attach ment–explor a tion balance across time.

The solu tion was to use the scorer’s under stand ing of the secure base concept 
to match infants’ beha vior to one of five levels of secure base use. These ranged 
from: (1) using the mother as a secure base and main tain ing a smooth balance 
between prox im ity and explor a tion, to (5) patterns in which the attach ment–
explor a tion balance was not consist ently main tained. As with the mater nal 
care giv ing and inter ac tion scales, the measure was derived from tran scrip ts of 
the actual Baltimore home obser va tions. In addi tion, sub clas si fic a tions at each 
level described differ ent patterns of secure base beha vior that could be 
considered simil arly effect ive or inef fect ive. Importantly, the anchors were not 
discrete beha vi ors. Instead, they were patterns of beha vior as it was organ ized 
(or not) over time and context.

Mary Ainsworth was “not alto gether satis fied” (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, 
& Wall, 1978, p. 241) with this approach. Nonetheless, it served well enough to 
anchor the SSP to beha vior in a natur al istic setting, confirm ing its relev ance to 
Bowlby’s theory. It also served well enough to valid ate SSP beha vior profiles in 
terms of attach ment secur ity. Although largely replaced by the attachment 
Qset (Waters & Deane, 1985) we have included the complete criteria for 
scoring the attach ment–explor a tion balance at home as Appendix V as a 
reminder of the important role secure base behavior at home played in the 
Baltimore Study.

Despite its conveni ence and demon strated useful ness, the SSP was never 
inten ded to fore close further etho lo gical study of secure base beha vior. 
Moreover, now that research has estab lished the relev ance of the secure  
base concept beyond infancy, indeed well into adult hood (e.g., Waters & 
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Cummings, 2000; Crowell et al., 2002), and with hand held (and smaller) 
video record ing equip ment avail able and inex pens ive, research on secure base 
beha vior in natur al istic envir on ments deserves high prior ity on the agenda of 
attach ment study.

Origins of the Strange Situation

The Uganda obser va tions were conduc ted in 1954 but, due to personal circum
stances, were not published until 1967; obser va tions for the Baltimore longit
ud inal sample were conduc ted in 1963–64. Quite a few studies examin ing brief 
mother–child separ a tions predate Ainsworth’s Uganda and Baltimore studies 
and have been mentioned as precurs ors, if not models, for the SSP. For example, 
Shirley and Poyntz (1941) studied 101 boys and 98 girls aged 2–8years old 
who made semi annual, day long visits to a Harvard School of Public Health 
clinic as part of a larger longit ud inal study of child devel op ment. Their approach 
was primar ily descript ive and norm at ive, with the goal of shed ding light on 
chil dren’s reac tions to separ a tion from their mothers. In most instances, a staff 
member picked the child up at home in the morning and drove them to the 
clinic for a full day of phys ical, medical, and psycho lo gical tests, along with 
lunch, play breaks, and a nap. In a quarter of the cases a parent brought the child 
to the clinic. A parent retrieved the child in the after noon.

Shirley and Poyntz kept diary type records of the child’s day at the clinic. In 
addi tion, at the end of the day, they obtained a verbal report of the initial 
separ a tion and the trip to the clinic from the staff member who had transported 
the child. Subsequent analyses of specific beha vior categor ies were based on 
these records. In addi tion, their report included descrip tions of a number of 
cases, often from visits at several ages, to illus trate age trends and differ ences 
within age. The report also included comments on a wide range of beha vi ors 
that were not addressed in formal analyses. Their comments were on phenom ena 
such as: (1) mother’s styles of nego ti at ing the depar ture for the clinic, (2) low 
keyed ness during play time (e.g., “killing time,” reject ing toys, sedent ary play, 
absence of talking), even after obvious separ a tion related distress had abated, 
and (3) resum ing crying upon mother’s return. Although observed in older 
chil dren, such beha vi ors will be famil iar to readers of Patterns of Attachment.

In a second report, based on the same sample, Shirley (1942) developed a 
weighted “adjust ment assay” inten ded to reflect a child’s degree of separ a tion 
related distress inde pend ent of age and sex. She then iden ti fied 12 girls and 22 
boys whose mothers met criteria for “over protect ive” or “reject ing.” Based on 
a tabular (as opposed to stat ist ical) analysis, Shirley and Poyntz (1941)concluded 
that:

A child’s level of adjust ment depends little upon the extrinsic features of 
the day, and little even upon his health. It depends much more upon the 
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whole some ness of his upbring ing in the home, and the secur ity and 
confid ence and affec tion given him by his parents. A secure and whole
somely loved child goes forth to meet a new exper i ence in a spirit of 
adven ture, and comes out triumphant in his encoun ters with new places, 
new mater i als, and new friends, old and young. A child that is over 
sheltered or under loved goes forth from home with misgiv ings and 
doubts, and gives an impres sion of inad equacy and imma tur ity in his 
encounter with new exper i ences that makes him unwel come either in the 
society of adults or chil dren. (p. 217)

Shirley and Poyntz seem to have had a very good sense for chil dren’s  
separ a tion related responses and recog nized the import ance of the beha vi oral, 
emotional, and situ ational context when inter pret ing the meaning of beha vior. 
Yet, their work hardly seems modern in compar ison to the concep tu al iz a tion, 
quan ti fic a tion, and analysis of both infant and mater nal beha vior in Patterns of 
Attachment.

Despite the value of the Shirley and Poyntz study, Ainsworth (personal 
commu nic a tion) has said that she had in mind Jean Arsenian’s (1943) study of 
mothers and chil dren in a Massachusetts Reformatory for Women when she 
decided to develop a separ a tion–reunion proced ure for the Baltimore study. 
Arsenian studied the 24 young chil dren (11.2–30 months) in order to better 
under stand the dynam ics of child hood “secur ity” through the medium of an 
unfa mil iar room. However, as she notes, due to the circum stances, the chil dren 
had only inter mit tent contact with their mothers, half of whom served as aides 
in the insti tu tion nursery, the remainder being assigned to work in other parts 
of the facil ity. Moreover, having a baby seems to have been a source of status 
among the inmates, and the mothers often traded on this by being char ac ter ist
ic ally over protect ive and over emotional (i.e., demon strat ive) with their chil
dren. Arsenian also suggests that the chil dren had less oppor tun ity to explore 
than usual for chil dren their ages and thus their reac tions were “prob ably more 
intense than for a non insti tu tional group.”

The value of the study is limited by these unusual sample char ac ter ist ics, 
arbit rary decisions under ly ing beha vior coding, and the use of Lewinian field 
theory as an inter pret ive frame work. Thus, aside from focus ing on chil dren in 
an unfa mil iar room, Arsenian (1943) is unlikely to have influ enced the partic
u lars of the Baltimore study’s obser va tions or the labor at ory assess ments. 
Nonetheless, her conclu sions certainly paral lel Bowlby’s and Ainsworth’s intu
itions about the origins of infant secur ity:

The extent to which the strange situ ation was made secure by the pres
ence of the adult evid ently varied with the depend ence of the child and 
with the history of his previ ous rela tion ship with the adult. For inde
pend ent chil dren, the “substi tute” mothers were adequate sources of 
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protec tion in the situ ation. Dependent chil dren, on the contrary, were 
secure only in those instances where the adult who accom pan ied them 
was their own mother, whose affec tion and soli citude had been exper i
enced constantly in the past. (p. 241)

This begins to capture the rela tional inter pret a tion that is essen tial to Bowlby–
Ainsworth attach ment theory and must have reson ated with Mary Ainsworth’s 
own think ing.

More import ant than either of these studies was John Bowlby’s invit a tion to 
parti cip ate in the 1961, 1963, and 1965 meet ings of the Tavistock Seminars on 
Mother–Infant Interaction in London. These meet ings afforded Mary 
Ainsworth a chance to present prelim in ary results from her Uganda obser va
tions and to keep abreast of Harry Harlow’s reports of his exper i mental studies 
on infant–mother inter ac tion and attach ment in rhesus macaques (see, Suomi, 
van der Horst, & van der Veer, 2008). Harlow was a talen ted exper i menter and 
a keen observer. In addi tion he was careful and system atic in formu lat ing hypo
theses and inter pret ing results. It is clear that prior studies, partic u larly 
Arsenian’s, primed Mary Ainsworth to consider adding a stand ard ized separ a
tion–reunion proced ure to the Baltimore longit ud inal study. However, it is 
equally clear that the SSP is not simply adapted from these studies. It was 
specific ally designed to test hypo theses about the attach ment–explor a tion 
balance and the secure base phenomenon.

Highlights and Issues

We usually consider a project fully repor ted once the key results have appeared 
in a series of journal articles. This may suffice even for high profile research that 
issues from espe cially active labor at or ies. However, this approach has dimin
ished the impact of many import ant longit ud inal projects, leaving us with a few 
key find ings rather than a coher ent picture and compre hens ive eval u ation. 
With few excep tions (e.g., Block, 1971; Sroufe, Egeland, Carlson, & Collins, 
2005; and the contrib ut ors to Grossmann, Grossmann, & Waters, 2005) the 
organ izers of major longit ud inal studies have rarely found time or oppor tun ity 
to portray the full sweep of their projects. Fortunately, this was not the fate of 
the Baltimore project.

Patterns of Attachment provides a much more coher ent picture of the Baltimore 
project than would have emerged from journal articles alone. In addi tion, a 
substan tial liter at ure on the evol u tion of attach ment theory provides useful 
reflec tions on the project’s context, rationale, and goals (e.g., Ainsworth & 
Bowlby, 1991; Bretherton, 2003). In addi tion to methods and results, the book 
also provides a concise yet detailed over view of attach ment theory, and reviews 
and integ rates previ ously published results. By giving full expres sion to the 
back ground and rationales for the design issues, meas ures, and key decisions 
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that shaped the Baltimore study, Patterns of Attachment goes beyond docu
ment ing and teach ing; it illus trates the etho lo gical approach in devel op mental 
research and effect ively mentors readers who are new to attach ment study.

Normative Issues

The theory Bowlby outlined in 1958 and exten ded in Attachment and Loss 
(Vol. 1) addressed the nature of human infant–mother rela tion ships in evol u
tion ary/norm at ive perspect ive before turning to the sources of indi vidual 
differ ences. Similarly, after describ ing the SSP meth od o logy, Patterns of 
Attachment turns first (Chapters 5 and 13) to norm at ive issues. Here the focus is 
on beha vior patterns illus trat ing the infant’s interest in its social and phys ical 
envir on ments and the sens it iv ity of attach ment and explor at ory beha vior to 
context. These patterns, which stand out in strong relief across SSP epis odes, 
are exactly the details and complex it ies on which psycho ana lytic theory and the 
operant theory of depend ency had faltered.

The norm at ive patterns of prox im ity seeking and contact main tain ing 
toward mother and stranger across epis odes (Chapter 5, Figures 2–9) clearly 
confirmed what was also evident in the home. One year olds were continu
ously monit or ing a wide range of internal and envir on mental inputs in order to 
main tain what Bowlby had described as an “appar ently purpose ful” attach
ment–explor a tion balance that could only be plaus ibly explained with a motiv
a tional model at least as complex as a beha vi oral control system.

The SSP also provided norm at ive data relev ant to the inter change ab il ity of 
attach ment figures (mother vs. stranger) and the kinds of cues that activ ate and 
termin ate attach ment beha vi ors. Although such issues are not hotly contested 
today, estab lish ing a sound norm at ive picture of the attach ment–explor a tion 
balance in differ ent contexts helped ease the way for under stand ing and accept
ance of the new paradigm.

Individual Differences

Although the norm at ive issues addressed in the Baltimore project were central 
to attach ment theory, Patterns of Attachment is best known for the secure, 
avoid ant, and resist ant/ambi val ent clas si fic a tions used to summar ize indi vidual 
differ ences across SSP epis odes. These patterns reflect qual it at ive differ ences in 
the manner and effect ive ness with which an infant organ izes and main tains its 
secure base beha vior with respect to a partic u lar figure. That is, how well the 
attach ment control system tracks its set goal of felt secur ity across time and 
context.

Unfortunately, it can be diffi cult to eval u ate how well a control system 
tracks its set goal. This is espe cially so if, instead of main tain ing a single vari able 
such as distance or temper at ure, the set goal is concep tu al ized as satis ficing 
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(Simon, 1956, p. 129; Sroufe & Waters, 1977) over several facets or vari ables. 
The task was all the more diffi cult in the Baltimore home obser va tions because 
each home had a unique phys ical layout and the mothers’ beha vior was uncon
strained by specific instruc tions. In contrast, the SSP provided a consist ent 
phys ical layout, the mothers’ beha vior could be constrained some what without 
seeming out of place as it might at home, and the range of infant beha vior was 
some what limited by the layout, toys, and sequence of epis odes. Nonetheless, 
captur ing the organ iz a tion of beha vior in the SSP, as opposed to simply quan
ti fy ing discrete beha vi ors, presen ted a signi fic ant chal lenge. The strategy 
adopted for the Baltimore project was to identify beha vior profiles asso ci ated 
with more or less effect ive secure base use over the epis odes of the SSP and then 
to relate these to secure base beha vior at home and to ante cedent patterns of 
mater nal care.

Even before the Baltimore project, Mary Ainsworth had a great deal of 
exper i ence summar iz ing beha vior in terms of patterns and clas si fic a tions. As 
early as her Ph.D. thesis she noted that, in concep tu al iz ing adult adjust ment in 
terms of secur ity, “it has become appar ent that the pattern of adjust ment (over 
domains) is more signi fic ant for the under stand ing of the indi vidual than any 
single meas ure ment, or any total score” (Salter, 1940, p. 13). She had also found 
clas si fic a tion a useful tool for organ iz ing her Uganda obser va tions. Pattern 
based analysis had also played a signi fic ant role in her work as a psycho dia
gnosti cian at Baltimore’s Sheppard and Enoch Pratt Hospital in Baltimore 
between 1955 and 1961 (Ainsworth, 1983).

The Baltimore project was initi ated in an era when many (perhaps most) 
psycho lo gists viewed clas si fic a tions systems with skep ti cism, asso ci at ing them 
with unre li able assess ments, illus ory typo lo gies, and armchair inter pret a tions. 
However, this was not the spirit in which Ainsworth proposed her use of clas
si fic at ory methods. Instead, she used clas si fic a tion as a tool for descrip tion, for 
repres ent ing order and organ iz a tion in the over whelm ing complex ity (and 
volume) of her obser va tional data (see Patterns of Attachment, pp. 55–59). She 
specific ally eschewed the notion that attachment patterns explain beha vior. 
Instead, when patterns were detec ted they became the phenom ena to be 
explained, start ing points for the next step in discov ery. Despite some initial 
objec tions, signi fic ant links to secure base beha vior at home and to key aspects 
of mater nal care demon strated the value of this approach.

The ABC’s of Attachment Patterns

Today, Patterns of Attachment is famil iar first and fore most for the ABC clas si fic
a tion system. Less well known (or remembered) is the initial reason for delving 
into indi vidual differ ences. This is not to say that a clas si fic at ory system based 
primar ily on reunion beha vior was obvious. Only that the ABC clas si fic a tion 
system is rooted in issues other than indi vidual differ ences per se.
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Early Experience and Attachment Security

One of the key insights Bowlby valued in psycho ana lysis was the idea that early 
exper i ence plays an import ant role in later devel op ment. For devel op mental 
psycho lo gists, this implied, among other things, the predic tion that better 
quality mater nal care would be asso ci ated with earlier attach ment onset. 
Psychoanalysts, psycho lo gists, pedi at ri cians, and even baby care experts had 
sugges ted a wide range of mater nal beha vi ors as likely to accel er ate or delay 
attach ment devel op ment. Sorting out the facets of early care that influ enced 
attach ment devel op ment was viewed as signi fic ant for both theory and prac tice.

The narrat ive records from each quarter’s home visits provided detailed 
inform a tion about a wide range of poten tial influ ences on attach ment devel op
ment. These ranged from breast vs. bottle feeding, sched ule vs. ad lib feeding, 
various sleep ing arrange ments, frequency or dura tion of close bodily contact 
and face to face inter ac tion, to inter act ive beha vi ors such as sens it iv ity to 
signals, cooper a tion with ongoing beha vior, accept ance of the baby’s needs, and 
psycho lo gical and phys ical accessibility.

Separating the wheat from the chaff required a criterion for attach ment 
onset with which mater nal beha vi ors could be correl ated. Unfortunately, it was 
already becom ing clear that there was not going to be a well valid ated criterion 
for attach ment onset. Although there might be a fairly narrow window within 
which pref er ence was estab lished, this occurred very early and proved very 
sens it ive to context. Moreover, this was more akin to bonding than to the kinds 
of attach ment beha vi ors that Bowlby incor por ated into his control systems model 
and that most experts had in mind as signs of strong or weak, secure or insec ure, 
attach ment. Similarly, devel op mental psycho lo gists recog nized that the ability 
to distin guish mother from others was a neces sary precursor of attach ment. 
However, it emerged long before the infant was capable of using her as a secure 
base. Similarly, responses to strangers (Spitz, 1965) and to separ a tion from 
mother (e.g., Schaffer & Emerson, 1964) were sugges ted as signs of attach ment 
onset. Such beha vi ors were too sens it ive to context to serve as reli able criteria 
(Sroufe, Waters, & Matas, 1974). Other poten tial criteria for attach ment onset 
seemed too closely tied to the mechanisms that control loco motor and sensori 
motor devel op ment to reflect the impact of mater nal beha vi ors.

In one of the key insights of early attach ment study, Mary Ainsworth recog
nized that instead of sorting out mater nal beha vi ors by correl at ing them with 
the age of attach ment onset, she could instead correl ate them with qual it at ive 
outcomes once attach ment was clearly estab lished. That is, instead of search ing 
for mater nal beha vi ors that led to earlier attach ment onset, she would search for 
those that were most closely asso ci ated with a good outcome toward the end of 
infancy—where a good outcome refers to a criterion rooted in attach ment 
theory, i.e., the attach ment control system track ing its set goal smoothly and 
consist ently.
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Associations between SSP clas si fic a tions and first and fourth quarter  
mater nal beha vi ors, presen ted in Chapters 7 and 8 and in Tables 15–17, did a 
very nice job of identifying key mater nal beha vi ors. The primary first quarter 
correl ates mapped very well into four facets of maternal care assessed using 
behaviorally based rating scales, sens it iv ity to infant signals, cooper a tion with 
ongoing beha vior, accept ance of the infant’s needs, and phys ical and psycho lo
gical avail ab il ity. Importantly, these are the vari ables that are most plaus ibly 
linked to acquir ing expect a tions about the mother’s avail ab il ity and respons ive
ness, and to the sense that she is “always there for me.” This result provided 
import ant support for Bowlby’s and Ainsworth’s view of attach ment as a  
secure base rela tion ship groun ded on trust rather than the strength of a  
libid inal bond. It also suppor ted the idea that, contrary to psycho ana lysts’ 
expect a tions, negat ive attach ment outcomes could arise in the absence of  
signi fic ant trauma.

Home Behavior and the Validity of the SSP

Obviously, it would be diffi cult to justify the SSP as a measure of indi vidual 
differ ences in attach ment secur ity or secure base use if it were not signi fic antly 
linked to secure base beha vior at home. The key results on this point are 
summar ized in Chapter 12 and Table 29, Classification of Strange Situation 
Behavior and Classification of Attachment–Exploration Balance Behavior at 
Home. Surprisingly, nearly two decades (and many studies using the SSP) 
passed before this key result was replic ated (Vaughn & Waters, 1990). Van 
IJzendoorn, Vereijken, BakermansKranenburg, and RiksenWaldraven (2004) 
have summar ized a number of subsequent studies valid at ing the SSP against 
Attachment Qset (AQS) assess ments of secure base beha vior at home. The 
results consist ently show that secure base beha vior at home is signi fic antly 
related to secure vs. insec ure clas si fic a tions in the SSP. This is import ant evid
ence that the secure vs. insec ure SSP clas si fic a tion is related to the secur ity 
construct and to the secure base phenomenon observed at home.

Replication

The key find ings from the Baltimore study have gener ally stood the test of 
time. However, as in other areas of science, the results in replic a tion studies are 
not consist ently as strong as in the original. A number of factors can influ ence 
replic a tion results. These include: (a) famili ar ity with the SSP scoring and clas
si fic a tion system, (b) obser va tion skills and famili ar ity with the home obser va
tion scales, (c) the number and dura tion of home obser va tions, (d) the samples 
on which replic a tions are performed, and (e) the theor et ical relev ance of 
predicted correl ates. Naturalistic obser va tion is diffi cult and requires consid er
able exper i ence with the beha vior being observed. It is never as simple as 
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reading scale defin i tions and start ing to observe. Ideally, observ ers have access 
to training materials, pilot subjects, and mentors who can help build expert ise 
in naturalistic observation before they begin collecting data.

Although train ing in SSP proced ure and scoring has long been avail able 
through Alan Sroufe’s group at the University of Minnesota, nothing compar
able has been developed to help research ers become expert observ ers of mater nal 
and infant beha vior at home. Waters and Deane’s (1985) Attachment Qset for 
assess ing infant secure base beha vior and Pederson and Moran’s (1995) Maternal 
Behavior Qset for assess ing mater nal sens it iv ity in natur al istic settings have 
been very useful in this regard. The items in these Qsets provide consid er able 
inform a tion about the level of detail at which the “action” takes place and the 
role context plays in the meaning of key beha vi ors. Nonetheless, a Qset cannot 
fully replace working with an exper i enced mentor. A set of first rate video 
record ings that effect ively capture the exper i ence of making 60–90 minute 
obser va tions in a variety of contexts would signi fic antly advance train ing 
oppor tun it ies. However, even with current video record ing equip ment, 
captur ing, editing, and provid ing comment ary across the full range of indi
vidual differ ences would be a signi fic ant under tak ing.

It is a signi fic ant limit a tion that many research ers continue to base assess
ments on obser va tions that are simply too few, too brief, and sample too few 
contexts to provide a repres ent at ive sample of a care giver’s typical beha vior. 
Although it may not be neces sary to obtain the full 12–16 hours of obser va tion 
that were collec ted each quarter in the Baltimore study, single observations of 
brief interactions in one or two contexts (e.g. feeding and free play) are unlikely 
to provide reliable estimates of infants’ or mothers’ typical behavior. Waters 
(1978) illus trated the use of tradi tional psycho met ric methods for assessing the 
duration of observation intervals necessary to reliably assess individual 
differences in infant and maternal behaviors and there have been many relev ant 
devel op ments in reliability assessment since then. These methods should be 
used more often in design ing obser va tion sched ules and eval u at ing the repres
ent at ive ness of obser va tional data.

It is also import ant to take into account the diversity of samples used in 
current research. The Baltimore sample was very homo gen eous. Moreover, 
very few of the mothers worked outside the home or made use of extens ive 
substi tute care during the first year. Today, substi tute care arrange ments are 
very common and very diverse with respect to frequency, dura tion, and quality. 
It is very useful that attach ment research has branched out to include a wide 
range of cultural and at risk samples. After all, cross community, cross 
cultural, and clin ical relev ance have always been central to the trans la tional 
goals of attach ment research. At the same time, attach ment research ers have not 
always been attent ive enough to the meas ure ment implic a tions of sample char
ac ter ist ics. Low correl a tions between facets of care and infant secur ity in 
famil ies very differ ent from the Baltimore sample deserve more probing analysis 
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than simply dismiss ing them as fail ures of replic a tion. Sometimes a low correl
a tion is the answer to an inter est ing new ques tion.

Finally, the strength of replic a tion results is going to be related to how 
tightly a predic tion is tied to attach ment theory in the first place. Researchers 
who are new to attach ment study or not yet thor oughly versed in attach ment 
theory have often designed studies that seem less tied to predic tions from 
attach ment theory than to the hypo thesis that “all good things go together” 
(Waters, Corcoran, & Anafarta, 2005). When such find ings are signi fic ant in 
an initial study it is likely that they are either due to spuri ous influ ences or have 
simply occurred by chance. In replic a tion studies they are likely to be atten u
ated or to disap pear alto gether. This hardly counts as a replic a tion failure. 
Indeed, it is useful that such results tend to fall away because they only represent 
noise in efforts to integrate and sythesize accumulating results.

The evol u tion of meas ure ment instru ments and methods plays an import ant 
role in driving science forward. When new instru ments and methods become 
avail able, early adop ters play a useful role by invest ig at ing their relev ance in 
new domains. However, instru ment driven research is not a substi tute for 
theory driven hypo thesis testing. Indeed, it often becomes little more than an 
empty search for stat ist ic ally (if not theor et ic ally) signi fic ant results. Attachment 
study is not immune to this. The problem with signi fic ant but theor et ic ally 
tenuous correl a tions is that they even tu ally accu mu late to the point that they 
cannot be inter preted within any sens ible attach ment theory frame work. 
Sometimes even signi fic ant correl a tions can be too much of a good thing. 
Progress in attach ment study depends on research that is theory driven, not 
instru ment driven. With occa sional lapses, attach ment research ers have 
managed this rather well. This is import ant because theor et ical reviews and 
meta analyses depend on the quality of the under ly ing research. The Baltimore 
study remains a valu able model not only for its results but also for the level of 
expert ise and effort under ly ing its results.

The Baltimore study entailed a level of crafts man ship that does not easily scale 
to large samples. At the same time, larger samples and more diverse samples open 
doors that the Baltimore study could not. In the end, the valid ity of the SSP rests 
broadly on its links to secure base beha vior outside the laboratory, other theor et
ic ally based external correl ates, and discrim in ant valid ity vis à vis altern at ive 
inter pret a tions. Overall, the SSP has earned its repu ta tion as a measure of an 
infant’s confid ence in a partic u lar care giver’s accessibility and respons ive ness and 
its ability to use her (or him) as a secure base from which to explore and as a haven 
of safety and comfort when required. Nonetheless, it is import ant to confirm that 
the SSP is provid ing a window on secure base beha vior at home whenever it is 
first used in any sample markedly differ ent from the healthy, home reared, one 
year olds observed in the Baltimore study. This step has been over looked in far 
too many cross cultural samples, studies of new clas si fic a tion schemes, and studies 
of the SSP beyond infancy. It should become stand ard proced ure.
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Of course, the results of such studies will not always be posit ive (e.g., Posada, 
2006). The fact that the SSP cannot stand in place of home obser va tions in every 
instance is prob lem atic for indi vidual studies. An SSP that is not correl ated with 
relev ant home beha vior would likely have other inter est ing correl ates. However, 
these correl ates should not be inter preted as correl ates of secure base beha vior. 
Importantly, this would not present a chal lenge to attach ment theory per se. 
Why? Because infant attach ment theory is not a theory about the SSP. Both the 
evol u tion ary rationale, the concept of biases in infant learn ing abil it ies, and the 
hypo theses about origins in the early care giv ing envir on ment address the beha
vior of human infants in natur al istic settings. The theory stands or falls on these 
issues, not on the valid ity of a partic u lar test. Inevitably, there will be some 
cultures, age groups, or special popu la tions in which the SSP is not signi fic antly 
correl ated with secure base beha vior at home. In these contexts we can always 
base our assess ments on obser va tions in the home and other natur al istic settings.

Disorganized Attachment

The ABC clas si fic a tion system was always inten ded to be open to exten sion to 
capture newly noticed beha vior patterns and data from new popu la tions. Even 
during the Baltimore project, Ainsworth and her students noticed reunion 
responses in the SSP that were not fully compre hen ded by the initial clas si fic a
tion scheme. For example, the B4 pattern was not seen in the first 23 mother–
infant dyads (subsample 1) of the Baltimore project.

By far the most influ en tial addi tion to the ABC clas si fic a tion system has been 
Main and Solomon’s (1986, 1990) discov ery of a group of infants who were 
initially desig nated unclas si fied and are now clas si fied Disorganized (Group D). 
The hall mark of the D group is a diverse array of odd, fearful, disjoin ted, contra
dict ory and seem ingly inex plic able beha vi oral responses exhib ited by infants to 
the care giver in SSP reunion epis odes. In the Baltimore study these beha vi ors 
were infre quent and too diffi cult to compre hend to suggest a new clas si fic a tion. 
However, such beha vi ors were quite common in studies of maltreated and high 
risk samples and clearly warran ted theor et ical analysis, a distinct clas si fic a tion, 
and prospect ive studies of ante cedents and sequelae (e.g., Carlson, Cicchetti, 
Barnett, & Braunwald, 1989). Much of this work is summar ized in LyonsRuth 
and Jacobvitz’s (2008) Handbook of Attachment chapter and in Solomon and 
George’s (2011) volume devoted to disor gan ized attach ment and care giv ing.

Attachment Is a Relationship, Not a Trait

Attachment theory and the Baltimore project were designed to shed light on a 
child’s first and most lasting relationship. For almost four decades, discoveries 
from SSP research have guided the development of attachment theory and 
helped clarify the place of attachment in social and emotional development. 
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The fact that SSP classifications with mother and father are often different 
makes the important point that the procedure primarily assesses individual 
relationships, not general relationship styles (see Sroufe, 1985). Avoidance and 
resistance are test behaviors observed primarily in the SSP reunion episodes. 
Such behaviors are rarely observed in nontest settings. Their value for 
assessment is based on links to the secure base organization of behavior at home, 
not discrete behaviors that seem phenotypically similar to avoidance or 
resistance in the SSP. Indeed, Sroufe, Fox, and Pancake (1983) have reported 
that infants who were avoidant or resistant in the SSP, were, paradoxically, 
overly dependent on their preschool teachers when they were observed at 
47–60 months of age (p. 1625).

The idea that qualities of first relationships eventually become or moderate 
traitlike individual differences (e.g., Bowlby, 1988) is intriguing and finds 
some support in personal and clinical experience. However, there is little 
research support for generalizing from specific attachmentrelated behaviors to 
traitlike consistencies across context, behavioral domains, or age. Moreover, as 
Rutter (1995) has pointed out, it is not clear what kinds of processes could lead 
to such outcomes. BowlbyAinsworth attachment theory is built on the 
recognition that, even in infancy, attachment behavior is sensitive, adaptive, 
and coherent across context and age. The limitations of trait constructs became 
evident as soon as developmentalists recognized the meaning, complexity, and 
coherence of attachment behavior. A satisfactory descriptive/explanatory 
framework required an entirely new paradigm that drew concepts from 
cognitive psychology, ethology, control systems, and evolutionary theory.

Despite these caveats, it seems likely that the use of avoidant, resistant, 
disorganized, etc. as descriptors will persist in the attachment literature and in 
informal discussion. Although this is often convenient, it is important to keep 
in mind that these are merely labels. They should not be reified and their verbal 
associates are not a sound basis for drawing inferences or generalizations. 
Although humans are comfortable thinking in terms of traits and types, truly 
traitlike consistency is relatively uncommon. Moreover, as Wiggins (1997) has 
emphasized, traits label and summarize behavior. They do not explain it. If 
avoidance, resistance, and disorganized behavior were strongly traitlike across 
situations and age, the challenge would be to explain why. If we allow the 
charm of interesting labels to undermine clear thinking and problem 
formulations or to suggest magical explanations, we risk losing the key 
descriptive and theoretical insights underlying attachment theory.

Conclusion

John Bowlby’s and Mary Ainsworth’s devel op mental attach ment theory is one of 
the land mark accom plish ments of 20th century social and beha vi oral sciences. It 
has gener ated a wealth of empir ic ally test able hypo theses and innov a tions in 
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assess ment methods. Research has suppor ted the key hypo theses and these results 
have fared well in replic a tions across a wide range of communit ies and cultures. 
Moreover, Ainsworth’s concep tu al iz a tions of mater nal care and inter ac tion and 
the secure base phenomenon have provided a useful frame work for research on 
attach ment rela tion ships well beyond infancy (e.g., Ainsworth, 1989; Crowell 
et al., 2002; Waters & Waters, 2006). Although attach ment theor ists and 
research ers need to be vigil ant about keeping the secure base concept at the center 
of theory and assess ment, the theory remains a rich source of new insights about 
rela tion ships and devel op ment. It is also begin ning to realize Bowlby’s and 
Ainsworth’s goal of having signi fic ant impact on preven tion and inter ven tion 
(e.g., Berlin, Zeanah, & Lieberman, 2008; Atkinson & Goldberg, 2004; Marvin, 
Cooper, Hoffman, & Powell, 2002). We are delighted that Taylor & Francis have 
selec ted Patterns of Attachment for inclu sion in the Classic Editions series. Patterns of 
Attachment is indeed a classic and deserves to remain widely avail able as a resource 
and a model for new gener a tions of attach ment research ers.
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PREFACE (1978)

This book is about the attach ment of infants to their mother figures. In it we 
focus on how infant beha vior is patterned. We approach this pattern ing in two 
main ways. First, we examine the way in which a baby’s beha vior is patterned 
when the attach ment system is activ ated at varying levels of intens ity through 
simple manip u la tions of his envir on ment in a labor at ory situ ation, which we 
have called the “strange situ ation.” When examin ing the baby’s responses to 
controlled envir on mental changes, we observe the way in which his or her 
attach ment beha vior inter acts with other beha vi oral systems that are also  
activ ated at varying levels of intens ity and that may either compete or conflict 
with attach ment beha vior or augment the intens ity with which attach ment 
beha vior is mani fes ted. Second, we identify certain import ant indi vidual  
differ ences in the way in which beha vior is patterned—both attach ment beha
vior and beha vior anti thet ical to it—and seek to under stand how such differ
ences may have arisen and how differ ent patterns of attach ment may influ ence 
devel op ment.

We under took writing this book in order to present the inform a tion about 
infant–mother attach ment that we had gained through the use of a stand ard 
labor at ory situ ation and to compare the mani fest a tions of attach ment in that 
situ ation with mani fest a tions of attach ment observed at home. We also wished 
to review the find ings of other invest ig a tions of attach ment, espe cially those 
that are directly compar able with ours because of their use of our strange  
situ ation proced ure, and to compare their find ings with ours, includ ing the 
find ings of invest ig a tions that studied chil dren older than the 1year olds  
upon which our work focuses and those that are concerned with an infant’s 
attach ment to figures other than the mother. We report much empir ical  
detail, which will be of interest to all those who invest ig ate a young child’s 



early inter per sonal rela tions. The empir ical detail leads, however, to a discus
sion of theor et ical issues of major signi fic ance. Implicit in both the empir ical 
find ings and in the theor et ical discus sions are clues both to the under stand ing 
of devel op mental anom alies and to ways in which such anom alies might be 
preven ted, assum ing the feas ib il ity of early inter ven tion in famil ies in which 
new babies are expec ted or have recently arrived. Therefore, we believe that 
this volume will be of interest not only to those concerned with theory and 
research into early social devel op ment, but also to diverse classes of persons 
concerned with the prac tical job of provid ing better infant care and facil it at ing 
optimal devel op ment in young chil dren.

It seems suit able in this preface to intro duce the reader to the strange situ
ation and to describe how we happened to use it and why we judged the find
ings stem ming from its use to be of suffi cient signi fic ance to focus a book on 
them. The “strange situ ation” was the label assigned by Ainsworth and Wittig 
(1969) to a stand ard ized labor at ory proced ure in which several epis odes, in 
fixed order, were inten ded to activ ate and/or intensify infants’ attach ment 
beha vior. These epis odes were designed to approx im ate situ ations that most 
infants commonly encounter in real life. The adject ive “strange” denotes 
“unfa mil iar,” rather than “odd” or “pecu liar”; it was used because fear of the 
unfa mil iar is commonly referred to as “fear of the strange” (e.g., Hebb, 1946). 
All of the instig a tions to attach ment beha vior used in the strange situ ation 
involved unfa mili ar ity.

The strange situ ation was origin ally devised in 1964 for use in conjunc tion 
with an intens ive longit ud inal study of the devel op ment of infant–mother 
attach ment through out the first year of life, a natur al istic study in which infants 
were observed in their famil iar home envir on ments. This study of 26 mother–
infant pairs living in the Baltimore area had been preceded by a compar able but 
less intens ive study of 28 dyads living in country villages in Uganda (Ainsworth, 
1967). Despite many simil ar it ies between the two samples in regard to  
attach ment beha vior, three beha vi oral patterns that had been high lighted in the 
Ganda study emerged less strik ingly in the American study: the use of  
the mother as a secure base from which to explore; distress in brief, every day 
separ a tions from the mother; and fear when encoun ter ing a stranger.  
Perhaps if stronger instig a tion were provided, the American babies might be 
induced to behave in much the same ways as had the Ganda infants. In the 
belief that these beha vi ors might be evoked more incis ively in an unfa mil iar 
situ ation than in the famil iar home envir on ment, the strange situ ation was 
devised.

First, let us consider the use by an infant of his mother as a secure base from 
which to explore the world. One of us (Salter, 1940) had long been inter ested 
in the hypo thesis, origin ally formu lated by Blatz,1 that a young child who had 
gained secur ity in his rela tion ship with his parents was emboldened thereby to 
strike out to explore the world, willing to risk the insec ur ity initially impli cit 
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in a learn ing situ ation because he could rely on his parents to be avail able, 
respons ive, protect ive, and reas sur ing. If his adven ture evoked undue anxiety, 
the child could easily return to “home base,” in the expect a tion that his parents 
would provide the reas sur ance he needed. If, on the other hand, his rela tion ship 
with his parents was insec ure, then he might not dare to leave them to explore, 
not trust ing them to remain avail able to him if he left or to be respons ive when 
he needed them. Lacking trust, he would stick close to his base, fearing to risk 
the anxiety impli cit in explor a tion and learn ing. This hypo thesis was confirmed 
in the Ganda study (Ainsworth, 1963, 1967). Infants who were judged to be 
securely attached to their mothers explored actively while their mothers 
conversed with the observ ers, and indeed they might well leave the room or 
even the house in order to extend their explor at ory activ it ies. Yet most of these 
same infants were acutely distressed and ceased explor a tion if it were the mother 
who left them. By contrast, infants who were judged to be anxiously attached 
tended to remain close to the mother, perhaps cling ing to her and explor ing 
little or not at all.

In the course of the longit ud inal study of Baltimore infants, however, nearly 
all babies left their mothers to explore the famil iar home envir on ment 
(Ainsworth, Bell, & Stayton, 1971), whether or not they were judged to be 
secure in their attach ments to their mothers (Stayton & Ainsworth, 1973). 
Perhaps indi vidual differ ences could be discrim in ated in an unfa mil iar envir
on ment that might hence be expec ted to provide stronger instig a tion to attach
ment beha vior.2 Perhaps those who were anxiously attached to their mothers 
might be unwill ing to explore when placed in an unfa mil iar situ ation, whereas 
those who were securely attached would explore even a strange situ ation with 
the mother present.

Antedating our strange situ ation was Arsenian’s study (1943) of young chil
dren in an “insec ure” situ ation and Harlow’s (1961) work with rhesus infants in 
an open field situ ation. Both studies showed the effect ive ness of the mother or 
mother surrog ate in provid ing secur ity for explor a tion. Subsequently, several 
studies of infants with and without their mothers in unfa mil iar situ ations have 
provided clear cut confirm a tion of the hypo thesis that infants and young chil
dren tend to explore an unfa mil iar envir on ment in the mother’s pres ence, but 
slow down or cease explor a tion in her absence (e.g., Cox & Campbell, 1968; 
Rheingold, 1969), although infants will indeed leave their mothers on their own 
initi at ive in order to explore (Rheingold & Eckerman, 1970). The present study 
not only adds further evid ence of these norm at ive tend en cies, but also throws 
light on indi vidual differ ences in main tain ing explor a tion under condi tions 
that also activ ate attach ment beha vior.

Second, distress upon being separ ated from the mother has long been 
conceived as an indic a tion that an infant has become attached to her (e.g., 
Schaffer & Emerson, 1964). Our longit ud inal study of Baltimore infants 
showed, however, that the average baby did not consist ently protest his mother’s 
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depar ture in the famil iar home envir on ment (Stayton, Ainsworth, & Main, 
1973). Indeed some babies, who, by other beha vi oral criteria, were clearly 
attached to their mothers, showed very infre quent separ a tion distress. The same 
finding had been noted in the case of Ganda infants (Ainsworth, 1963, 1967), 
but never the less the latter more frequently protested separ a tion in a famil iar 
envir on ment than did the Baltimore babies. On the other hand, it is well 
known that, once attached to a mother figure, infants and young chil dren tend 
strongly to protest being separ ated against their will and placed in an unfa mil iar 
envir on ment for any substan tial length of time (e.g., Bowlby, 1953; Heinicke & 
Westheimer, 1966; Schaffer & Callender, 1959; Yarrow, 1967). Therefore it was 
of interest to subject the infants in the longit ud inal sample to very brief separ
a tion exper i ences in an unfa mil iar envir on ment in order to compare their 
responses with similar minor separ a tions in the home envir on ment. It was 
expec ted that most would be distressed by separ a tion in the strange situ ation, 
even though they might be infre quently distressed by little separ a tions at home.

Third, it was of interest to observe infants’ responses to a stranger in an 
unfa mil iar envir on ment. Although Spitz (e.g., 1965) main tained that fear of 
strangers (i.e., 8month anxiety) was a mile stone in normal devel op ment and a 
criterion that an infant had achieved “true object rela tions,” and although 
Ganda infants (Ainsworth, 1967) had been observed to be conspicu ously afraid 
of strangers toward the end of the first year, the Baltimore babies did not 
consist ently show such fear in the famil iar envir on ment of the home. Therefore 
it was of interest to see whether the context of an unfa mil iar envir on ment 
would heighten their fear of strangers.

The struc ture of the strange situ ation followed from these lines of hypo thesis 
and interest. Exploratory beha vior was to be observed both in the mother’s 
pres ence and in her absence. The infant’s response to a stranger was like wise to 
be observed both in the mother’s pres ence and in her absence. His response to 
his mother’s absence was to be seen both when he was alone and when he was 
left with a stranger. His response to his mother’s return after an absence was to 
be compared with his response to the return of the stranger after an absence. 
The epis odes of the strange situ ation, which are described in detail in Chapter 2, 
followed from these consid er a tions.

The 1year old, accom pan ied by his mother, was intro duced to an unfa
mil iar but other wise unalarm ing play room where massive instig a tion to 
explor at ory beha vior was provided by a large array of toys. In the next episode, 
an adult stranger entered, who was tactful but never the less unfa mil iar. Then 
came a brief separ a tion episode in which the mother left the baby with the 
stranger. Then after an episode of reunion with the mother, there was a second 
separ a tion in which the baby was first alone in the unfa mil iar envir on ment and 
then again with the stranger, who returned before the mother reentered. 
Because it was anti cip ated that exper i ence in each episode would affect beha
vior in the next episode, the instig a tion to attach ment beha vior expec ted to be 

xl Preface (1978)



the weakest was placed at the begin ning and that expec ted to be strongest 
toward the end. The expect a tions that these mild instig a tions would be cumu
lat ive in their effect were fulfilled.

It must be emphas ized that the strange situ ation does not consti tute an 
exper i ment in the literal meaning of this term. Different groups of subjects 
were not assigned to differ ent treat ments in order to ascer tain the relat ive effect 
of these treat ments on some depend ent beha vi oral vari able. Nor was it our 
intent to assess the relat ive effects of the differ ent kinds of instig a tion upon 
intens ity of attach ment beha vior—an intent that would have deman ded control 
of order effects. On the contrary, the strange situ ation was designed as a 
controlled labor at ory proced ure in which indi vidual differ ences among infants 
could be high lighted, precisely because they were exposed to the same situ ation 
with the same epis odes in the same order.

The find ings that have emerged from the use of this proced ure have indeed 
high lighted indi vidual differ ences in the way infants respond to an accu mu la tion 
of instig a tions to attach ment beha vior. Different patterns of strange situ ation 
beha vior, we propose, indic ate differ ences in the way infant–mother attach ment 
has become organ ized. We have observed the same patterns in four separ ate 
samples of 1year olds, and other invest ig at ors who have used our tech niques for 
the iden ti fic a tion of patterns of attach ment have confirmed our find ings. Just 
because the proced ure provides increas ingly strong instig a tion to attach ment 
beha vior through its cumu lat ive nature, one may observe in a relat ively short 
span of time attach ment beha vior under condi tions of activ a tion from relat ively 
weak to very strong. In the famil iar home envir on ment, occa sions for strong 
activ a tion of attach ment beha vior are infre quent, so that it requires many hours 
of obser va tion to encom pass a similar range, espe cially in the case of a healthy 
infant reared in a social envir on ment that is sens it ively respons ive to him.

Nevertheless, in our longit ud inal study that provided for approxmi ately 72 
hours of obser va tion of each infant through out the first year, it was possible to 
observe patterns of attach ment and, further, to relate these to patterns of 
mater nal beha vior. For the sample of infants thus longit ud in ally observed, it 
was possible to examine continu it ies and discon tinu it ies of specific beha vi ors 
between the home and labor at ory envir on ments; more import ant, these two 
sets of data enable one to perceive the pattern ing or organ iz a tion of beha vi ors 
that reflects continu ity of an attach ment of a distinct ive nature, despite discon
tinu it ies in specific beha vi ors.

Consequently, the find ings repor ted in this volume go far beyond the 
specific issues that the strange situ ation was initially designed to invest ig ate. 
They throw light upon qual it at ive differ ences in the nature of the attach ment 
rela tion ship itself, and, in conjunc tion with longit ud inal data provided both by 
ourselves and by other invest ig at ors, they also yield hypo theses of how such 
quali ti at ive differ ences arose and how they exert an influ ence on subsequent 
devel op ment.
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To anti cip ate a more detailed report of our find ings, we can note that the 
epis odes of the strange situ ation that made the most signi fic ant contri bu tion to 
the iden ti fic a tion of patterns of attach ment were the reunion epis odes—those 
in which the mother rejoined the baby after having been away for some minutes. 
This comes as a surprise to some who may have assumed that responses during 
the separ a tion epis odes—the epis odes during which the instig a tion to attach
ment beha vior might be assumed to be strongest—would be most signi fic ant. 
To us it was not surpris ing. The entire separ a tion liter at ure (cf., Ainsworth, 
1962) suggests that the response to reunion after separ a tion may well yield a 
clearer picture of the state of attach ment than did the response to separ a tion 
itself. After a relat ively brief separ a tion—lasting a few days or even a few 
weeks—it is common to observe a great intens i fic a tion of attach ment beha vior 
upon reunion. The child seeks to be in close bodily contact with his attach ment 
figure and also seeks to main tain close prox im ity over much longer periods 
than was previ ously char ac ter istic of him. It seems that separ a tion has shaken 
his trust in the mother’s access ib il ity and respons ive ness, so that he scarcely 
dares to let her out of sight lest she disap pear again. Furthermore, he may be 
more ambi val ent toward her than previ ously. It seems that the angry feel ings 
aroused during the separ a tion, when he felt aban doned, are not alto gether 
dissip ated upon reunion, but mingle or altern ate with his desire for renewed 
contact, so that he both rejects and seeks to be close to his attach ment figure.

Furthermore, a child may respond to separ a tion, espe cially to a long and 
depriving separ a tion, with “detach ment” beha vior, which gives the impres sion 
that he is indif fer ent to the where abouts and beha vior of his attach ment figure. 
In fact, however, detach ment seems likely to be a product of intense conflict 
between attach ment beha vior activ ated at high levels of intens ity and avoid ant 
beha vior evoked by the seeming rejec tion impli cit in the failure of the attach
ment figure to respond to him during the separ a tion. This detach ment beha vior, 
like angry reject ing beha vior, is not likely to vanish imme di ately upon reunion. 
On the contrary, it may be strengthened by the high intens ity activ a tion of 
attach ment beha vior occa sioned by reunion. Consequently a child may seem 
not to recog nize his mother or may seem indif fer ent to her for a period of time 
after reunion and before intens i fied attach ment beha vior overtly reas serts itself.

Although one might expect to find these various reunion beha vi ors—
whether they be intens i fied attach ment beha vior, angry resist ance, or avoid ant 
detach ment—to be less conspicu ous and/or less prolonged after the brief separ
a tions impli cit in our strange situ ation, never the less it seemed reas on able to us 
to be alert for responses, similar in kind if not in degree, in the reunion epis
odes. Furthermore, because the strange situ ation separ a tions were so brief, it 
makes sense to suppose that indi vidual differ ences in reunion beha vi ors reflect 
char ac ter ist ics of the infant’s attach ment rela tion ship to his mother—char ac ter
ist ics that were consol id ated long before the strange situ ation was first 
encountered.
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The final task of this preface is briefly to outline the struc ture of this volume. 
But before proceed ing to that task, one further point is most suit ably discussed 
here. The strange situ ation is admit tedly some what stress ful. Some have 
sugges ted that it is unjus ti fi ably stress ful. We must disagree. We would not have 
subjec ted over 100 infants to an unduly stress ful proced ure. We designed the 
situ ation to approx im ate the kind of exper i ences that an infant in our society 
commonly encoun ters in real life. All American mothers whom we have 
encountered do not hesit ate to take their babies at least occa sion ally into unfa
mil iar envir on ments—for example, to visit an adult friend unfa mil iar to the 
baby or, less commonly, to take him to a day care center, to a babysit ter’s home, 
or to a play group. While they are in this unfa mil iar (but not other wise 
alarm ing) envir on ment, the mother may leave her baby for a few minutes—
either alone or with a stranger—whether to accom pany her hostess to another 
room, to go to the tele phone, or to visit the bath room. The strange situ ation 
was modeled on such common real life exper i ences.

None of the mothers in any of our four samples came to the labor at ory 
without having been informed in detail of every step in the proced ure, how we 
expec ted a range of babies to respond, and why we had designed the epis odes 
in the way that we had. Nearly all mothers that we approached agreed to parti
cip ate with their babies; only one did so with any appar ent misgiv ings, and she 
was the one mother in our longit ud inal sample who had a full time job and 
whose baby had begun to react negat ively to her daily depar tures and returns. 
We emphas ized that any episode could be curtailed if a baby became unduly 
distressed, but it was we who nearly always initi ated a curtail ment, while the 
mother showed no concern.

After the strange situ ation was over, we always spent substan tial time with 
the mother and baby, giving the mother an oppor tun ity to discuss the baby’s 
reac tions if she wished, but in any case offer ing an occa sion for pleas ant social 
inter ac tion. In no case did we observe any continu ing distress or any adverse 
effects attrib ut able to the strange situ ation, and in the case of our longit ud inal 
sample this was so in a follow up visit three weeks later. Indeed we were soon 
convinced that we were far more concerned about the anxiety that might have 
been asso ci ated with the brief separ a tion exper i ences impli cit in the strange 
situ ation proced ure than were the parents—who had little or no compunc tion 
about impos ing much longer separ a tions on their babies, often under less than 
optimum condi tions.

Nevertheless we acknow ledge that the strange situ ation proced ure might not 
approx im ate common exper i ences of infants who are reared differ ently, whether 
in other soci et ies or by atyp ical parents in our own society; and we cast no asper
sions by our term “atyp ical,” for these may be highly sens it ive parents who avoid 
all unne ces sary occa sions for separ a tion. It seems entirely likely that Ainsworth’s 
(1967) Ganda infants and Konner’s (1972) Bushman babies could not have  
toler ated the strange situ ation. Recently Takahashi (personal commu nic a tion) 
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informed us that the Japanese mothers of her sample would not consent to 
leaving their babies alone in an unfa mil iar situ ation, although they did not 
object to leaving them with a stranger. The strange situ ation surely should not 
be imposed on a baby whose parents are reluct ant to cooper ate, espe cially if they 
have reason to expect that he would be espe cially disturbed either by separ a tion 
or by encoun ter ing a stranger. For all but a few infants in our middle class 
society, however, we are convinced that there is no uncom mon stress impli cit in 
the strange situ ation proced ure, and we are even more convinced that the 
scientific yield of the strange situ ation proced ure has been great indeed.

Now let us intro duce the reader to the rest of this volume. Chapter 1 deals 
with the theor et ical back ground that under lies our research. It is neces sary in 
order to follow our inter pret a tions of the find ings. Those who are thor oughly 
convers ant with etho lo gical–evol u tion ary attach ment theory (e.g., Ainsworth, 
1969, 1972; Bowlby, 1969, 1973) will perhaps find little new in Chapter 1 and 
may wish to speed on to later chapters.

Part II deals with method. Chapter 2 intro duces the reader to our total sample 
of 106 infants and presents the strange situ ation proced ure in the kind of detail 
neces sary if others are to replic ate it. Chapter 3 presents the beha vi oral meas ures 
we used in our data reduc tion. There are three types of assess ment: (1) frequency 
meas ures of an ordin ary kind, which are used chiefly to deal with “discrete” 
beha vi ors (specific beha vi ors considered separ ately from other beha vi ors); (2) 
special scoring of inter act ive beha vi ors (“categor ical” meas ures that assume a 
degree of equi val ence among goal correc ted beha vi ors with a common set goal, 
and that thus them selves take beha vi oral pattern ing into account); and (3) clas si
fic a tion of infants accord ing to the patterns of beha vior they displayed. Although 
the frequency meas ures are almost self explan at ory, the reader will need to 
become famil iar with the categor ical meas ures and with the clas si fic at ory system 
in order to follow our present a tion of find ings with under stand ing and ease.

Part III is concerned with results, both of our own strange situ ation research 
and that of others who have used the strange situ ation proced ure with little or 
no modi fic a tion. Chapter 4 contains a descript ive account of beha vior in each 
episode of the strange situ ation. This analysis is etho lo gic ally inspired. It seemed 
desir able to provide this detailed account of strange situ ation beha vior before 
redu cing the data to more manip ulable beha vi oral meas ures. This account is 
prerequis ite to the analysis of the activ a tion and termin a tion of specific beha
vi ors, of changes in beha vi ors as the activ a tion of the attach ment system 
becomes more intense, and of the ways in which differ ent attach ment beha vi ors 
are altern at ive to each other and hence inter change able to some extent. 
Chapter 5 is a norm at ive account of beha vi oral changes across epis odes of the 
strange situ ation. This analysis, repor ted previ ously for a smaller sample 
(Ainsworth, Bell, & Stayton, 1971), deals with the vari ations across epis odes of 
the various beha vi oral meas ures. In a sense, it summar izes the detailed episode 
by episode analysis of Chapter 4.
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Chapters 6, 7, and 8 deal with indi vidual differ ences in strange situ ation 
beha vior. Chapter 6 is devoted to a multiple discrim in ant func tion analysis, 
which exam ines the reli ab il ity of the clas si fic at ory system that is our primary 
method of identi fy ing patterns of attach ment. Among other things, this analysis 
ascer tains the extent to which the specific a tions for clas si fic a tion actu ally 
contrib ute to discrim in at ing one clas si fic at ory group from the others. 
Chapters 7 and 8 focus on indi vidual differ ences in our longit ud inal sample, 
compar ing strange situ ation patterns with beha vi ors mani fes ted at home 
during both the first and fourth quar ters of the first year. Chapter 7 compares 
infant beha vior at home with beha vior in the strange situ ation. This analysis is 
highly pertin ent to the issue of the stabil ity of both attach ment beha vi ors and 
patterns of attach ment over time and across situ ations. It is also essen tial to the 
inter pret a tion of strange situ ation patterns as indic at ive of qual it at ive differ
ences in the infant–mother attach ment rela tion ship. Chapter 8 exam ines the 
rela tion ship of mater nal beha vior at home to infant beha vior in the strange situ
ation—an analysis that throws light upon the influ ence of indi vidual differ
ences in mater nal beha vior on indi vidual differ ences in the quality of the 
attach ment of infant to mother.

Chapters 9 and 10 are review chapters. Chapter 9 deals with the find ings of 
other invest ig a tions of the beha vior of 1year olds in the strange situ ation, 
whereas Chapter 10 is concerned with the beha vior of chil dren between 2 and 
4. These import ant chapters extend the scope of our research. In most instances 
the find ings repor ted therein confirm and extend our find ings, although some 
studies, espe cially some of those dealing with older chil dren, suggest limit a
tions. Other studies yield appar ent discrep an cies between their find ings and 
ours that seem best explained in terms of the use of differ ent methods of 
appraisal.

We then return again specific ally to a consid er a tion of indi vidual differ
ences. Chapter 11 exam ines the stabil ity of patterns of attach ment and attach
ment beha vior shown when the strange situ ation is repeated after varying lapses 
of time. Chapter 12 considers indi vidual differ ences in patterns of beha vior as 
they are more finely reflec ted in subgroup differ ences, over and above the way 
in which they are reflec ted in differ ences among the three main clas si fic at ory 
groups that were the theme of many of the find ings repor ted in Chapters 6 
through 11. These subgroups are too small for one to be able to mean ing fully 
assess the stat ist ical signi fic ance of the differ ences among them. Hence the 
reader who is inter ested in the general thrust of our argu ment rather than in 
possibly suggest ive detail may wish to skip on to Part IV.

In Part IV the find ings repor ted in Part III are discussed in the light of both 
theor et ical consid er a tions and other relev ant find ings repor ted in the research 
liter at ure. Chapter 13 focuses on the discus sion of the norm at ive find ings, 
which may now be better under stood after our consid er a tion of indi vidual 
differ ences. Chapter 14 considers indi vidual differ ences in the light of diverse 
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theor et ical paradigms—evol u tion ary–etho lo gical attach ment theory (summar
ized in Chapter 1) and two paradigms stem ming from social learn ing theory. 
Here we attempt to deal with some recent criti cisms of attach ment research and 
of the concept of attach ment. It seems obvious to us that these criti cisms are 
attrib ut able to diver gent paradigms, leading to research asking differ ent ques
tions, and conduc ted with proced ures differ ent from ours. Insofar as it is possible 
to make a bridge between diver gent paradigms, we believe that the find ings 
repor ted in this volume provide a defin it ive reply to the kind of criti cisms made 
to date. Finally, Chapter 15 provides an inter pret a tion of the patterns of attach
ment that have emerged as the most signi fic ant set of find ings of our research, 
along with a discus sion of some of the ways in which they seem likely to influ
ence early devel op ment.
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Notes

1 MDSA first heard William Blatz speak of a child using his parents as a secure base 
from which to venture forth to learn when she was a student in his course at the 
University of Toronto in 1934–35. It was not until 30 years later (Blatz, 1966) that 
he expli citly published his “secur ity theory.”

2 It now seems likely to us that the Ganda infants, being more afraid of strangers than 
the Baltimore infants were, found even the famil iar home envir on ment more 
stress ful because of the pres ence of the visitor observ ers, and that this high lighted 
indi vidual differ ences in their use of the mother as a secure base from which to 
explore.
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1
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Introduction

Attachment theory was given its first prelim in ary state ment in John Bowlby’s 
1958 paper entitled “The Nature of a Child’s Tie to His Mother.” It was fully 
launched by the first volume of his trilogy on Attachment and Loss in 1969, 
which was followed by a second volume in 1973. The first two reports of 
research inspired by Bowlby’s early formu la tion were by Ainsworth (1963, 
1964) and Schaffer and Emerson (1964). Since then there has been an increas ing 
volume of research relev ant to infant–mother attach ment, includ ing research 
into mother–infant inter ac tion and into early social devel op ment. There is no 
doubt that the further formu la tion of attach ment theory, as repres en ted in 
Bowlby’s major works (1969, 1973) was influ enced by this research. In the 
mean time other state ments of attach ment theory have emerged, some of which 
(e.g., Ainsworth, 1969, 1972; Sroufe & Waters, 1977) dove tail closely with 
Bowlby’s evol u tion ary–etho lo gical approach. In contrast, others (e.g., Cairns, 
1972; Gewirtz, 1972a, 1972b; Maccoby & Masters, 1970) have attemp ted to 
assim il ate attach ment theory to other earlier paradigms.

Attachment Theory as a New Paradigm

Bowlby’s attach ment theory stemmed from a conver gence of several import ant 
trends in the biolo gical and social sciences. An initial psycho ana lytic orient a
tion was integ rated with the biolo gical discip line of etho logy and its insist ence 
on viewing beha vior in an evol u tion ary context; with psycho bi o logy and its 
focus on neuro physiolo gical, endo crine, and receptor processes that inter act 
with envir on mental stimuli to activ ate and termin ate the activ ity of beha vi oral 
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systems; with control systems theory, which directs atten tion to “inner 
program ming” and links beha vi oral theory to an inform a tion processing 
model of cogni tion; and with Piaget’s struc tural approach to the devel op ment 
of cogni tion. Although this integ ra tion was under taken primar ily to under
stand the origin, func tion, and devel op ment of an infant’s early social rela tions, 
that part of Bowlby’s theory that deals specific ally with attach ment is embed ded 
in a general theory of beha vior that owes much to its several origins.

Attachment theory might be described as “progra matic” and open en ded. It 
does not purport to be a tight network of propos i tions on the basis of which 
hypo theses may be formu lated, any one of which, in the event of an adequate 
but unsuc cess ful test, could inval id ate the theory as a whole. Instead, this is an 
explan at ory theory—a guide to under stand ing data already at our disposal and 
a guide to further research. “Validation” is a matter of collect ing evid ence 
relev ant to “construct valid ity” (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955), with the implic a
tion that the “construct” itself can be elab or ated and refined through further 
research, rather than stand ing or falling on the basis of one crucial exper i ment.

Despite its lack of resemb lance to a math em ati co phys ical theory, both the 
general theory of beha vior and attach ment theory amount to what Kuhn (1962) 
termed a paradigm change for devel op mental psycho logy—a complete shift of 
perspect ive. According to Kuhn, such paradigm changes are at the root of 
scientific revolu tions and account for the major advances in science, even 
though much construct ive endeavor must follow the advance ment of a new 
paradigm before it is fleshed out fully.

Kuhn emphas ized the diffi culty encountered by adher ents of earlier 
paradigms in assim il at ing the implic a tions of the new paradigm. Such diffi culty 
is unavoid able, for a new paradigm comes into being in an attempt to account 
for find ings that older paradigms could not deal with adequately. For Bowlby 
the inex plic able find ings pertained to a young child’s responses to separ a tion 
from his mother figure. Although a new paradigm may build on older ones and 
must also account for the empir ical find ings that they dealt with adequately, the 
new paradigm cannot be assim il ated to an old paradigm—not without such 
substan tial accom mod a tion that the old paradigm is changed beyond recog ni
tion and itself becomes a new paradigm more or less akin to the other new one 
that could not readily be assim il ated. We hold that Bowlby’s attach ment theory 
consti tutes a new paradigm for research into social devel op ment. It is in terms 
of this paradigm that we inter pret our find ings—and indeed we view our find
ings as helping to flesh out the frame work of the new paradigm.

Although in Chapters 9, 10, and 14 we also discuss some researches that 
stemmed from diver gent paradigms, we are cogniz ant of Kuhn’s warning that 
it is diffi cult to move from one paradigm to another. Ainsworth (1969) 
attemp ted an elucid a tion of the differ ences between three major paradigms 
relev ant to an infant’s rela tion ship with his mother; we shall not repeat this 
endeavor here. The attach ment theory that we shall summar ize in this chapter 
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is based on Bowlby’s paradigm, with partic u lar emphasis on those aspects that 
are most relev ant to the research with which this volume is concerned.

The Behavioral System

One of the major features of Bowlby’s general theory of beha vior is the concept 
of a beha vi oral system. To etho lo gists this “construct” is so funda mental that it 
scarcely requires explan a tion. (Nevertheless, see Baerends, 1975, for a detailed 
discus sion of beha vi oral systems.) Bowlby holds that the human species is 
equipped with a number of beha vi oral systems that are species char ac ter istic 
and that have evolved because their usual consequences have contrib uted 
substan tially to species survival. Some of these systems are toward the labile end 
of an envir on ment ally labile vs. envir on ment ally stable continuum. An “envir
on ment ally stable” system mani fests itself in much the same ways through out 
almost all members of the species (or almost all members of one sex) despite 
wide vari ations in the envir on ments in which the various popu la tions that 
compose the species have been reared and in which they now live. The mani
fest a tions of a relat ively “labile” system vary consid er ably across the various 
popu la tions in the species in accord ance with envir on mental vari ations.

For those who are not convers ant with evol u tion ary theory, it is perhaps 
useful to explain that “survival,” in terms of natural selec tion means species 
survival or at least popu la tion survival. It implies survival of the indi vidual only 
to the extent that he or she survives to produce viable offspring and to rear 
them success fully. Natural selec tion implies that the genes of the most repro
duct ively success ful indi vidu als come to be repres en ted in larger propor tion in 
the “gene pool” than the genes of indi vidu als who do not survive long enough 
to repro duce, who survive but do not produce as many offspring, whose 
offspring do not survive to sexual matur ity, or whose offspring do not repro
duce, and so on. Given the natural selec tion process, it is scarcely surpris ing 
that among the most envir on ment ally stable beha vi oral systems char ac ter istic  
of many species (includ ing the human species) are those concerned with  
repro duc tion and with care and protec tion of the young.

It is gener ally acknow ledged that the relat ively long period of infant ile help
less ness char ac ter istic of humans, together with a relat ive lack of fixed action 
patterns, provides the neces sary condi tions for flex ib il ity and learn ing—for 
adapt a tion to a very wide range of envir on mental vari ation. Nevertheless a 
long period of imma tur ity implies a long period of vulner ab il ity during which 
the child must somehow be protec ted. Bowlby argues, there fore, that human 
young must be equipped with a relat ively stable beha vi oral system that oper ates 
to promote suffi cient prox im ity to the prin cipal care giver—the mother 
figure—that parental protec tion is facil it ated. This system—attach ment beha
vior—supple ments a comple ment ary beha vi oral system in the adult—mater nal 
beha vior—that has the same func tion.
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Attachment beha vior conceived as a beha vi oral system is not to be equated 
with any specific bit of beha vior. First, the external, observ able beha vi oral 
compon ents are not the only compon ents of the system; there are intraor gan
is mic, organ iz a tional compon ents as well. These are discussed later. Second, 
there may be a variety of beha vi ors that serve the system as action compon ents, 
and indeed a specific beha vi oral compon ent may, in the course of devel op ment, 
come to serve more than one beha vi oral system. Nevertheless several beha vi ors 
may be classed together as serving a given beha vi oral system because they 
usually have a common outcome. The beha vi ors thus classed together may be 
diverse in form. They may be classed together because each is an essen tial 
compon ent of a series of beha vi ors that lead to the outcome, such as nest 
build ing among birds, or they may consti tute altern at ive modes of arriv ing at 
the outcome, as in the case of attach ment beha vior. Bowlby refers to the 
outcome as “predict able,” to imply that once the system is activ ated the outcome 
in ques tion often occurs, although not invari ably. If the outcome did not occur 
consist ently enough and in enough indi vidu als, however, the survival of the 
species would be at risk.

Predictable Outcome

The predict able outcome of a child’s attach ment beha vior is to bring him into 
closer prox im ity with other people, and partic u larly with that specific indi
vidual who is primar ily respons ible for his care. Bowlby refers to this indi vidual 
as the “mother figure,” and indeed in the human species, as well as in other 
species, this indi vidual is usually the biolo gical mother. The mother figure is, 
however, the prin cipal care giver, whether the natural mother or someone else 
who plays that role. Some beha vi oral compon ents of the attach ment system are 
signal ing beha vi ors—such as crying, calling, or smiling—that serve to attract a 
care giver to approach the child or to remain in prox im ity once close ness has 
been achieved. Other compon ents are more active; thus, once loco motion has 
been acquired, the child is able to seek prox im ity to his attach ment figure(s) on 
his own account.

Causation of Activation and Termination of Behavior

Several sets of condi tions play a part in the activ a tion of a given beha vi oral 
system, both specific and general, and within both the organ ism and the envir
on ment. Bowlby notes that the most specific causal factors are the way in which 
the beha vi oral systems are organ ized within the central nervous system and the 
pres ence or absence of certain objects within the envir on ment. From the study 
of other species, we also know that hormones may have a fairly specific influ
ence on beha vior, although our know ledge of hormonal influ ences on human 
attach ment beha vior or recip rocal mater nal beha vior is sparse indeed. Among 
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the more general factors that play a part in the caus a tion of beha vior are the 
current state of activ ity of the central nervous system—its state of “arousal”—
and the total stim u la tion impinging on the organ ism at the time. These five 
classes of caus a tion act together; no one of them may be suffi cient to set a  
beha vi oral system into action unless one or more of the other factors are also 
favor able.

Among the various envir on mental condi tions that may activ ate attach ment 
beha vior in a young child who has already become attached to a specific figure 
are absence of or distance from that figure, the figure’s depart ing or return ing 
after an absence, rebuff by or lack of respons ive ness of that figure or of others, 
and alarm ing events of all kinds, includ ing unfa mil iar situ ations and strangers. 
Among the various internal condi tions are illness, hunger, pain, cold, and the 
like. In addi tion, whether in early infancy or in later years, it seems appar ent 
that attach ment beha vior may be activ ated, sustained, or intens i fied by other 
less intense condi tions that are as yet not well under stood. Thus, for example, 
an infant when picked up may mold his body to the person who holds him, thus 
mani fest ing prox im ity/contact main tain ing beha vior, even though his attach
ment beha vior may not have been activ ated at any substan tial level of intens ity 
before being picked up. Or a some what older infant or young child may respond 
with attach ment beha vior to a figure—partic u larly a famil iar one—who soli
cits his response and inter ac tion. Indeed he may seek to initi ate such inter ac tion 
himself, and if the figure is a famil iar care giver or (later) an attach ment figure, 
one could argue that the beha vi ors involved in the initi ation and in the 
subsequent inter ac tion operate in the service of the attach ment system. As for 
the most specific intraor gan is mic factor—the organ iz a tion of beha vi oral 
systems within the central nervous system—we shall only say at this junc ture 
that whatever consti tu tional organ iz a tion is present at birth becomes substan
tially modi fied and elab or ated through exper i ence, and that indi vidual differ
ences in exper i ence may be presumed to result in differ ent patterns of 
organ iz a tion. Thus, although one may gener al ize to some extent about the 
condi tions likely to activ ate attach ment beha vior, the factor of internal organ
iz a tion is highly specific to the indi vidual and, in addi tion, specific to his 
partic u lar stage of devel op ment.

The condi tions for termin a tion of a beha vi oral system are conceived by 
Bowlby as being as complex as the condi tions of activ a tion, and as related both 
to the intens ity with which the system had been activ ated and to the partic u lar 
beha vi oral compon ent of the system that was involved. Thus the most effect ive 
termin at ing condi tion for infant crying is close bodily contact contin gent upon 
being picked up by the mother figure (Bell & Ainsworth, 1972), whereas simple 
approach beha vior in a 1year old may be termin ated by achiev ing a degree of 
prox im ity without requir ing close bodily contact. On the other hand, if the 
attach ment system has been activ ated at a high level of intens ity, close contact 
may be required for the termin a tion of attach ment beha vior.
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A note on termin o logy may be helpful to the reader. Bowlby (1969) uses the 
term “attach ment beha vior” to refer to both the beha vi oral system and to the 
beha vi oral compon ents thereof—a usage that may occa sion confu sion among 
readers unac cus tomed to the concept of beha vi oral systems. We have attemp ted 
to use the plural term, “attach ment beha vi ors” to refer to the action compon
ents that serve the beha vi oral system, while reserving the singu lar term “attach
ment beha vior” or the some what clumsy term “attach ment beha vi oral system” 
to refer to the system.

Biological Function

The biolo gical func tion of a beha vi oral system is to be distin guished from the 
causes of the beha vi oral system’s having been activ ated. It is an outcome of the 
beha vi oral system’s having been activ ated, but whereas there may be more than 
one predict able outcome, the biolo gical func tion of the system is defined as that 
predict able outcome that afforded a certain survival advant age in the “envir on
ment of evol u tion ary adap ted ness”—the original envir on ment in which the 
system first emerged as a more or less envir on ment ally stable system, and to 
which it may be said to be adapted in the evol u tion ary sense. Biological 
program ing contin ues to bias members of the species to behave in the ways that 
gave survival advant age in this original envir on ment. The biolo gical func tion 
of the beha vi oral system may or may not give special survival advant age in one 
or another of the various envir on ments in which popu la tions now live, but 
unless changes in the average expect able envir on ment render the beha vi oral 
system a liab il ity, it will be main tained in the reper toire of the species.

Bowlby (1969) proposed that the biolo gical func tion of the attach ment 
system is protec tion, and he sugges ted that it was most specific ally protec tion 
from pred at ors in the envir on ment of evol u tion ary adap ted ness. Indeed, field 
studies of other species suggest that infants who get out of prox im ity to their 
mothers are very likely to become victims of pred a tion. He argued, however, 
that even in the present day envir on ment of Western society a child is much 
more vulner able to disaster (for example, to becom ing a victim of a traffic acci
dent) if alone rather than accom pan ied by a respons ible adult (Bowlby, 1973). 
Indeed, he noted that even adults of any society tend to be less vulner able to 
mishap if with a compan ion than when alone. Therefore, he felt comfort able 
about specify ing protec tion as continu ing to be the biolo gical func tion of 
attach ment beha vior and its recip rocal parental beha vior.

The implic a tion is that the recip rocal beha vi ors of child and parent (Hinde, 
1976a, 1976b, would term these “comple ment ary” beha vi ors) are adapted to 
each other in an evol u tion ary sense. Thus, a child’s attach ment beha vior is 
adapted to an envir on ment contain ing a figure—the mother figure—who is 
both access ible to him and respons ive to his beha vi oral cues. To the extent that 
the envir on ment of rearing approx im ates the envir on ment to which an infant’s 
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beha vi ors are phylo gen et ic ally adapted, his social devel op ment will follow a 
normal course. To the extent that the envir on ment of rearing departs from the 
envir on ment to which his beha vi ors are adapted, devel op mental anom alies may 
occur. Thus, for example, an infant reared for a long period, from early infancy 
onward, in an insti tu tional envir on ment in which he has so little consist ent 
inter ac tion with any one poten tial attach ment figure that he fails to form an 
attach ment may, when subsequently fostered and thus given an oppor tun ity to 
attach himself, be unable to attach himself to anyone (e.g., Goldfarb, 1943; 
Provence & Lipton, 1962.)

The fore go ing example raises an import ant point for attach ment theory—
namely, that just as an infant is predis posed to exhibit attach ment beha vior 
under appro pri ate circum stances, he is predis posed to form an attach ment to a 
specific figure or figures. The predict able outcome of both the activ a tion of the 
attach ment beha vi oral system and attach ment as a bond is the main ten ance of a 
degree of prox im ity to the attach ment figure(s); and simil arly, in each case, the 
biolo gical func tion is protec tion. We discuss attach ment as bond and its rela tion 
to attach ment beha vior later in this chapter. Here we merely wish to point out 
that it is under very unusual circum stances that an infant or young child 
encoun ters condi tions such that his attach ment beha vior does not result in the 
form a tion of an attach ment. Although, as noted above, insti tu tion reared 
infants may not become attached to anyone, most family reared infants do 
become attached, even to unre spons ive or punit ive mother figures.

Goal-Corrected Behavior

Species char ac ter istic beha vior systems may consist of fixed action patterns 
that operate more or less inde pend ently of envir on mental feed back or that may 
at least have some fixed action compon ents in the system. Bowlby’s general 
theory of beha vior specified, however, that species char ac ter istic beha vi ors 
may also be flex ible and goal direc ted. Here he draws upon control systems 
theory. A control system is a machine that may be described as oper at ing 
purpos ively. The “goal” is built into the device by the men who program it, or 
“set” it. Feedback is the essen tial mech an ism through which the machine 
achieves its goal. There is a mech an ism for receiv ing “input” and one for 
effect ing “output.” The results of the output are fed back through the receptor 
mech an ism to affect further output in accord ance with the way the device is 
programed.

The simplest kind of control system is a regu lator—for example, a ther mo
stat. The purpose is to main tain the temper at ure of a room at a level at which 
the ther mo stat is set—the specific “set goal” of the device. (One may change 
the set goal by chan ging the ther mo stat to another level.) When the receptor 
mech an ism receives inform a tion that the room temper at ure has dropped below 
the level of the set goal, it turns on the heating system through its effector 
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mech an ism; when inform a tion is received that the temper at ure has reached (or 
slightly surpassed) the set goal level, it turns the heating system off. Many of 
the physiolo gical systems operate homeo stat ic ally in essen tially the same way as 
a regu lator.

A more complex kind of control system is a servomech an ism, such as power 
steer ing. In such a system the “setting” is continu ally changed by the human 
oper ator, and the system acts to bring perform ance into accord with the setting 
at each change. Another example is the action of the anti mis sile missile. Here 
the instruc tions are built into the machine in the course of its manu fac ture; its 
set goal is the inter cep tion of another missile. Its effector system alters the speed 
and direc tion of its move ment in accord ance with feed back from its receptor 
mech an ism, which monit ors not only the distance and direc tion of the other 
missile but also the way in which the discrep ancy between their relat ive posi
tions changes as a result of their move ments relat ive to each other. The set goal 
and action of the missile is like that of the pereg rine falcon that “stoops” to 
inter cept another bird in flight. The only substan tial differ ence between the 
falcon and the anti mis sile missile is that the missile’s program was built into it 
by its manu fac tur ers, whereas the falcon’s biolo gical program results from 
natural selec tion. In the case of the falcon this program ing provides the equip
ment that enables continu ously chan ging visual input to guide the move ments 
that control the course and speed of flight, so that the predict able outcome is 
the achieve ment of the set goal—the inter cep tion of prey.

“Goal correc ted” is the term that Bowlby (1969) suggests as prefer able to 
“goal direc ted” to describe beha vi oral systems that are struc tured in terms of 
set goals. He suggests that complex beha vi oral systems of this sort are char ac
ter istic of the human species—systems that may be described as purpos ive and 
flex ible and yet that have a basis of biolo gical program ing. The attach ment 
system provides an inter est ing example, because it has both the features of a 
simple regu lator and the flex ib il ity of a much more complex control system. 
The setting of the set goal—that is, the degree of prox im ity to an attach ment 
figure specified by the set goal—differs from time to time depend ing on 
circum stances. When the set goal is set widely, a child may venture a sub 
stantial distance from his mother before the set goal is exceeded, attach ment 
beha vior is activ ated, and the specified degree of prox im ity restored.

As sugges ted earlier, however, a variety of differ ent condi tions may activ ate 
attach ment beha vior, in addi tion to exceed ing the distance (and time) away 
from the attach ment figure that was specified by the “original” setting of the 
set goal. Depending on the intens ity with which such condi tions may activ ate 
the attach ment system, the set goal may abruptly change its setting to specify 
the required degree of prox im ity more narrowly. Indeed, when the attach ment 
system is activ ated to a high degree of intens ity, the set goal may be close 
bodily contact, and attach ment beha vior will not be termin ated until this new 
set goal has been achieved. Furthermore, there is substan tial flex ib il ity in the 
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attach ment beha vi ors that may be used for the achieve ment of the set goal. The 
model of the simple regu lator is approx im ated only when the attach ment figure 
is station ary and inact ive. The ways in which the attach ment figure behaves 
influ ence the ways in which the child’s reper toire of attach ment beha vi ors is 
deployed to achieve the current set goal. Finally, although the “beha vi oral 
homeo stasis” asso ci ated with the simple regu lator model has general descript ive 
value, the attach ment beha vi oral system is organ ized along much more complex 
lines. Overemphasis on the simple model has led many to assume that Bowlby’s 
attach ment theory defines attach ment beha vior rigidly and exclus ively in terms 
of seeking literal prox im ity—a concep tion that is inad equate even when 
describ ing the attach ment and attach ment beha vior of a 1year old and that is 
clearly mislead ing when attempt ing to compre hend the beha vior of the older 
child or adult.

Clearly Bowlby conceives of some very complex adult beha vior stem ming 
from species char ac ter istic beha vi oral systems. An example of this is parental 
beha vior. In this case, however, there seems to be so much flex ib il ity attrib ut
able to feed back from envir on mental condi tions that the program followed by 
the system can only be perceived by step ping back from the details of beha vi ors 
in a given situ ation to look at the consist ent pattern of beha vior toward a 
common set goal that is appar ent across a variety of geograph ical and cultural 
envir on ments.

Organization of Behavior

The beha vi ors classed together as serving a given beha vi oral system may be 
organ ized in differ ent ways. The simplest mode of organ iz a tion is chain ing, in 
which the “output” of each link in the chain provides input to activ ate the next 
beha vi oral link—a mode of organ iz a tion famil iar to us through S–R psycho
logy. Another more complex mode of organ iz a tion, deemed by Bowlby to be 
more char ac ter istic of most human beha vior, is a hier arch ical form of organ iz
a tion. One form of hier arch ical organ iz a tion is governed by a plan (Miller, 
Galanter, & Pribram, 1960.) In a plan, as Bowlby describes it, the overall struc
ture of the beha vior is governed by a set goal, whereas the indi vidual beha vi
oral compon ents for achiev ing the set goal vary accord ing to circum stances.

In the neonate the separ ate beha vi ors that may be classed together as attach
ment beha vior because they promote prox im ity/contact with care givers form a 
beha vi oral system whose compon ents have minimal organ iz a tion. Each beha
vi oral compon ent—for example, crying, sucking, smiling—has its distinct ive 
condi tions for activ a tion and termin a tion; and indeed, as Bowlby sugges ted, 
each might be viewed as a fixed action pattern. About the middle of the first 
year of life, however, attach ment beha vior begins to become goal correc ted and 
to be organ ized in accord ance with plans although these may at first be very 
prim it ive.
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As an example of a prim it ive plan of this sort, let us consider the case of the 
infant, engaged in explor at ory play at some distance from his mother, who 
notices her get up and move away. Her move ment may or may not have 
exceeded the limits of the prox im ity set goal oper at ive at the time, but the very 
fact that she takes the initi at ive in increas ing the distance between them may 
arouse anxiety about her continu ing access ib il ity, may narrow the limits of the 
set goal, and may activ ate attach ment beha vior at a higher level of intens ity. In 
such a case the baby may follow his mother with more urgency, seeking to 
estab lish closer prox im ity with her than before; he may signal to her by crying 
or calling, which may induce her to stop and wait for him or reverse direc tion 
and approach him; or he may do both. Even though this situ ation may evoke 
beha vior no more complex than this, the baby may be viewed as having a prim
it ive plan—namely, to get into closer prox im ity to his mother, and as having 
altern at ive beha vi ors avail able to him in terms of which he can imple ment his 
plan, choos ing the one that best seems to suit his eval u ation of the situ ation. 
Thus even a very simple plan has a set goal and a choice of altern at ive beha
vi ors, or perhaps a sequence of beha vi ors in terms of which the plan may be 
imple men ted and the set goal achieved.

The Role of Cognitive Processes and Learning

It is clear that the organ iz a tion of beha vior in accord ance with a plan involves 
cognit ive processes and that these are far beyond the ability of the neonate. 
Only after consid er able cognit ive devel op ment has taken place does an infant 
become capable of plans. Although attach ment theory cannot be iden ti fied as 
primar ily a cognit ive theory, Bowlby clearly conceives of the devel op ment of 
attach ment as inter twined with cognit ive devel op ment. Later in this chapter 
we mention some of the cognit ive acquis i tions that precede or coin cide with 
import ant shifts in the course of the devel op ment of attach ment. Here, however, 
we wish to make special mention of Bowlby’s (1969) concepts of “working 
models” and “cognit ive maps,” which consist of inner repres ent a tions of the 
attach ment figure(s), the self, and the envir on ment. Although it is obvious that 
such repres ent a tional models become increas ingly complex with exper i ence, it 
is clearly neces sary that some kind of simple repres ent a tions of this sort be 
construc ted before there may be hier arch ical organ iz a tion of beha vior accord ing 
to plans.

It is incon ceiv able that the way in which beha vior systems char ac ter istic of 
the human species operate would not be changed to a degree commen sur ate 
with the elab or a tion of repres ent a tional models, and also with the further 
devel op ment of commu nic a tion, espe cially the acquis i tion of language. Bowlby 
plainly indic ates that this must be the case with the attach ment system. Critics 
of attach ment theory do not seem to have grasped the implic a tions of either 
goal correc ted attach ment beha vior or hier arch ical organ iz a tion accord ing to 
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plans; on the contrary they seem to have paid atten tion only to the simple regu
lat ory or homeo static model, which Bowlby did discuss in detail in conjunc tion 
with present ing the concept of set goal. Under certain circum stances and 
within a certain early age range, this model does indeed capture the main 
features of the regu la tion of attach ment beha vior. Bowlby would agree with his 
critics that literal prox im ity specified in feet and yards is a very inad equate way 
of delin eat ing the set goal of the attach ment system in the case of the older 
child or adult. Even for an infant this model yields an over sim pli fied picture.

Bowlby (1973) emphas izes the import ance of the infant’s confid ence in his 
mother’s access ib il ity and respons ive ness. If in the course of his exper i ence in 
inter ac tion with his mother he has built up expect a tions that she is gener ally 
access ible to him and respons ive to his signals and commu nic a tions, this 
provides an import ant “modi fier” to his prox im ity set goal under ordin ary 
circum stances. If his exper i ence has led him to distrust her access ib il ity or 
respons ive ness, his set goal for prox im ity may well be set more narrowly. In 
either case, circum stances—her beha vior or the situ ation in general—may 
make her seem less access ible or respons ive than usual, with effects on the literal 
distance impli cit in a prox im ity set goal. (Carr, Dabbs, and Carr, 1975, have 
demon strated this point by compar ing the effects of the mother’s facing or 
facing away from the child.) Simple expect a tions regard ing the mother’s access
ib il ity and respons ive ness, as they differ with circum stance, are incor por ated 
into the repres ent a tional model a child constructs of his mother figure.

As the repres ent a tional model of his attach ment figure becomes consol id ated 
and elab or ated in the course of exper i ence, the child becomes able to sustain his 
rela tion ship with that figure over increas ingly longer periods of absence and 
without signi fic ant distress—provided that the separ a tions are agreed to will
ingly and the reasons for them under stood. Under such circum stances the older 
child or adult may employ distant modes of inter ac tion to reaf firm the access
ib il ity and respons ive ness of the attach ment figure. Telephone calls, letters, or 
tapes may help to ameli or ate absence; photo graphs and keep sakes help to bolster 
the symbolic repres ent a tion of the absent figure. (Robertson and Robertson, 
1971, repor ted delib er ate use of such symbolic modes in support ing the ability 
to with stand separ a tion of chil dren even in the second and third years of life.) 
Our language usage offers testi mony that prox im ity/contact is often conceived 
at the repres ent a tional level. We talk about “feeling close” to some one, 
“keeping in touch,” and “keeping in contact.”

Nevertheless, inner repres ent a tions cannot entirely supplant literal prox im ity 
and contact, nor can they provide more than minimal comfort in the case of 
inex plic able and/or perman ent loss of an attach ment figure—neither for a young 
child nor for a mature adult. When people are attached to another, they want to 
be with their loved one. They may be content for a while to be apart in the 
pursuit of other interests and activ it ies, but the attach ment is not worthy of the 
name if they do not want to spend a substan tial amount of time with their 
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attach ment figures—that is to say, in prox im ity and inter ac tion with them. 
Indeed, even an older child or adult will some times want to be in close bodily 
contact with a loved one, and certainly this will be the case when attach ment 
beha vior is intensely activ ated—say, by disaster, intense anxiety, or severe illness.

Interplay Among Behavioral Systems

Let us return to a consid er a tion of attach ment beha vior as one of several beha
vi oral systems that may be activ ated at a greater or lesser degree of intens ity in 
any given situ ation. What happens when two or more systems are activ ated 
simul tan eously? If one is very much more intensely activ ated than the others, 
that system determ ines the result ing overt beha vior, and neither the observer 
nor the “behaver” may discern any conflict. If two systems are activ ated at 
more nearly equal levels of intens ity, the more strongly activ ated may never the
less determ ine the beha vi oral outcome, and the less intensely activ ated system 
may be repres en ted only in terms of beha vi oral frag ments, or perhaps iden ti fied 
in terms of the beha vior that swings into action when the domin ant system is 
termin ated. An example is the beha vior of a bird at a window feeding tray 
when a person comes to the window to observe the bird. In such a situ ation 
there is likely to be conflict for the bird between tend en cies to feed and to flee. 
If feeding beha vior is activ ated more strongly than flight, the bird will remain, 
but it may well mani fest its conflict by inter spers ing feeding beha vior with 
incip i ent “take off” move ments, which etho lo gists term “inten tion move
ments.” These move ments are overt mani fest a tions of the activ a tion of the 
flight system, even though the bird contin ues to feed inter mit tently without 
actu ally flying away. If, on the other hand, the flight system is activ ated more 
strongly than the feeding system, the bird will fly away, but the fact that the 
feeding system is still at a signi fic ant level of activ a tion will be shown if, as often 
happens, he soon returns to the feeding tray. And if the human observer is 
tactful enough to with draw some what, it is likely that the flight system’s level 
of activ a tion will be reduced to the extent that the level of activ a tion of feeding 
beha vior becomes relat ively stronger and the bird will remain to feed. This 
kind of conflict with similar beha vi oral solu tions may be seen in the responses 
of 1year olds to the stranger in the strange situ ation, and is repor ted and 
discussed in later chapters.

When the two compet ing beha vi oral systems are more nearly equal in level 
of activ a tion, it is likely that both will be repres en ted in overt beha vior in one 
way or another. One way in which both might be repres en ted is in altern ate 
beha vi ors. Thus the bird, in our previ ous example, might altern ate between 
flights away from the feeding tray and returns to peck a few grains before flying 
away again. Or in our strange situ ation, a 1year old child, conflic ted between 
friendly approach to a pleas ant but unfa mil iar adult and a tend ency to avoid her 
because she is unfa mil iar, may approach the stranger but then imme di ately 
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with draw (usually return ing to the mother), only to pause for a moment and 
then approach the stranger again, perhaps repeat ing this sequence several times.

Another way in which both compet ing systems may express them selves in 
overt beha vior is in some kind of combin a tion. Coy beha vior repres ents such a 
combin a tion. A person—child or adult—both attrac ted to another person and 
wary of him/her, may simul tan eously smile and look away, the smile serving 
an affil i at ive or soci able system and the look away serving a wary/fearful system. 
Sometimes a beha vior, not activ ated intensely enough to over ride another 
beha vi oral system that blocks its expres sion, may be redir ec ted toward a goal 
object other than toward the one that elicited it. Thus a person whose aggress ive/
angry beha vior is activ ated by the actions of another of whom he is also afraid 
or fears to offend may “redir ect” aggress ive beha vior toward a third person or 
toward an inan im ate object—an outcome referred to by psycho ana lysts as 
“displace ment.”

Even when there is no substan tial degree of conflict between systems—that 
is, when one system is activ ated so strongly as to clearly over ride another—our 
under stand ing of the organ iz a tion of beha vior is greatly enhanced if we view 
the oper a tion of one beha vior system in the context of other systems. Thus, to 
compre hend how 1year olds mani fest attach ment beha vior in the strange situ
ation, we must trace through, episode by episode, the inter play among attach
ment beha vior, wary/fearful beha vior, explor at ory beha vior, and in some 
epis odes, soci able (or affil i at ive) beha vior direc ted toward the stranger. The 
train ing that most of us have received does not make it easy to concep tu al ize 
the inter play of as many as four complex systems, let alone to take into account 
the complex condi tions that determ ine the level of activ a tion of each of them. 
Bischof (1975) provides a control systems model that illus trates the inter play 
among the four systems that are of most concern to us in strange situ ation 
research. Bischof would be the first to agree that even his complex model 
repres ents an over sim pli fic a tion of the complex it ies of real life beha vior. 
Nevertheless, we believe it to be a fine contri bu tion toward an under stand ing 
of how intraor gan is mic and envir on mental condi tions operate to determ ine 
which of four beha vior systems will be activ ated most intensely and thus will 
control beha vi oral output. The model is not complex enough, however, to 
handle the mani fest a tions of conflict beha vior described earlier in this section.

Behaviors May Serve More Than One System

In each species there may be a few specific beha vi ors that are unique to one and 
only one beha vi oral system. Examples of this are diffi cult to find in the human 
species. Looking, for example, may serve a wide variety of beha vi oral systems, 
perhaps from earli est infancy onward. One looks at a novel object, and this 
serves the explor at ory system. One seeks eye contact with an attach ment figure, 
or at least monit ors his/her where abouts with an occa sional glance. One glares 
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at an antag on ist toward whom one feels anim os ity. One may give a good, long 
look at a novel object, person, or situ ation that arouses wari ness/fear, before 
either putting it at a distance, or “cutting off” the stim u lus by looking away, or 
decid ing that the object is more inter est ing than fright en ing and approach ing 
it. Approach beha vior itself may serve more than one system, as Tracy, Lamb, 
and Ainsworth (1976) have argued. Locomotor approach can serve the attach
ment system when the indi vidual seeks prox im ity to an attach ment figure. It 
can also serve explor a tion, food seeking, affil i ation with figures other than an 
attach ment figure, play, anger/aggres sion, and prob ably other systems as well. 
Furthermore, beha vi ors that in an early stage of devel op ment were espe cially 
linked with one beha vi oral system may at later stages occur, if only in frag
ment ary form, to serve either the same system or other systems. Thus, for 
example, beha vi ors displayed by an infant toward his mother may occur also in 
the adult as part of court ship/mating beha vior. Thus in some species of birds, 
begging for food may be an integ ral feature of court ship—and human equi val
ents are not diffi cult to identify.

Bowlby (1969), in his chapter on “Beginnings,” enumer ated various forms 
of beha vior that “mediate attach ment”—that is to say, specific beha vi ors that 
promote prox im ity, contact, and inter ac tion with other persons and thus play a 
signi fic ant role in the devel op ment of attach ment to one or a few such persons. 
We may identify these as “attach ment beha vi ors,” because they clearly serve the 
attach ment beha vior system, or as “precursor attach ment beha vi ors” as 
Ainsworth (1972) did, because they are part of the equip ment of the neonate 
and/or very young infant before he has become attached to anyone. There is 
nothing in attach ment theory to imply that these beha vi ors serve the attach
ment system exclus ively, even in early infancy. In his next chapter Bowlby 
listed a number of beha vi ors sugges ted by Ainsworth (1967) to be differ en tially 
displayed by an infant during his first year toward a partic u lar figure toward 
whom he is, or is becom ing, attached. Bowlby implied that these were useful 
indic at ors of the process of focus ing on a specific figure. Some of them may also 
prove useful as criteria for describ ing an infant as having become attached to a 
partic u lar figure. It was not inten ded by Bowlby and Ainsworth to imply:  
(1) that beha vi ors displayed differ en tially during an early phase of devel op ment 
neces sar ily continue through out child hood and into adult hood to be displayed 
differ en tially to attach ment figures; (2) that this list consti tutes an adequate 
roster of beha vi ors that serve the attach ment system during the second year of 
life and later; or (3) that these beha vi ors serve the attach ment system exclus
ively. Indeed, as the organ iz a tion of the attach ment system becomes elab or ated 
in the course of devel op ment, and as more and more forms of beha vior become 
employed as altern at ive means of imple ment ing the plans pertin ent to inter
action with attach ment figures, it seems less and less useful to attempt an enu 
mer a tion of attach ment beha vi ors. Increasingly, the organ iz a tion and pattern ing 
of beha vi ors become the focus of interest.
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Attachment and Attachment Behaviors

Here we are concerned with the distinc tion between attach ment as a bond, tie, 
or endur ing rela tion ship between a young child and his mother and attach ment 
beha vi ors through which such a bond first becomes formed and that later serve to 
mediate the rela tion ship. In devel op ing attach ment theory, Bowlby (1969) 
devoted much atten tion to attach ment beha vior as a beha vior system, in the 
course of which he also discussed the specific beha vi ors that serve that system in 
infancy and early child hood. He devoted relat ively little atten tion to an expos
i tion of the rela tion between such beha vi ors and attach ment as a bond. Indeed, 
we can assume that he considered it self evident that the way in which the 
attach ment beha vi oral system became intern ally organ ized in rela tion ship to a 
specific figure itself consti tuted the bond or attach ment to that figure. Some 
readers, however, working within the frame work of other paradigms, failed to 
grasp the organ iz a tional implic a tions of the concept of a beha vi oral system, and 
concluded that attach ment and overt attach ment beha vior were identical. Such 
a conclu sion led to a variety of theor et ical miscon cep tions: for example, that 
attach ment has disap peared if attach ment beha vior, includ ing separ a tion distress, 
is no longer overtly mani fes ted; that the intens ity with which a child shows 
attach ment beha vior in a given situ ation may be taken as an index of the strength 
of his attach ment; or that attach ment consists in nothing more than the contin
gen cies of the inter ac tion between a child and his mother.

We have attemp ted to deal with the distinc tion between attach ment and 
attach ment beha vior else where (e.g., Ainsworth, 1969, 1972), and we return to 
this issue later in this volume, after present ing our find ings. Here, however, we 
should like to remind the reader that Bowlby’s attach ment theory came about 
through his efforts to account for the response of a young child to a major 
separ a tion from his mother and to reunion with her after wards (Bowlby, 1969, 
preface). Therefore, it seems appro pri ate here to review a few of the phenom ena 
that it make it neces sary to assume the exist ence of a bond between a child and 
his mother that, once formed, contin ues despite separ a tion, inde pend ent of 
either overt mani fest a tions of attach ment beha vior or the contin gen cies impli cit 
in ongoing mother child inter ac tion. First, it is neces sary to distin guish 
between brief separ a tions of minutes (or even hours) that take place in the 
famil iar home envir on ment and about which a child will have formed a system 
of expect a tions and an invol un tary separ a tion lasting for days, weeks, or months, 
during which a child may be cared for by unfa mil iar persons in an unfa mil iar 
envir on ment. It is the latter that we have termed “major” or “defin it ive” separ
a tions, to distin guish them from brief “every day” separ a tions in a famil iar 
envir on ment.

A child’s initial response to a major separ a tion—either at the moment of 
parting or later when his expect a tions of a prompt reunion are viol ated—is to 
greatly intensify attach ment beha vior, protest ing the separ a tion and trying by 
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all means at his disposal to regain prox im ity/contact with his attach ment figure. 
This protest is usually more than moment ary, but how long it lasts and how 
intense it is depend on a variety of circum stances. As separ a tion contin ues, 
however, the child’s attach ment beha vior becomes either muted or more inter
mit tently mani fes ted, and even tu ally it may drop out alto gether. If one were 
guided entirely by his overt beha vior, one would say that he is no longer 
attached; but that the bond endures, despite absence of attach ment beha vior 
direc ted toward the absent figure, is vividly demon strated in most chil dren 
when reunited with the attach ment figure. Whether with or without some 
delay, attach ment beha vior is activ ated at a high level of intens ity—much higher 
than that char ac ter istic of the child before separ a tion. Were attach ment identical 
with attach ment beha vior, one would be forced to conclude that separ a tion first 
strengthens the bond, then weakens it, and finally destroys it. If one holds that 
the bond has alto gether disap peared, it then becomes impossible to account for 
the fact that it recon sti t utes itself so quickly after reunion. It seems to us more 
reas on able to view the bond as endur ing despite the vicis situdes of attach ment 
beha vior.

If during separ a tion from his mother a child is fortu nate enough to be cared 
for by a substi tute figure who plays a thor ough mater nal role, separ a tion distress 
may be greatly alle vi ated, and the child may come to direct attach ment beha
vior toward the substi tute figure. Nevertheless such sens it ive foster care does 
not dimin ish a child’s attach ment to his own mother figure; on the contrary it 
facil it ates rather than hampers the prompt rees tab lish ment of normal rela tions 
with her upon reunion (Robertson & Robertson, 1971).

To be sure, there may be some delay in the reem er gence of attach ment beha
vior after a long period of separ a tion, espe cially if separ a tion was exper i enced in 
a depriving envir on ment without adequate substi tute moth er ing—and this delay 
is asso ci ated with the length and extent of disap pear ance of overt attach ment 
beha vior during the separ a tion itself. Upon reunion the child may seem not to 
recog nize his mother, or he may reject her advances, or he may seem merely to 
be unin ter ested in prox im ity to or contact with her. It is note worthy that such 
beha vior is not displayed to the father or to other famil iar figures. Robertson and 
Bowlby (1952) iden ti fied such a response as “detach ment” and attrib uted it to 
repres sion. The implic a tion was that the bond—the attach ment—had not  
disap peared but was still somehow intern ally repres en ted, even though attach
ment beha vior was absent. In support of the view that attach ment as bond had 
not been lost are the many obser va tions of chil dren whose “detach ment” 
suddenly gives way to intense attach ment beha vior—follow ing the mother 
wherever she goes, showing distress when she is out of sight for a moment, and 
wanting close bodily contact much more frequently and intensely than was  
char ac ter istic of them in the presep ar a tion period. Given the sudden and dramatic 
shift between detached beha vior and very intense attach ment beha vior, it is 
diffi cult to attrib ute the change to a process of relearn ing.
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Whereas responses to separ a tion and reunion espe cially high light the 
distinc tion between attach ment and attach ment beha vior, there are other more 
ordin ary sources of evid ence. The pres ence or absence of overt attach ment 
beha vior and the intens ity with which it is mani fes ted clearly depend on situ
ational factors. For example, a child is more likely to mani fest attach ment beha
vior when he is hungry, tired, or ill than when he is fresh, fed, and in good 
health. It is diffi cult to conceive that his bond to his mother varies in strength 
from day to day or from moment to moment, even though the intens ity of 
activ a tion of attach ment beha vior so varies.

Emotion and Affect in Attachment Theory

In his general control systems theory of beha vior, Bowlby (1969) iden ti fied 
affect and emotion as “apprais ing processes.” Sensory input, whether convey ing 
inform a tion about the state of the organ ism or about condi tions in the envir on
ment, must be appraised or inter preted in order to be useful. Feelings (i.e., both 
affect and emotion) serve as apprais ing processes although not all apprais ing 
processes are felt (i.e., conscious). In the course of appraisal, input is compared 
to internal “set points,” and certain beha vi ors are selec ted in pref er ence to 
others as a consequence of this compar ison. In this sense, feel ings—whether 
“posit ive” or “negat ive,” pleas ant or unpleas ant—are focal in the control of 
beha vior.

It was not until his 1973 volume, however, that Bowlby expan ded on the 
role of feel ings, giving partic u lar atten tion to secur ity, fear, anxiety, and anger. 
Let us briefly consider some import ant features of his argu ment. In the course 
of evol u tion each species devel ops a bias to respond with fear to certain “natural 
clues to an increased risk of danger.” It is of survival advant age for the indi
vidual to respond with avoid ance, flight, or some other compar able form of 
beha vior to situ ations that signal an increased risk of danger, without having 
had to learn through exper i ence how to assess such risk. Among such natural 
clues to danger for the human species, he listed strange ness (unfa mili ar ity), 
sudden change of stim u la tion, rapid approach, height, and being alone. He 
partic u larly emphas ized the tend ency to respond espe cially strongly to 
compound situ ations in which two or more natural clues are simul tan eously 
present. Although other clues to danger may be learned as deriv at ives of natural 
clues, through obser va tion of the beha vior of others or in more soph ist ic ated 
risk assess ing processes, and although through exper i ence a person’s fear may 
be reduced when natural clues to danger occur in now famil iar situ ations in 
which no risk has been encountered, these natural clues to danger never the less 
tend to continue to be appraised in terms of fear. Even a soph ist ic ated adult is 
likely to exper i ence fear in a compound situ ation, such as being alone in an 
unfa mil iar envir on ment in which illu min a tion is suddenly reduced and strange 
noises are heard.
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Fear beha vior and attach ment beha vior are often activ ated at the same time 
by the same set of circum stances. When a young child is alarmed by one of the 
clues to increased risk of danger, whether natural or learned, he tends to seek 
increased prox im ity to an attach ment figure. Should the attach ment figure be 
inac cess ible to him, either through absence or through an expect a tion of unre
spons ive ness built up through exper i ence, he faces an espe cially fright en ing 
compound situ ation. Both compon ents of such a situ ation are fright en ing, and 
the term fear may be applied to the appraisal of both. Bowlby presents a milit ary 
analogy. The safety of an army in the field depends both on its defense against 
attack and on main tain ing a line of commu nic a tions with its base. Should the 
field commander judge that retreat is the best tactic, it is essen tial that the base 
be avail able to him, that he not be cut off from it, and that the commander in 
charge of the base be trusted to main tain the base and the support impli cit in it. 
By analogy, the young child may be afraid of the threat impli cit in the clues to 
danger he perceives in a situ ation, but he may also be afraid if he doubts the 
access ib il ity of his “base”—his attach ment figure. Bowlby suggests that “alarm” 
be used for the former class of fear and “anxiety” for latter. This brings us 
squarely face to face with the issue of separ a tion anxiety.

Bowlby emphas izes how crucial it is in a poten tially fear arous ing situ ation 
to be with a trusted compan ion, for with such a compan ion fear of all kinds of 
situ ation dimin ishes, whereas when alone fear is magni fied. Attachment figures 
are one’s most trusted compan ions. We all fear separ a tion from attach ment 
figures, but “separ a tion” cannot be defined simply as a matter of absence of such 
a figure. What is crucial is the avail ab il ity of the figure. It is when a figure is 
perceived as having become inac cess ible and unre spons ive, that separ a tion 
distress (grief ) occurs, and the anti cip a tion of the possible occur rence of such a 
situ ation arouses anxiety.

Whereas a young infant is more likely to cry when he is alone than when he 
is in prox im ity or contact with his mother and his crying is most likely to be 
termin ated promptly if his mother picks him up (Bell & Ainsworth, 1972), an 
older infant is likely to begin to form expect a tions and to exper i ence anxiety 
relev ant to his mother’s depar ture and/or absence. Thus, at some time in the 
second half of his first year, he begins to exper i ence anxiety when his mother 
leaves the room, and may mani fest this by crying or, after loco motion devel ops, 
by attempt ing to follow her.

Infants differ, however, in the consist ency with which they exhibit distress 
in brief, every day separ a tions. It seems to us reas on able to suppose that there are 
concom it ant differ ences in expect a tions. An infant who has exper i enced his 
mother as fairly consist ently access ible to him and as respons ive to his signals 
and commu nic a tions may well expect her to continue to be an access ible and 
respons ive person despite the fact that she has depar ted; and if she is absent for 
but a short time, his expect a tions are not viol ated. (This, of course, presup poses 
that the infant in ques tion has developed a concept of his mother as a “perman ent 
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object” as Piaget (1937) used the term, but also that he has developed a “working 
model” of his mother as avail able to him in Bowlby’s sense of these terms.) On 
the other hand, an infant whose exper i ence in inter ac tion with his mother has 
not given him reason to expect her to be access ible to him when out of sight or 
respons ive to his signals is more likely to exper i ence anxiety even in little 
every day separ a tion, as Stayton and Ainsworth (1973) have shown. Such an 
infant may be iden ti fied as anxiously attached to his mother, and Bowlby (1973) 
elab or ates the theme of anxious attach ment, both in terms of the kinds of 
exper i ence that may contrib ute to it, not only in infancy but also in later years, 
and in terms of the ways in which anxious attach ment may affect later beha vior.

The oppos ite of feeling afraid (whether alarmed or anxious) is feeling secure—
or, accord ing to the Oxford Dictionary, feeling “untroubled by fear or appre hen
sion.” When an infant or young child is with an attach ment figure, he is likely to 
be untroubled by fear or appre hen sion, unless he is troubled by his expect a tions 
that he/she may become inac cess ible at any moment and/or fail to be respons ive 
to his needs and wishes. Thus the mere phys ical pres ence of an attach ment figure 
is not neces sar ily enough to promote a feeling of secur ity, although it very 
frequently seems to do so. One could expect that the older the child and the 
better artic u lated his repres ent a tional model of the attach ment figure, the less 
likely that the mere phys ical pres ence of the figure would be enough to provide 
a secure or untroubled state; whereas in the case of an infant whose expect a tions 
and repres ent a tional models are still in an early form at ive stage, it is perhaps not 
surpris ing that he appears to be secure in his mother’s pres ence, until her actions 
or some other aspect of the situ ation activ ate his anxi et ies.

Just as when an infant feels afraid, his attach ment beha vior is likely to be 
activ ated (as well as fear beha vior), like wise when he feels secure, his attach ment 
beha vior may be at a low level of activ a tion. This accounts for the phenomenon 
that we have termed “using the mother as a secure base from which to explore.” 
When the attach ment beha vi oral system is activ ated at low intens ity, the situ
ation is open for the explor at ory system to be activ ated at a higher level by novel 
features of the envir on ment. It seems of obvious survival advant age in evol u
tion ary terms for a species with as long and as vulner able a period of infancy as 
that char ac ter istic of humans to have developed an inter lock ing between the 
attach ment system, whose func tion is protec tion, and explor at ory (and also 
affil i at ive) beha vior, which promotes learn ing to know and to deal with features 
of the envir on ment (includ ing persons other than attach ment figures.) This 
inter lock ing permits a situ ation in which an infant or young child is promp ted 
by intriguing objects to move away from his “secure base” to explore them, and 
yet tends to prevent him from stray ing too far away or from remain ing away for 
too long a time; and the recip rocal mater nal beha vi oral system provides a fail 
safe mech an ism, for “retriev ing” beha vior will occur if the child does in fact go 
too far or stay away too long. The inter lock ing between systems of this sort has 
led some to propose that the biolo gical func tion of attach ment beha vior is (or 
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should include) provid ing an oppor tun ity for learn ing. Bowlby (1969) obvi
ously gives first place to the protect ive func tion and indeed might well have said 
expli citly that the biolo gical func tion of explor at ory beha vior is learn ing about 
the envir on ment, whereas the protect ive func tion of attach ment beha vior and 
recip rocal mater nal beha vior makes this possible. Obviously the func tions of 
both systems are of crucial import ance.

After this diver gence from the theme of feel ings as appraisal processes, let us 
return to anger. Bowlby (1973) reminded his readers about the liter at ure on 
responses to separ a tion that makes it clear that anger is engendered by separ a
tion or a threat of separ a tion, and that this anger is partic u larly likely to be 
mani fes ted at the time of reunion. The separ a tion liter at ure to which he 
referred, however, dealt with “major” or “defin it ive” separ a tions in which a 
child was separ ated from attach ment figures for a period of days, weeks, or 
months and was usually also removed to an unfa mil iar envir on ment. Perhaps 
separ a tions of but a few minutes, whether in a famil iar or unfa mil iar envir on
ment, do not so consist ently arouse angry feel ings as do major separ a tion exper
i ences. Attachment relev ant anger is activ ated under condi tions other than 
separ a tion, however. If attach ment beha vior is activ ated at high intens ity but 
not termin ated by an appro pri ate response by the attach ment figure, anger is 
very likely to ensue—whether the reasons for the nonter min a tion are the 
absence of the figure (as in the case of separ a tion) or its chronic tend ency to be 
unre spons ive.

This brief discus sion of the affect ive implic a tions of attach ment has dealt 
with some of the most obvious aspects of affect ive involve ment, but is far from 
complete. Both Bowlby (1969, 1973) and Ainsworth (e.g., 1972) have emphas
ized the notion that attach ments imply strong affect—not only secur ity, anxiety, 
fear, and anger, but also love, grief, jeal ousy and indeed the whole spec trum of 
emotions and feel ings.

The Development of Child–Mother Attachment

Because this volume is not primar ily devoted to the devel op ment of a child’s 
attach ment to his mother figure, here we merely summar ize what has been 
published in more detail else where about the course of such devel op ment 
(Ainsworth, 1967, 1972; Bowlby, 1969). In 1972 we distin guished four phases 
of devel op ment of child–mother attach ment; these corres pond to Bowlby’s four 
phases, but with some what differ ent titles. Three of these occur in the first year 
of life: (1) the initial preat tach ment phase; (2) the phase of attach ment inthe 
making; and (3) the phase of clear cut attach ment. The 1year olds, to whom 
most of this volume is devoted, may be assumed to have reached Phase 3, and 
hence this phase will be considered more fully than either of the two earlier 
phases. A final phase was initially iden ti fied by Bowlby (1969) as: (4) the phase 
of goal correc ted part ner ship, which, he sugges ted, did not begin until about 
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the end of the third year of life, or perhaps later. It is there fore only the 4year 
olds, and possibly some of the 3year olds discussed in Chapter 10, who are 
likely to have reached this final phase of devel op ment.

1. The Initial Preattachment Phase. Bowlby (1969) called this the phase of 
“orient a tion and signals without discrim in a tion of figure.” It begins at birth 
and contin ues for a few weeks. From the begin ning the baby is more “tuned in” 
to stimuli within certain ranges than to others, and it seems likely that the 
stimuli to which he is most respons ive come from people. At first, however, he 
does not discrim in ate one person from another, and hence responds to his 
mother figure (i.e., his prin cipal care giver) in much the same way as he responds 
to other persons.

The infant can orient toward anyone who comes into close enough prox
im ity, direct ing his gaze toward that person and track ing the latter’s move ments 
with his eyes. He is equipped with a reper toire of signal ing beha vi ors—for 
example, crying, which is present from birth onwards, and smiling and 
noncry ing vocal iz a tions, which soon emerge. These signals serve to induce 
other people to approach him and perhaps to pick him up, thus promot ing 
prox im ity and contact; hence they are classed as attach ment beha vi ors. In addi
tion, the infant is equipped with a few beha vi ors through which he himself can 
actively seek or main tain closer contact—for example, rooting, sucking, 
grasp ing, and postural adjust ment when held. (Rooting and sucking obvi ously 
serve the food seeking system as well as the attach ment system, and indeed in 
bottle fed babies, they tend to become splintered apart from the attach ment 
system.) When the baby is not in actual contact with a care giver, however, he 
can rely only on his signal ing beha vi ors to promote prox im ity/contact—a state 
of affairs that persists through out this phase and the next one.

As mentioned earlier, Bowlby (1969) sugges ted that the original beha vi oral 
equip ment of the neonate consists of fixed action patterns and that these 
become organ ized together and linked to envir on mental stim u lus situ ations in 
accord ance with processes of learn ing that have become well known through 
S–R psycho logy. At the same time it is easy to consider the neonate’s fixed 
action patterns as equi val ent to Piaget’s (1936) reflex schemata and to account 
for their modi fic a tion in Piagetian terms. In either case the infant, even during 
this first phase of devel op ment, begins to build up expect a tions (anti cip a tions), 
although at first, as Piaget held, these are inex tric ably tied to his own sensor
imo tor schemata and do not extend to using one envir on mental clue as a basis 
for anti cip at ing another envir on mental event.

Phase 1 may be said to come to an end when the baby is capable of discrim
in at ing among people and, in partic u lar, of discrim in at ing his mother figure 
from others. Because discrim in a tion is learned much earlier through some 
modal it ies than through others, it is diffi cult to judge when Phase 1 has ended 
and Phase 2 begun. There is evid ence that the mother can be discrim in ated 
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very early through olfact ory or somas thetic cues, whereas visual discrim in a tion 
is relat ively late in devel op ing. Nevertheless, it is conveni ent to consider Phase 
1 as continu ing until the baby can fairly consist ently discrim in ate his mother by 
means of visual cues, which tends to occur between 8 and 12 weeks of age.

2. The Phase of Attachment- in-the-Making. Bowlby termed this the phase of 
“orient a tion and signals direc ted towards one (or more) discrim in ated 
figure(s).” During this phase the baby not only can clearly discrim in ate unfa
mil iar from famil iar figures, but also becomes able to discrim in ate between one 
famil iar figure and another. He shows discrim in a tion in the way he directs his 
various prox im ity promot ing (attach ment) beha vi ors toward differ ent figures, 
and these figures may also differ in how readily they can termin ate an attach
ment beha vior, such as crying. During this phase the baby’s reper toire of active 
attach ment beha vi ors becomes expan ded—for example, with the emer gence of 
coordin ated reach ing. This phase of devel op ment roughly coin cides with 
Piaget’s (1936) second and third stages of sensor imo tor devel op ment, but here 
we shall not attempt to link cognit ive devel op ment with the devel op ment of 
attach ment, except to point out that the devel op ment of discrim in a tion may be 
thought to involve Piaget’s processes of recog nit ory assim il a tion—or, for that 
matter, discrim in a tion learn ing.

If simple pref er ence of one figure over others is the criterion of attach ment, 
then one could identify a baby as attached to a preferred figure in Phase 2. We 
prefer, however, to char ac ter ize a baby as incap able of attach ment until Phase 3, 
during which he can take active initi at ive in seeking the prox im ity of an attach
ment figure.

3. The Phase of Clear- cut Attachment. Bowlby iden ti fied this as the phase of 
“main ten ance of prox im ity to a discrim in ated figure by means of loco motion 
as well as signals.” As Bowlby’s label implies, the baby in this phase is very much 
more active than before in seeking and achiev ing prox im ity and contact with 
his discrim in ated (and preferred) figures on his own account, rather than 
relying as he did before on signal ing beha vior to bring them into prox im ity. 
Chief among his newly acquired beha vi ors is loco motion. Obviously loco
motion can also serve other beha vi oral systems. But when a baby approaches a 
preferred figure, whether follow ing a depart ing figure, greet ing a return ing 
figure, or merely seeking to be in closer prox im ity, we may infer that loco
motion is serving the attach ment system. A number of other active beha vi ors 
emerge that can be put into the service of the attach ment beha vior system, 
includ ing “active contact beha vi ors,” such as clam ber ing up, embra cing, 
burying the face in the body of the attach ment figure, “scram bling” over the 
figure in an intim ate explor a tion of face and body, and so on. Signaling  
beha vi ors continue to be emitted and may on occa sion be inten tional com 
munic a tions. Indeed language begins to develop during Phase 3.
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Although the Phase3 child is more active in seeking prox im ity/contact, 
clearly he does so only inter mit tently. He is active also in explor ing his envir
on ment, manip u lat ing the objects he discov ers, and learn ing about their prop
er ties. The Phase3 child is by no means focused constantly on his attach ment 
figures, even though they may provide the secure back ground from which he 
moves out to famil i ar ize himself with his world.

Bowlby (1969), using his control systems model, pointed out that an infant’s 
beha vior first becomes organ ized on a goal correc ted basis in Phase 3, and then 
gradu ally becomes hier arch ic ally organ ized in terms of overall plans. To the 
extent that attach ment beha vior is so organ ized, certain of the attach ment beha
vi ors are to a greater or lesser extent inter change able. In a given episode of activ
a tion, the set goal of the attach ment system may be set for a certain degree of 
prox im ity, but there may be a variety of altern at ive beha vi ors through which a 
child may attempt to approx im ate that set goal. Thus the specificity of each form 
of attach ment beha vior becomes increas ingly less import ant, whereas the set goal 
and overall plan for accom plish ing it grow increas ingly signi fic ant. Furthermore, 
the char ac ter istic way in which a child has learned to organ ize his beha vior with 
refer ence to a specific attach ment figure is of clearly greater import ance than the 
intens ity or frequency with which he mani fests each of the beha vi oral compon
ents of the attach ment system. It is our convic tion that the onset of goal correc ted 
attach ment beha vior is an accept able criterion of the onset of attach ment. In 
offer ing this criterion, however, we do not mean to imply that attach ment, once 
present ceases to develop; on the contrary there is much further devel op ment of 
attach ment during Phase 3 and beyond. We shall not here go into descript ive 
detail about Phase3 attach ment beha vior, for both Bowlby (1969) and we in this 
chapter have tended to cite our illus trat ive mater ial from Phase3 beha vior.

Phase 3 commonly begins at some time during the second half of the first 
year, perhaps as early as 6 months in some cases, but more usually some what 
later. Its onset may be conceived as coin cid ent with the onset of Piaget’s Stage 
4 of sensor imo tor devel op ment. The emer gence of goal correc ted beha vior 
may be conceived as coin cid ent with the onset of the ability to distin guish 
between means and ends; and certainly hier arch ical organ iz a tion of beha vior 
accord ing to plans depends on means–ends distinc tions and on achiev ing the 
ability for “true inten tion.” The notion of altern at ive means of achiev ing a set 
goal that is impli cit in plans has its paral lel in Piaget’s concept of schemata 
becom ing “mobile.” Furthermore, the achieve ment of at least a Stage4 level of 
devel op ment of the concept of persons as having perman ence—that is, as 
exist ing when not actu ally present to percep tion—seems to us (as well as to 
Schaffer & Emerson, 1964, and to Bowlby, 1969) a neces sary condi tion for a 
child’s becom ing attached to specific discrim in ated figures. In other words, our 
view of attach ment implies a concep tion of the attach ment figure as exist ing 
even when absent, as persist ent in time and space, and as moving more or less 
predict ably in a time–space continuum.
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Despite the obvious connec tion between the concept of person perman ence 
and separ a tion distress, we are not convinced that the onset of crying when the 
mother leaves the room implies the acquis i tion of even a Piagetian Stage 4 
concept of person perman ence. Both Ainsworth (1967), in her study of Ganda 
babies, and Stayton, Ainsworth, and Main (1973), report ing on our longit ud
inal study of a sample of American babies, repor ted that crying when mother 
leaves the room occurs as early as 15 weeks. (In the latter study we were careful 
to elim in ate epis odes in which the baby was left alone or in which he had been 
just put down after having been held, because these were condi tions likely to 
evoke crying from birth onwards.) We are inclined to believe that these very 
early instances of crying when mother leaves are an exten sion of the 
phenomenon, mentioned by Wolff (1969), of distress when a figure moves out 
of the infant’s visual field—an exten sion because in this case it is a discrim in
ated figure disap pear ing at a substan tial distance from the infant, imply ing both 
an exten sion of the visual field and the ability to visu ally discrim in ate among 
figures at a distance. There is no indic a tion merely from the distress that the 
baby yet conceives of his mother as having exist ence after having disap peared 
from the visual field. For this, one would require, as Piaget sugges ted, search 
for the vanished person.

Nevertheless, even though instances of separ a tion distress may occur before 
Phase 3 of the devel op ment of attach ment (and before Stage 4 of the account by 
Piaget, 1936, of sensor imo tor devel op ment), there is much evid ence that separ
a tion distress is partic u larly likely to occur in Phase 3, even though it is clearly 
not inev it able in very brief separ a tions either at home (Stayton, Ainsworth, & 
Main, 1973) or in the strange situ ation—as the find ings repor ted in later chapters 
demon strate. To us it is suggest ive that it occurs fairly commonly at about the 
same time that loco motion and goal correc ted beha vior first emerge. One could 
argue that a baby does not need to be attached to a specific figure or to organ ize 
his beha vior on a goal correc ted basis until loco motion makes it possible to 
move away from his mother figure to explore the world. In any event it is a 
happy circum stance that these devel op mental acquis i tions coin cide—and as for 
crying and attempts to follow a mother who is disap pear ing or who has already 
disap peared, these acquis i tions also have a survival func tion for the active, 
mobile child.

We have already mentioned expect a tions (anti cip a tions) as begin ning to be 
formed as early as Phase 1. It is clear that by the time an infant reaches Phase 3, 
these expect a tions become even more import ant. By this time, as Piaget (1936) 
points out, the child can begin to use one envir on mental event as a cue that 
another envir on mental event will follow. This implies that he can begin to 
anti cip ate his mother’s actions, insofar as these have a reas on able degree of 
consist ency. Bowlby (1969) sugges ted that a baby in Phase 3, whose beha vior 
has become goal correc ted, is capable of taking into account in the plans 
through which he organ izes his attach ment beha vior his expect a tions of how 
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his mother is likely to act. That is to say he is capable of adjust ing his plans to 
his mother’s expec ted beha vior.

Phase 3 is conceived as continu ing through the second and third years of life 
and thus obvi ously contin ues beyond the limits of Piaget’s Stage 4, span ning the 
rest of the sensor imo tor period and compre hend ing at least the first portion of 
his preop er a tional period. This being so, it follows that attach ment becomes 
increas ingly a matter of inner repres ent a tion of attach ment figures and of the 
self in rela tion to them.

Bowlby emphas ized that, although an infant’s attach ment beha vior and a 
mother’s recip rocal beha vior are pread ap ted to each other in an evol u tion ary 
sense, the beha vior of each partner is often domin ated by other “anti thet ical” 
beha vior systems. When an infant’s attach ment beha vior is activ ated, his mother 
may well be occu pied with some activ ity anti thet ical to “mater nal” beha vior. 
Although the Phase3 infant becomes increas ingly capable of adjust ing his plan 
for achiev ing the desired degree of prox im ity/contact with his mother in 
accord ance with her current activ ity as inter preted in the light of the repres ent
a tional model of her that he has built up, there are limits to the success that his 
efforts are likely to meet, unless his mother aban dons her plans in order to 
accom mod ate herself to his plan. The Phase3 child is conceived as too 
“egocentric,” in Piaget’s (1924) sense, to be able to divine what his mother’s 
current plan might be and to act to change it so that it is in greater harmony 
with his own.

4. The Phase of a Goal-Corrected Partnership. To Bowlby (1969) the funda
mental feature of the fourth and final phase of the devel op ment of child–mother 
attach ment is the lessen ing of egocentri city to the point that the child is capable 
of seeing things from his mother’s point of view, and thus of being able to infer 
what feel ings and motives, set goals and plans might influ ence her beha vior. To 
be sure, this increased under stand ing of his mother figure is far from perfect at 
first and devel ops only gradu ally. To the extent that a child has developed his 
repres ent a tional model of his mother to include infer ences of this sort, he is 
then able to more skill fully induce her to accom mod ate her plans to his, or at 
least to achieve some kind of mutu ally accept able comprom ise. Bowlby 
sugges ted that when this point of devel op ment has been reached, mother and 
child develop a much more complex rela tion ship, which he terms a “part ner
ship.” That he termed it a “goal correc ted” part ner ship under lines the flex ible, 
hier arch ical organ iz a tion of the child’s attach ment beha vior and of his mother’s 
recip rocal beha vior that is impli cit in the concept of “plans.” He surely did not 
mean to imply that goal correc ted beha vior did not emerge until Phase 4, for 
he is expli cit in point ing out that such beha vior is char ac ter istic of Phase 3 and 
serves to differ en ti ate it from Phase2 beha vior.

Furthermore, as we have already implied, because of the devel op ment of 
commu nic a tion and of the symbolic repres ent a tions impli cit in working models 
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of self and of attach ment figures, the kinds of inter ac tions between a child and 
his attach ment figures undergo much change. And as we have also previ ously 
implied, the forms of beha vior through which the attach ment system is medi
ated become much more varied, although they still feature, under certain 
circum stances, overt prox im ity/contact seeking.

Despite the increas ing soph ist ic a tion of the processes medi at ing a child’s 
attach ment to his mother and others, and despite the fact that devel op mental 
changes continue, Bowlby did not conceive of such changes as involving 
processes differ ent enough from those oper at ing in Phase 4 to specify further 
phases of devel op ment. On the contrary, the processes impli cit in Phase 4 were 
conceived as char ac ter istic of mature attach ments. Although Bowlby (1969, 
1973) was specific ally concerned with the attach ment of a child to his mother 
figure, he conceived of attach ments to other figures as approx im at ing the same 
model—and he clearly stated that attach ments continue through out the entire 
life span. Attachment to parent figures may become atten tu ated as adult hood 
approaches and may become supple men ted and to some extent supplanted by 
other attach ments; but few if any adults cease to be influ enced by their early 
attach ments, or indeed cease at some level of aware ness to be attached to their 
early attach ment figures.
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Scale 1: Sensitivity vs. Insensitivity to the Infant’s
Signals

This vari able deals with the mother’s ability to perceive
and to inter pret accur

ately the signals and commu nic a tions impli cit in her
infant’s beha vior, and

given this under stand ing, to respond to them appro pri
ately and promptly. Thus

the mother’s sens it iv ity has four essen tial compon
ents: (a) her aware ness of the

signals; (b) an accur ate inter pret a tion of them; (c) an
appro pri ate response to

them; and (d) a prompt response to them. Let us consider
each of these in turn. The mother’s aware ness of her
infant’s signals and commu nic a tions has two

aspects. The first is the same as the issue covered in the
scale “access ib il ity



versus ignor ing and neglect ing.” In other words, the
mother must be reas on ably

access ib le to the infant’s commu ni c a ti ons before
she can be sens it iv e to them.

Accessibility is a neces sa ry condi ti on for sens it
iv e aware ne ss. It is not a suffi ci ent

condi ti on, however, for a mother can main ta in the
“infant” in her field of

aware ne ss without fulfilling the other condi ti on for
sens it iv e aware ne ss. The

second aspect of aware ne ss may be described in terms of
“thresholds.” The most

sens it iv e mother—the one with the lowest threshold—is
alert to the infant’s

most subtle, minimal, under st ated cues. Mothers with
higher thresholds seem

to perceive only the most blatant and obvious commu ni c
a ti ons. Mothers with

the highest thresholds seem often obli vi ou s, and are,
in effect, highly inac ce ss

ible. This second aspect is very closely related to the
ques ti on of inter pr et a ti on

of the infant’s signals, or, usually the mother who is
alert to minimal cues also

inter pr ets them correctly. This is not invari ab ly the
case, however. For example,

some mothers are alert to the slight es t mouth move me
nts, and some ti mes

incor re ctly inter pr et them as hunger—or they notice
minimal tensions or rest

less ne ss and incor re ctly inter pr et them as
fatigue. The mother’s ability to inter pr et accur at ely
her infant’s commu ni c a ti ons has

three main compon en ts: (a) her aware ne ss, as previ



ou sly discussed, (b) her

freedom from distor ti on, and (c) her empathy. An inat
te nt iv e, “ignor in g”

mother is, of course, often unable to inter pr et
correctly the infant’s signals

when they break through her obli vi ou s ne ss, for she
has been unaware of the

prodromal signs and of the temporal context of the beha
vior. But even a mother

who is highly aware and access ible may misin ter pret
signals because her percep

tion is distor ted by projec tion, denial, or other marked
defens ive oper a tions.

Mothers who have distor ted percep tions tend to bias their
“reading” of their

babies accord ing to their own wishes, moods, and fantas
ies. For example, a

mother not wishing to attend to her infant might inter pret
his fussy bids for

atten tion as fatigue and, there fore, put him to bed or,
if she in a hurry, might

perceive any slowing down in the rate of feeding as a sign
of sati ation. Similarly,

a mother who is some what reject ing of her infant might
perceive him as

reject ing and aggress ive toward herself. Mothers who
least distort their percep

tions of their babies have some insight as to their own
wishes and moods, and

thus can more real ist ic ally judge the infant’s beha
vior. Furthermore, they are

usually aware of how their own beha vior and moods affect
their infant’s beha



vior. The mother must be able to empath ize with her
infant’s feel ings and

wishes before she can respond with sens it iv ity. That is,
a mother might be quite

aware of and under stand accur ately the infant’s beha vior
and the circum stances

leading to her infant’s distress or demands, but because
she is unable to

empath ize with him—unable to see things from the infant’s
point of view—she

may tease him back into good humor, mock him, laugh at him,
or just ignore

him. The mother’s egocentri city and lack of empathy may
also lead to detached,

intel lec tual responses to the infant rather than to warm,
sens it ive inter ac tions

with the infant. A high threshold of aware ness and inac
cur ate percep tions certainly leads to

insens it iv e responses. Nevertheless, the mother may be
highly aware and

accur at e in her inter pr et a ti on and still be
insens it iv e. Therefore, in the last

analysis, the appro pr i at e ne ss and prompt ne ss of
the mother’s response to

commu ni c a ti ons are the hall ma rks of sens it iv
it y. The quality of the mother’s inter ac ti on with her
infant is prob ab ly the most

import an t index of her sens it iv it y. It is essen ti
al that the mother’s responses be

appro pr i at e to the situ at ion and to the infant’s
commu ni c a ti ons. Often enough,

at least in the first year of life, the sens it iv e
mother gives the infant what his

commu ni c a ti ons suggest he wants. She responds



socially to his attempts to

initi at e social inter ac ti on, play fu lly to his
attempts to initi at e play. She picks

him up when he seems to wish it, and puts him down when he
wants to explore.

When he is distressed, she knows what kind and degree of
sooth in g he requires

to comfort him—and she knows that some ti mes a few words
or a distrac ti on

will be all that is needed. When he is hungry she sees that
he soon gets some

thing to eat, perhaps giving him a snack if she does not
want to give him his

regular meal right away. On the other hand, the mother who
responds inap pr o

pri at ely, tries to social iz e with the infant when he
is hungry, play with him

when he is tired, or feed him when he is trying to initi
at e social inter ac ti on. In play and social inter ac
ti on, the mother who responds appro pr i at ely to her

child does not over st im u la te him by inter ac t in
g in too intense, too vigor ou s,

too prolonged, or too excit ing a manner. She can perceive
and accur ately inter

pret the signs of over excite ment, undue tension, or
incip i ent distress and shifts

the tempo or intens ity before things have gone too far.
Similarly, she is unlikely

to under stim u late the child, because she picks up and
responds to the signals

he gives when he is bored or when he wants more inter ac
tion than has here to

fore been forth com ing. In the second year of life, and
some times also toward the end of the first year,



it is maxim ally appro pri ate for the mother to respond to
the infant’s signals not

so much in accord ance with what he ostens ibly wants as in
terms of a comprom ise

between this and what will make him feel most secure,
compet ent, comfort

able, etc., in the long run. This is a tricky judg ment to
make for so much that

is done “for the infant’s own good” is done both contrary
to his wishes and

accord ing to the mother’s conveni ence, whim, or precon
ceived stand ards.

Nevertheless there are situ ations in which limit setting,
even in the first year,

clears the air even though it is initially contrary to the
infant’s wishes. Similarly

there are situ ations in which the infant’s signals might
lead the mother to

increase the tempo of inter ac tion to the point of discom
fort for him, and in

which it is appro pri ate gradu ally to dimin ish intens
ity. Therefore, there is a fine

point of balance at which the mother can begin to show the
infant that she is

not an instru ment of his will, but a cooper at ive partner
whose parti cip a tion

must be elicited appro pri ately. In such instances the
mother will slightly frus

trate the infant’s imper i ous demands but warmly encour
age (and reward) beha

vi ors which are invit ing or request ing rather than
demand ing. Nevertheless, in

such inter ac ti ons the sens it iv e mother acknow led



ges the infant’s wishes even

though she does not uncon di ti on al ly accede to them.
The chief point is that a

sens it iv e, appro pr i at e response does not invari
ab ly imply complete compli anc e

to the infant’s wish—although very frequently compli anc e
may be the most

appro pr i at e response. The final feature of appro pr
i at e inter ac ti on is that it is well re solved or
well

ro unded and completed. For example, when the infant seeks
contact the sens

it iv e mother holds him long enough to satisfy him, so
that when he is put down

he does not imme di at ely seek to be picked up again.
When he needs sooth in g,

she soothes him thor ou ghly, so he is quite recovered and
cheer fu l. When he

seeks social inter ac ti on she enters into a more or less
prolonged exchange with

him, after which, often enough, he is content to enter ta
in himself. In contrast,

the responses of some mothers with low sens it iv it y
seem to be frag me n te d and

incom plet e. These mothers may try a series of inter ve
n ti ons as though search in g

for the best method or solu ti on. Highly sens it iv e
mothers have completed,

easily and well re solved, inter ac ti ons. Finally,
there is the issue of the prompt ne ss of the mother’s
response to the

infant’s commu ni c a ti on. A response, however appro
pr i at e, which is so delayed

that it cannot be perceived by the infant as contin ge nt



upon his commu ni c a ti on

cannot be linked by him to his own signal. We assume that
it is a good thing

for an infant to gain some feeling of effic acy—and even tu
ally to feel cumu lat

ively a “sense of compet ence” in controlling his social
envir on ment. Thus, it

seems a part of sens it iv ity to acknow ledge the infant’s
signals in some effect ive

way and to indic ate that one is at least prepar ing to
accede to them. During the

first quarter of the first year, a mother’s sens it iv ity
is most easily judged by her

latency in response to the infant’s distress signals such
as hunger. However,

during the last quarter, the mother’s prompt response to
the infant’s social

commu nic a tion and signals is prob ably a more crit ical
measure. A mother is

inev it ably insens it ive when she fails to respond to the
infant’s outstretched

arms, to his excited greet ing, or simply to his smile or
gentle touch. An issue which cuts across the various compon
ents of sens it iv ity concerns

the timing of routine activ it ies and playing. In general,
arbit rary or very rigid

timing of major inter ac tions cannot but be insens it ive
to the infant’s signals,

moods, and rhythms. The mother who arranges and organ izes
day–by day

activ it ies with her infant in order to most conveni ence
herself, or the mother

who thinks by the clock, has little or no consid er a tion
of the infant’s tempo and



current state. In summary, the most sens it ive mothers are
usually access ible to their infants

and are aware even of their more subtle commu nic a tions,
signals, wishes, and

moods. In addi tion, these mothers accur ately inter pret
their percep tions and

show empathy with their infants. The sens it ive mother,
armed with this under

stand ing and empathy, can time her inter ac tions well and
deal with her infant

so that her inter ac tions seem appro pri ate—appro pri ate
in kind as well as in

quality—and prompt. In contrast, mothers with low sens it
iv it y are not aware of

much of their infant’s beha vi or, either because they
ignore the infant or they

fail to perceive in his activ it y the more subtle and
hard tode tect commu ni c a

t ions. Furthermore, insens it iv e mothers often do not
under st and those aspects

of their infant’s beha vi or of which they are aware or
else they distort it. A

mother may have some wh at accur at e percep ti ons of
her infant’s activ it y and

moods but may be unable to empath iz e with him. Through
either lack of

under st and in g or empathy, mothers with low sens it
iv it y improp er ly time their

responses, either in terms of schedul in g or in terms of
prompt ne ss to the infant’s

commu ni c a ti ons. Further, mothers with low sens it
iv it y often have inap pr o

pri at e responses in kind as well as quant it y (i.e.,



inter ac ti ons that are frag

men te d and poorly resolved).

The Sensitivity vs. Insensitivity Scale

9. Highly sens it ive. This mother is exquis itely attuned
to B (baby)’s signals;

and responds to them promptly and appro pri ately. She is
able to see things from

B’s point of view; her percep tions of his signals and
commu nic a tions are not

distor ted by her own needs and defenses. She “reads” B’s
signals and commu

nic a tions skill fully, and knows what the meaning is of
even his subtle, minimal,

and under st ated cues. She nearly always gives B what he
indic at es that he wants,

although perhaps not invari ab ly so. When she feels that
it is best not to comply

with his demands—for example, when he is too excited, over
im per i ou s, or

wants some th ing he should not have—she is tactful in
acknow led ging his

commu ni c a ti on and in offer in g an accept ab le
altern at iv e. She has “well

ro unded” inter ac ti ons with B, so that the trans ac ti
on is smoothly completed

and both she and B feel satis fie d. Finally, she makes
her responses tempor al ly

contin ge nt upon B’s signals and commu ni c a ti ons.
7. Sensitive. This mother also inter pr ets B’s commu ni
c a ti ons accur at ely,

and responds to them promptly and appro pr i at ely but
with less sens it iv it y than

mothers with higher ratings. She may be less attuned to B’s



more subtle beha

vi ors than the highly sens it ive mother. Or, perhaps
because she is less skill ful in

divid ing her atten tion between B and compet ing demands,
she may some times

“miss her cues.” B’s clear and defin ite signals are,
however, neither missed nor

misin ter preted. This mother empath izes with B and sees
things from his point

of view; her percep tions of his beha vior are not distor
ted. Perhaps because her

percep tion is less sens it ive than that of mothers with
higher ratings, her

responses are not as consist ently prompt or as finely
appro pri ate. But although

there may be occa sion ally little “mismatches,” M
(mother)’s inter ven tions and

inter ac tions are never seri ously out of tune with B’s
tempo, state, and commu

nic a tions. 5. Inconsistently sens it ive. Although this
mother can be quite sens it ive

on occa sion, there are some periods in which she is insens
it ive to B’s commu

nic a ti ons. M’s incon si st en t sens it iv it y may
occur for any one of several reasons,

but the outcome is that she seems to have lacunae in regard
to her sens it iv e

deal in gs with B—being sens it iv e at some times or in
respect to some aspects of

his exper i enc e, but not in others. Her aware ne ss of
B may be inter mi t te nt—

often fairly keen, but some ti mes imper vi ou s. Or, her
percep ti on of B’s beha vi or



may be distor te d in regard to one or two aspects,
although it is accur at e in other

import an t aspects. She may be prompt and appro pr i at
e in response to his

commu ni c a ti ons at times and in most respects, but
either inap pr o pr i at e or slow

at other times and in other respects. On the whole,
however, she is more

frequently sens it iv e than insens it iv e. What is
strik in g is that a mother who can

be as sens it iv e as she is on so many occa si ons can
be so insens it iv e on other

occa si ons. 3. Insensitive. This mother frequently fails
to respond to B’s commu ni c a

t ions appro pr i at ely and/or promptly, although she
may on some occa si ons show

capa ci ty for sens it iv it y in her responses to and
inter ac ti ons with B. Her insens

it iv it y seems linked to inab il it y to see things
from B’s point of view. She may

be too frequently preoc cu pi ed with other things and
there for e inac ce ss ib le to

his signals and commu ni c a ti ons, or she may misper
ce ive his signals and inter

pret them inac cu r at ely because of her own wishes or
defenses. Or, she may

know well enough what B is commu ni c at in g but be
disin cl ined to give him

what he wants—because it is incon veni ent or she not in
the mood for it, or

because she is determ ined not to “spoil” him. She may
delay an other wise

appro pri ate response to such an extent that it is no
longer contin gent upon his



signal, and indeed perhaps is no longer appro pri ate to
his state or mood. Or, she

may respond with seeming appro pri ate ness to B’s commu
nic a tions but break

off the trans ac tions before B is satis fied, so that
their inter ac tions seem frag

men ted and incom plete or her responses perfunc tory,
half hearted, or impa

tient. Despite such clear evid ence of insens it iv ity,
however, this mother is not

as consist ently or pervas ively insens it ive as mothers
with even lower ratings.

Therefore, when the infant’s own wishes, moods, and activ
ity are not too

deviant from the mother’s wishes, moods, and house hold
respons ib il it ies, or

when the infant is truly distressed or other wise very
force ful and compel ling in

his commu nic a tion, this mother can modify her own beha
vior and goals and,

at this time, can show some sens it iv ity in her hand ling
of the child. 1. Highly insens it ive. The extremely insens
it ive mother seems geared

almost exclus ively to her own wishes, moods, and activ
ity. That is, M’s inter

ven tions and initi ations of inter ac tion are promp ted
or shaped largely by signals

within herself; if they mesh with B’s signals, this is
often no more than coin cid

ence. This is not to say that M never responds to B’s
signals; for some times she

does if the signals are intense enough, prolonged enough,
or often enough



repeated. The delay in response is in itself insens it ive
Furthermore, since there

is usually a dispar ity between one’s own wishes and activ
ity and B’s signals, M

who is geared largely to her own signals routinely ignores
or distorts the

meaning of B’s beha vi or. Thus, when M responds to B’s
signals, her response is

inap pr o pr i at e in kind or frag me n te d and
incom plet e.

Scale 2: Cooperation vs. Interference with Infant’s

Ongoing Behavior

The central issue of this scale is the extent to which the
mother’s inter ven tions

or inter ac tions break into, inter rupt or cut across the
infant’s ongoing activ ity

rather than being geared in both timing and quality to the
infant’s state, mood,

and current interests. The degree of inter fer ence may be
assessed in accord ance

with two consid er a tions: (a) the extent of actual phys
ical inter fer ence with the

infant’s activ ity, and (b) the sheer frequency of inter
rup tions. Some mothers are highly inter fer ing in an over
whelm ing phys ical sense.

Such a mother snatches the infant up, moves him about,
confines him, and,

indeed, releases him with utter disreg ard for his activ
ity inprogress. When she

restricts and restrains his move ments it tends to be by
direct phys ical inter ven

tion or force. She may also try to use force in instances
in which the infant’s



cooper a tion is required if the inter ven tion is to be
effect ive—for example, in

feeding, in play, and (although this usually comes later)
in toilet train ing. Other

mothers, whose inter fer ence does not so conspicu ously
emphas ize phys ical

force, never th e les s must be considered highly inter
fe r in g because they are “at”

the infant most of the time—instruct in g, train in g,
elicit in g, direct in g,

controlling. In either case it is clear that the highly
inter fe r in g mother has no respect for

her infant as a separ at e, active, and autonom ou s
person, whose wishes and

activ it ie s have a valid it y of their own. The under
ly in g dynam ic s of such an atti

tude are various; some examples follow. An obsess iv
e–compuls iv e woman, for

example, tends to require a tight control over other people
in order to control

her own anxi et ie s; such a mother may become anxious and
angry when the

infant does not do exactly what she wants him to do, when
she wants him to

do it, and in the way she wants him to do it. Another kind
of dynamic behind

inter fer ence is shown by the woman whose infant contin
ues to be a narciss istic

exten sion of herself; such a woman tends to treat him as
her posses sion, her

creature, hers. When she is in a mood to play, she may find
the infant charm ing,

provided that he cooper ates and plays; when she tires of
him she puts him aside;



in either case it does not seem to occur to her to attrib
ute any valid ity to how

the infant feels. A third kind of dynamic behind inter fer
ence is an emphasis on

train ing. The mother feels that she can shape the infant
to fit her own concept

of a good infant, whether through a determ ined attempt to
elicit beha vior she

considers desir able or by punish ing beha vior that she
considers undesir able.

These three examples do not exhaust the possib il it ies,
but it is hoped that they

serve to illus trate the essen tials of the under ly ing
atti tude—which is that the

inter fer ing mother feels that the infant is hers and that
she has a perfect right to

impose her will on him. She tends to treat him almost as an
inan im at e posses

sion that she can move about as she wishes—or perhaps, as a
more appro pr i at e

analogy, as a small child treats a pet kitten, to be
handled, petted, fed, teased,

carried, and put aside with complete lack of regard for the
kitten’s needs and

wishes. Mothers at the other end of this continuum seem to
guide rather than to

control the infant’s activ it y. Such a mother integ ra
tes her wishes, moods, and

house hol d respons ib il it ie s with the infant’s
wishes, moods, and ongoing activ it y.

Their inter ac ti ons and shifts of activ it y seem co
de term in ed. Rather than

inter ru pt in g an activ it y that the infant has in



progress, she delays her inter ve n

tion until a natural break in his activ it y occurs. Or,
through medi at in g activ

it ie s, often of a playful sort, she can gradu al ly
divert him from what he is doing

toward some th ing she wants him to do. Such a mother uses
mood se tting tech

niques. At bed ti me, for example, she gradu al ly slows
down the pace and vigor

of their inter ac ti on until he is relaxed and calm and
more ready for bed than he

could have been at the peak of excited play. She invites
him to come and

cooper at e with what she has in mind rather than impos
in g it on him. A type of inter fe r enc e (less force
fu l than direct phys ic al inter ve n ti on) may

be seen in play and vocal iz a ti on. An inter fe r in g
mother tends to play entirely or

almost entirely by doing some th ing to the infant, or by
getting him to do

some thing she wishes. Such mothers instruct the infant in
tricks or stereo typed

games, persist ing even when the infant is in an unre spons
ive mood. Once the

infant has learned the tricks or games to some degree, the
mother subsequently

plays by attempt ing to elicit them. Or, as an altern at
ive, she does some thing

playful to the infant, for example tick ling him or whirl
ing him about. (These

examples are not inten ded to imply that tick ling or whirl
ing are in them selves

criteria of an inter fer ing approach, but merely that they
can be modes of play



which are not co determ ined, and often enough, together
with “elicit ing” or

instruct ing, the only modes avail able to the inter fer
ing mother.) Similarly, with

vocal iz a tion. The inter fer ing mother persist ently
tries to elicit specific vocal iz

a tions (or gestures) regard less of the infant’s current
interest in vocal iz ing or

lack of it. In contrast, a “co determ in ing” mother capit
al izes on spon taneity. She

responds to the infant’s vocal iz a tions, and does a
minimum of trying to elicit

specific sounds. She tends to pick up some thing the infant
does as the begin

ning of a play sequence, and responds to his initi ations
of play. She may attempt

to initi ate play, but if the infant does not respond, she
either desists, or shifts her

approach. Most mothers under take some kind of instruc
tion, and on one occa

sion or another delib er ately elicit some thing the infant
has learned; so rating is

a matter of balance between elicit ing and instruct ing on
one hand and spon

taneity on the other—and also a matter of appro pri ate
ness of context and

meshing with the infant’s mood. The extremes of phys ical
inter fer ence are to be seen most usually in pick up

and put do wn situ at ions and when the infant is free
on the floor. The highly

inter fe r in g mother is likely to keep pulling the
infant back from places she does

not want him to go, perhaps inter sp ers in g direct



control with multiple

commands, “no no ’s,” and perhaps slaps. Of course, even
a usually non in ter

fer in g mother will inter ve ne abruptly and forcibly if
the infant’s activ it y

threatens phys ic al harm to him; for example, if he is
headed toward unguarded

stairs or if he is about to swallow some small object. But
it is char ac te r is tic of

the non in ter fe r in g mother to “infant pr oof”
the house and its contents so that

phys ic al inter ve n ti on is rarely neces sa ry—by
placing gates across the stair wa ys,

by putting away objects which could harm the infant or
which she does not

want him to have, and the like. Restraint may some ti mes
be considered a form of inter fe r enc e, but there is a

distinc ti on to be made between forcible phys ic al
restraint, such as pinion in g the

infant’s hands when there is a direct phys ic al confront
a ti on between mother

and infant and imper son al restraints such as playpens
and the straps of a high

chair. Restraint that involves phys ic al confront a ti
on will be considered inter

fer enc e. Impersonal restraints will not be considered
inter fe r in g, except insofar

as the manner and timing of impos in g the restraint
itself consti tut es an inter fe r

ence. Thus strap pi ng the infant in a high ch air is not
an inter fe r enc e, but if,

when the infant has been refus in g to sit, the mother
jerks him down and straps



him in, this would be considered an inter fer ence.
Similarly, placing the infant

in the playpen would not be considered an inter fer ence
per se, but picking him

up unce re mo ni ously when he is in the midst of active
explor a tion and dumping

him down in the playpen would. One diffi culty with this
rating scale is how to rate mothers who have been

highly inter fer ing in the past and whose babies have
become passive as a result.

Such babies may now not try to reach the bottle; it is no
longer neces sary to

pinion their arms. Such babies when placed on the floor may
not explore vigor ously so it is not

neces sary to inter fere. Even in instances where it is
known that present gener

al ized or situ ation specific passiv ity is correl ated
with past restraints and inter

fer ences, the mother will be rated on the basis of posit
ive evid ence of inter fer ence

(or conversely cooper a tion) which she now shows. It is
assumed that ratings of

earlier periods, when under taken, will tell the story, if,
indeed, the mother now

gives little evid ence of inter fer ence. Routines—feeding,
chan ging, bathing, and bedtime—may be the occa sion

for inter fer ence, just as they may be the situ ations in
which cooper a tion and

co determ in a tion is most clearly illus trated. The
general rule of thumb is:

when inter fer ence is a matter of direct phys ical control
it will be considered

inter fer ence; but when it is a matter of tactful control
or accep ted imper sonal



restraint it will not be so considered. In between the two
extremes come the

milder inter fer ences of verbal commands and prohib i
tions. Thus, for example,

the mother who slaps or holds the infant’s hands to prevent
him from touch ing

food would be considered inter fe r in g; the mother who
scolds and warns

without phys ic al inter ve n ti on would be considered
inter fe r in g to a milder

degree, The mother who gives no finger foods would not be
considered inter

fer in g, unless she slaps, holds, scolds, or verbally
prohib it s. The mother who

tussles or slaps an active child while chan gi ng him
would be considered inter

fer in g. The mother who gives him some th ing to manip
u la te or who holds his

atten ti on by talking to him play fu lly and thus does
not need to inter fe re phys

ic al ly would be considered non in ter fe r in g. The
mother who inter ru pts an

active or excited or unsleepy infant and puts him to bed
abruptly would be

considered inter fe r in g. But the mother who plays
gentle games, or holds and

rocks, and who gener al ly gets the infant into a nap ac
cept in g mood will be

considered cooper at iv e. The timing of routines per se,
will not, however, be

taken into account in rating this vari ab le. (Timing will
be reflec te d in the scale

dealing with the mother’s sens it iv it y to the infant’s



commu ni c a ti ons and

signals.) This present scale, although not entirely ortho
gon al to scales of ignor in g and

reject in g, is certainly not in one toone rela ti on
sh ip with them. Some inter

fer in g mothers altern at e inter fe r in g trans ac
ti ons with periods of ignor in g the

infant; others are clearly aware of the infant at all times
and are by no means

inac ce ss ib le.

The Cooperation vs. Interference Scale

9. Conspicuously cooper at ive. This mother views her
infant as a separ ate,

active, autonom ous person, whose wishes and activ it ies
have valid ity of their

own. Since she respects his autonomy, she avoids situ
ations in which she might

have to impose her will on his, and shows foresight in plan
ning ahead—by

arran ging the phys ical envir on ment of the house or by
her timing her own

house hold routines—in such a way as to minim ize the need
for inter fer ence

and for direct control. She avoids inter rupt ing an activ
ity the infant has in progress. When it is

desir able to inter vene for a routine or to “shift” his
activ ity, she truly engages

his cooper a tion, by mood setting, by invit ing him, by
divert ing him, and by

enga ging him in recip rocal activ ity of some sort, often
through vocal iz a tion or

play. In activ ity shift ing and indeed also in play, she
capit al izes on spon taneity,



picking up cues from the infant to help her present what
she wants him to do

as some thing that is also congenial to him. Even a
conspicu ously cooper at ive mother inev it ably will
instruct her infant

to some extent or attempt to elicit partic u lar beha vi
ors, but these mildly

controlling inter ac tions both consti tute a small propor
tion of their total inter

ac tion and are them selves appro pri ate enough to the
infant’s mood and activ

ity inprogress to be considered co determ ined. Except
in rare emer gency situ ations this mother never inter
feres with the

infant abruptly and with phys ic al force. Verbal commands
and prohib i ti ons

across distance are an inev it ab le corol la ry of
giving the infant freedom to

explore and to learn, but the “conspicu ou sly cooper at
iv e” mother manages to

struc tu re the freedom toex plore situ at ion so that
she needs to command but

rarely. In other words, to be co de term in in g does
not imply either over

p ermissive ne ss or a “laissez fa ire” atti tu de. 7.
Cooperative. This mother does not have as conspicu ou s a
respect for her

infant’s autonomy and ongoing activ it y as do mothers
with higher ratings, but

on the whole she is cooper at iv e and non in ter fe r
in g. She shows less foresight

than mothers with higher ratings do in arran gi ng the
phys ic al envir on me nt and

her own routine so as to avoid the need for inter fe r



enc e. Consequently, there

are more occa si ons in which she feels it neces sa ry to
inter ru pt or to exert

control. Although she may give more verbal commands or
prohib i ti ons than

mothers with higher ratings, she tries to avoid undue
frequency of inter fe r enc e,

and rarely, if ever, inter ve nes in direct, abrupt, phys
ic al ways. Nevertheless, she seeks the infant’s cooper a
ti on in routines and in shifts of

activ it y by mood se tting and other tech ni ques
mentioned above. She may,

however, be some wh at less skill fu l than mothers in
higher ratings in capit al

iz in g on spon ta neity and thus achiev in g optimum
cooper a ti on. Although the

balance is in favor of spon ta neity in play and in
exchanges of vocal iz a ti on, she

may be some what more frequently instruct ive or “elicit
ing” than mothers with

higher ratings. 5. Mildly inter fer ing. This mother is not
so much an inter fer ing or

controlling person as she is incon sid er ate of the
infant’s wishes and activ it ies.

Consequently, she inter rupts and inter feres more
frequently than do mothers

with higher ratings. On the whole her inter fer ence tends
to be mild, however, rather than being

direct, abrupt, and phys ic ally force ful. She tends to
issue more verbal commands

and prohib i tions to control the infant across a distance
than do mothers with

higher ratings. She tends to rely more on instruct ive,
elicit ing modes of play



and inter ac tion and is less spon tan eous than they are.
Perhaps the most

conspicu ous differ ence from those with higher ratings,
however, is in regard to

routine inter ven tions and shifts of activ ity. She pays
much less atten tion to

mood setting and to other tech niques that aid smooth
trans itions from one

activ ity to another. She tends to be matter of fact. When
she judges that a chan

ging, a nap, a feeding, or merely a shift of locus or activ
ity is desir able she acts

accord ingly, appar ently disreg ard ing the fact that her
inter ven tion may break

into the infant’s activ ity inprogress or the fact that
the activ ity she proposes

may be alien to the infant’s present mood. 3. Interfering.
In distin guish ing the mother with a “3” rating from one

with an even lower rating, a judg ment about arbit rar i
ness is crucial. Like

mothers with lower ratings, these inter fer ing mothers
display either direct,

force ful, phys ical inter fer ence or frequent milder
inter fer ences or both. But

usually the “3” mother has some kind of rationale for her
actions which is

perceiv ab le to the observer (even though it may seem far
from desir ab le); the

inter fe r enc e is not obvi ou sly arbit ra ry. The
mother may be focused on the

desirab il it y of under ta k in g a specific routine at
this time; or she may be a

“train in g” kind of mother who is determ in ed to shape



the infant to her way of

doing things. There is, however, a reason for most of her
inter ru p ti ons or inter

fer enc es, whereas the “1” mother is more frequently
arbit ra ry, seeming to

inter fe re for no reason at all. (It is assumed that the
totally arbit ra ry inter fe r

ences are as incom pr e he ns ib le to the infant as
they are to the observer, and that

those that have some “reason” may have some thread of
consist enc y which

makes them easier for the infant to adapt to.) In distin
gu ish in g the “3” mother

from those with higher ratings, it is merely neces sa ry
to say that she is substan

tially more inter fe r in g either in frequency or in
quality or both. She more

frequently displays phys ic al inter fe r enc e or
restraint, or she much more

frequently inter fe res mildly—instruct in g, elicit in
g, prohib it in g, and

command in g—or both. Perhaps even more import an t than
the abso lut e amount

of inter fe r in g is the propor ti on of mother–infant
trans ac ti ons that are inter

fer in g. The “3” mother is inter fe r in g in a greater
propor ti on of her trans ac ti ons

than the “5” or “4” mother. 1. Highly inter fer in g. This
mother has no respect for her infant as a

separ ate, active, and autonom ous person, whose wishes and
activ it ies have a

valid ity of their own. She seems to assume that the infant
is hers and that she



has a perfect right to do with him what she wishes, impos
ing her will on his,

or shaping him to her stand ards, or merely follow ing her
own whims without

regard to his moods, wishes, or activ it ies. There is an
arbit rar i ness about the

inter fer ence that is strik ing. Much (although not all)
of it is “for no appar ent

reason.” Some highly inter fer ing mothers are conspicu ous
for the direct, phys

ical, force ful ness of their inter rup tions or
restraints. Others are conspicu ous for

the extreme frequency of inter rup tion of the infant’s
activ ity inprogress, so

that they seem “at” the infant most of the time—instruct
ing, train ing, elicit ing,

direct ing, controlling. But the “1” mother tends to
combine both types of

inter fer ence, even though she may emphas ize one type
more than the other. Regardless of the balance between phys
ical man hand ling and milder inter

rup tions, these mothers have in common an extreme lack of
respect for the

infant’s autonomy, and an obtuse ness which permits them to
break into what

the infant is doing without any need to explain to others,
or even to justify to

them selves, the reason for the inter rup tion.

Scale 3: Physical and Psychological Accessibility vs.
Ignoring

and Neglecting

The central issue of this scale is the mother’s access ib
il ity to the infant, with



emphasis upon her respons ive ness to him. Although the
essen tial compon ent of

psycho lo gical access ib il ity is that the mother be
aware of the infant, she is not

truly access ib le unless she also actively acknow led
ges and responds to him. A highly access ib le mother has
her infant in her field of percep tu al aware ne ss

at all times so that he is within reach, at least, through
distance recept or s. She

can divide her atten ti on between the infant and other
persons, things, and

activ it ie s without losing aware ne ss of the infant.
She is never too preoc cu pi ed

with her own thoughts and feel in gs or with her other
activ it ie s and inter ac ti ons

to have him in the back gr ound of her aware ne ss and to
sense where he is and

what he is doing. When he is in another room she is quick
to perceive any

sounds he may make, and she takes precau ti ons not to
have him so far away or

so closed off that she cannot hear a sound as loud as a
cry. The highly access ib le mother not only is aware of
her infant’s activ it y and

signals, but she responds to him readily. She can switch
her atten ti on to him

easily if he needs her super vi si on or protec ti on or
if he approaches or tries to

catch her atten ti on. To be access ib le, the mother
does not neces sa r il y under

stand and inter pr et the infant’s beha vi or nor does
she neces sa r il y respond appro

pri at ely to the infant’s signals—never th e les s, the
access ib le mother is



percep tu al ly alert and respons iv e to her infant most
of the time. An inac ce ss ib le mother ignores her
infant and in this sense she neglects him.

“Neglect” in this context does not neces sa r il y imply
phys ic al neglect. The

neglect is psycho lo gi cal for the most part—although
mothers in inac ce ss ib le

moods may some ti mes show surpris in g lapses in failing
to protect the infant

from danger. There are two major types of women who can be
described as

inac ce ss ib le, ignor in g, and neglect in g. First,
there are mothers who are unaware

of much of the infant’s beha vi or; they do not perceive
his signals and commu

nic a ti ons and there for e cannot respond to them.
Second, there are mothers who

perceive the infant’s signals well enough, but do not
acknow led ge or respond to

them, and hence must be to the infant just as inac ce ss
ib le as if they had been

unaware. Let us first consider mothers who are frequently
imper ce pt iv e and unaware

of their infant’s signals. Two main types have been
observed. The dynam ic s of

the first type seem the more patho lo gical. Such a mother
seems to teeter on the

brink of depres sion and/or frag ment a tion and disin teg
ra tion. She finds the

demands impli cit in the infant’s signals an intol er able
threat to her precari ous

balance. It is neces sary, in order to hold herself
together, to “tune out” the

infant’s signals. The infant may simply be blotted out of



aware ness for long

periods of time. If he cries, she does not hear him; if he
greets her, she does not

see him. If the infant’s signals do break through the
mother’s defens ive barrier,

she tends to fall back on a second line of defense, somehow
remov ing from the

stimuli eman at ing from the infant their signal quality.
The infant is perceived

as making happy sounds rather than crying, or, if he is
perceived as crying, the

mother cannot imagine what the cause might be and, since
she does not know

what to do, she does nothing. Whatever the mech an ism, the
infant’s signal is so

distor ted in the process of recep tion that it loses any
power to impel his mother

to respond. Such a mother rarely attends to the infant as a
consequence of his

beha vi or, however much the infant may clamor for atten
ti on—and often

enough her infant learns the futil it y of trying to break
through such a barrier

and does not clamor. Such a mother tends to attend to her
infant accord in g to

her own program mi ng as though she reminded herself: “Now
is the time to

attend to the infant.” It seems that her care ta k in g
is a response to the thought

of him—to the concept of infant—rather than to her percep
ti on of him and his

signals. When the infant is out of sight, he tends to be
out of mind, except that



the mother can talk about him, discuss her plans for him,
or her policies in

managing him. She may give inform a ti on about him, but
often this is meagre

because she has not observed his beha vi or closely enough
to give much detail.

It is as though her concept of the infant is more real than
the infant as he actu

ally exists. The second major type of mother who is
frequently imper ce pt iv e and

unaware has dynam ic s that seem less perni ci ous than
those of the first, because

the mother is not rendered quite so imper vi ou s to the
infant’s signals and

commu ni c a ti ons. This mother creates a barrier
against the infant’s demands,

but, since she does not back this up by a distor ti on or
percep ti on of his signals,

he can, if he signals intensely enough or persist en tly
enough, break through.

These mothers tend to be some wh at compuls iv e. They
get preoc cu pi ed with

their own activ it ies, whether work or conver sa tions, or
they rumin ate, lost in

their own thoughts and worries. While they are thus preoc
cu pied, the infant

may go unnoticed. Such women are one trackminded, and
find it diffi cult to

switch from one set of activ it ies to another—from house
keep ing to moth er ing,

for example. Sometimes they bolster up their need to be
unin ter rup ted by

arran ging the phys ical envir on ment so that the infant
will not impinge upon



them while they are engaged in some thing else—work,
napping, or adult soci

ab il ity. They may put the infant away in another room,
prefer ably one far

enough away or sound proofed so that they will not be inter
rup ted by him, or

they may arrange to turn him over to someone else—a house
keeper or perhaps

another member of the family. They often seem as inac cess
ible as women who

are more defens ively unaware, but the crit ical differ
ence is that, provided the

infant is within signal range, she is not completely imper
vi ous. Whatever the mother’s reasons for putting the
infant away—whether

reject ing or not—it may be argued that a mother is more or
less ignor ing and

neglect ing under either of the follow ing circum stances:
(a) when the infant is

having a long “nap” while the mother is talking to a
visitor or doing other

things, and the infant is too far away to have any signals
heard and the mother

makes no effort to “check” on him; or (b) when the mother
could be access ible

to the infant (i.e., is at home) but turns her infant over
to a house keeper, another

member of the family, or even to the visitor, and busies
herself with some thing

else, has a nap, or goes out on an unes sen tial errand,
thus making herself inac

cess ible to the infant, and perhaps even making it
impossible for her to be aware



of any signals he might make. Under such circum st ances,
the mother has

arranged matters (either delib er at ely or not) so that
the respons ib il it y for

respond in g to any infant signals falls to someone else.
When such condi ti ons

occur, the rater may shift the overall rating to a point on
the scale some wh at

lower than might be sugges te d by the mother’s beha vi
or when she is with the

infant and is accept in g the respons ib il it y to be
respons iv e. In doing so, the rater

should also take into account qual i fy in g features such
as the mother’s atti tu de

and whether these circum st ances seem to be typical or
out of the ordin ar y. Let us now consider mothers who are
inac ce ss ib le despite being perfectly

well aware of the infant’s signals and inter pr et in g
them correctly. Such a mother

is not merely unre sp ons iv e to the infant and his
signals. She ignores them delib

er at ely—whether through policy, for discip li ne, or
through pique. Sometimes

it may seem incom pr e he ns ib le to the observer that
the mother can note the

infant’s beha vi or, that she can comment upon and
correctly inter pr et the reason

for his fuss, and still continue to ignore him. These woman
do not have

distor te d percep ti on, but somehow they are not suffi
ci ently able to see things

from the infant’s point of view—or perhaps to feel things
from his point of

view—to want to inter ve ne. They are too imper son al



and object iv e; in their

failure to acknow led ge the infant they must seem as inac
ce ss ib le to the infant as

if they did not perceive him. Throughout this discus sion
emphasis has been placed upon the mother’s

failure to perceive and/or to be respons ive to the
infant’s signals. Inaccessibility

is most obvious when the infant is, in fact, signal ing,
and the mother does not

respond. There are, however, babies who make few
demands—perhaps because

they have become accus tomed to being ignored. The relat
ive lack of frequency,

intens ity, or persist ence of signal ing beha vior on the
part of the infant may

make it all the easier for his mother to ignore him, but
the rater should not be

misled into over rating the mother’s access ib il ity on
this account. If she can go

for long periods without seeming to notice the infant or to
acknow ledge him

she is a candid ate for a low rating regard less of whether
or not the infant is

making obvious demands. In summary, an access ible mother
is aware of her infant and of his beha vior

most of the time and usually acknow ledges his pres ence,
his signals and his

commu nic a tions. A mother is judged to be inac cess ible
if she frequently or

perhaps for prolonged periods does not acknow ledge the
infant or respond to

him—whether she is aware of his beha vior or not, and,
indeed, whether she is



in the same room or not. This scale does not take into
account the quality of care that the mother

gives the infant or the quality of her inter ac tion with
him. Some mothers are

constantly aware of the infant and respons ive to his
signals, and yet they respond

inap pro pri ately or even sadist ic ally. It is the bare
fact of the mother’s acknow

ledge ment of his real pres ence that is import ant on this
scale—not the quality

of her response to him. Note: This vari ab le is similar
to Scale MC 1 o f the first qu arter rating

scale—mother’s accessibility to the infant. The previ ou s
scale was, however,

concerned with the issue of the limited avail ab il it y
of the part ti me mother.

This present scale is concerned only with the mother’s
access ib il it y when she is

at home. The working mother will, there for e, be rated
only on the basis of her

beha vi or when she returns home from work.

The Accessibility vs. Ignoring and Neglecting Scale

9. Highly access ible. M arranges things so that she can be
access ible to B and

B to her. She keeps him close enough so that she can be
aware of his states,

signals, and activ it ies. She is very alert to his where
abouts and doings. Even

when he is napping in his room she has a select ive filter
tuned in to any sounds

he might make. She is capable of distrib ut ing her atten
tion between B and other

people and things, and is rarely so preoc cu pied that she



is unaware of B and

unre spons ive to what he is doing. She rarely, if ever,
ignores any active approach

or demand of B’s, even though she may not do what he seems
to want her to do.

She does not even pretend to ignore him, but rather acknow
ledges his pres ence

and his over tures or demands in some way. She rarely, if
ever, enters a room

without giving B some acknow ledge ment that she is aware
of him. 7. Usually access ib le. M is usually access ib
le psycho lo gi c al ly. There may

be brief periods during which other demands and other activ
it ie s may prevent

her from being aware of B and what he is doing, but most
usually her atten ti on

is “tuned in” to him. She is not as smooth about divid in
g her atten ti on between

compet in g demands as are women with higher ratings, but
rather tends to

altern at e. Nevertheless, she can fairly easily switch
her atten ti on to B. She may

some ti mes be preoc cu pi ed enough with her own activ
it ie s—includ in g activ

it ie s concerned with B’s care—that she fails to acknow
led ge B, perhaps going

in and out of the room without seeming to see B’s interest
in her pres enc e. For

the most part, however, she acknow led ges B when she
enters a room, espe ci ally

if they have been apart for more than a few moments.
(Mothers may be given

this rating also if they habitu ally and delib er ately
ignore B under one set of



circum stances—for example, ignor ing any crying B may do
when he is put

down for a nap—and yet are highly access ible at most other
times.) 5. Inconsistently access ible. M is incon sist ent
in her access ib il ity to B.

Fairly long periods of close atten tion altern ate with
periods of seeming

obli vi ous ness to B, during which M is occu pied with
other things despite B’s

pres ence and perhaps even despite his attempts to catch
her atten tion. The inac

cess ib il ity of some mothers may be quite unpre dict able
because of a tend ency

to become easily preoc cu pied with their own activ it ies
and thoughts; other

mothers may regu larly and routinely plan prolonged periods
of unavail ab il ity,

such as during those hours when they do their house hold
chores. During these

planned or unplanned periods, M may ignore B when she
enters a room, even

after a consid er ab le absence, being concerned with
other things. She may

become so caught up in a conver sa ti on, activ it y, or
thought that she seem in gly

forgets about B and ignores what he is doing—respond in g
neither to his atten

tion ge tting beha vi or, nor to danger ou s or
“naughty” beha vi or which ordin

ar il y would evoke an inter ve n ti on. Nevertheless,
this mother is more often

access ib le than inac ce ss ib le, and during her
periods of access ib il it y, she is highly



respons iv e to B. 3. Often inac ce ss ib le, ignor in
g, or neglect in g. M occa si on al ly seems

respons iv e to B’s beha vi or and to the signals impli
ci t in it, but she is more

frequently inac ce ss ib le than access ib le to him.
She may be too preoc cu pi ed

with her own thoughts or activ it ie s to notice him, or
she may notice and

correctly inter pr et his signals without being moved to
acknow led ge them. She

typic al ly enters and leaves the room without acknow led
ging B or his signals,

whether they are conspicu ou s, subtle, or muted. Although
she frequently

ignores him, she is not entirely obli vi ou s. If B
signals strongly enough or

persist en tly enough, M may respond to him—and in this
she differs from

mothers with even lower ratings. On the other hand, if the
infant is an

undemand in g infant, and tends not to signal frequently
or strongly, the mother’s

access ib il it y must be judged in accord anc e with the
extent to which she does

acknow led ge him, whether he demands it or not. The
mother with this

rating—and also and even to a greater extent mothers with
lower ratings—

tends to give B atten tion with her own program ming rather
than in accord ance

with his, although she may give him intense atten tion on
the occa sions when

she decides to attend to him at all. 1. Highly inac cess
ible, ignor ing or neglect ing. M is so preoc cu pied



with her own thoughts and activ it ies for most of the time
that she simply does

not notice B. She enters the room without even looking at
him, let alone

acknow ledging him; his smiles are not returned. When B is
else where she

seems to forget his exist ence. B’s sounds do not seem to
filter through to her.

She may talk about B, but it seems that the infant as
concep tu al ized is more real

than the infant upstairs crying, or the infant across the
room who may be

rocking, or playing, or even actively demand ing her atten
tion. This mother

only responds to B when she delib er ately turns her atten
tion to do some thing

to or for B—making a project of it. In fact, M rarely
“responds” to B in the

sense of giving care and social atten tion contin gent upon
B’s beha vior. Rather,

M is often so completely unaware of B’s signals that her
inter ven tions are char

ac ter ist ic ally at her own whim and conveni ence.

Scale 4: Acceptance vs. Rejection of the Infant’s Needs

This scale deals with the balance between the mother’s
posit ive and negat ive

feel ings about her infant—about having an infant and about
this partic u lar

one—and with the extent to which she has been able to integ
rate these

conflict ing feel ings or to resolve the conflict. At the
posit ive pole, there is love



and accept anc e over rid ing frus tr a ti ons, irrit
a ti ons, and limit a ti ons—or perhaps

more accur at ely, encom pa ssing and defus in g the
negat iv e feel in gs. At the

negat iv e pole, anger, resent me nt, hurt, or irrit a
ti on conflict conspicu ou sly with

and limit posit iv e feel in gs and result in more or
less overt rejec ti on of the

infant. It is assumed that the arrival of an infant poses a
poten ti ally ambi va l en t

situ at ion—and that for all mothers there are posit iv e
and negat iv e aspects.

Among the negat iv e aspects is the fact that the new
infant impinges on and

limits the mother’s own autonomy and inter fe res with
other activ it ie s which

are import an t to her in one way or another. Furthermore,
there are inev it ab le

irrit a ti ons and frus tr a ti ons in inter ac t in g
with this partic u la r infant from day to

day. Among the posit iv e aspects is the undeni ab le
appeal an infant makes to his

mother—evoking tender ne ss, protect iv e ne ss, and
other posit iv e reac ti ons. It is assumed that there
are posit iv e and negat iv e elements in all mother–

infant rela ti on sh ips. We are concerned with how the
mother, given her present

life situ at ion, has been able to balance them. It is
assumed that at the desir ab le,

accept in g, posit iv e end of this continuum negat iv e
compon en ts are not so much

absent as somehow subsumed within the context of the posit
iv e rela ti on sh ip. It

is also assumed that at the undesir ab le, reject in g,



“negat iv e” end of this

continuum posit iv e compon en ts are not so much lacking
as they are not integ

rated with the negat iv e, reject in g compon en ts, so
that there is an altern a ti on

between tender ne ss, nurtur anc e, and delight on the
one hand, and anger,

resent me nt, irrit a ti on, hurt, and rejec ti on on
the other, without any adequate

meshing of the two together. There is a good and lovable
infant and a bad and

infuri at in g infant, but the real infant as he actu al
ly exists is somehow lost

between the two. The assess me nt of the balance between
posit iv e and negat iv e is not easy. The

social norm is that mothers love their babies and do not
reject them. The angry,

reject in g, negat iv e compon en ts of the mother’s
rela ti ons with the infant tend,

there for e, to be suppressed or repressed. The posit iv
e compon en ts are, of course,

more accept ab le, and the mother usually feels free to
express posit iv e feel in gs

openly. She may even feel impelled to put on a show of
affec tion in excess of

her real feel ings. To complic ate things further an infant
has much appeal even

to an essen tially reject ing mother, and she may be
genuine in her posit ive

expres sions while trying to hide (perhaps even from
herself ) her negat ive feel

ings. Finally, it is acknow ledged to be healthy for a
person—even a mother—to



give vent to angry feel ings rather than trying to submerge
them, with the

consequence that they may simmer for long periods of time
during which they

color the tone of beha vior and inter fere with posit ive
feel ings. Momentary

outbursts of anger or irrit a tion must not be given undue
weight if they are

embed ded in an other wise clearly posit ive, warm, loving
rela tion ship. On the

other hand, the rater must be alert to signs of submerged
resent ment in the case

of the woman who finds it very diffi cult to acknow ledge
anger, and must give

them due weight. Some mothers clearly have posit iv e feel
in gs upper mo st; they express them

frequently and spon ta n eo usly and without any appar
en t striv in g to play a loving

role, to make a good impres si on, or even to be kind to
the infant. They acknow

ledge the infant’s explor at or y interests, and do not
feel hurt when they lead him

away from her. They sense and respect the infant’s budding
desire for autonomy

and mastery and under st and his anger when he is frus tr
ated; there for e, they do

not view early conflicts of interests as struggles for
power in which they must

be aggress iv e or else be over wh elmed. These are women
whose love–hate

impulses are well enough integ ra ted that they can feel
almost wholly posit iv e

toward their babies without danger of repressed hostil it
y. Such a mother,



perhaps because she is able to empath iz e with the
infant, does not inter pr et

instances of disrupt iv e, annoy in g beha vi or as an
indic a ti on of a poten ti al char

ac te r defect in the infant which must be “nipped in the
bud.” Although some

times the infant may seem clearly angry at her, she inter
pr ets neither such

epis od es, nor epis od es of more diffusely unco op er
at iv e or annoy in g beha vi or,

as adequate reason for her to feel hurt or to insti tut e
retali at iv e meas ur es. She

may feel a brief surge of annoy anc e, but she does not
consider the infant himself

as a suit ab le target on which to focus her anger. She
may acknow led ge his

anger. She may openly express her own exas pe r a ti ons.
She may discour ag e the

beha vi or in ques ti on. She may deal with her own
moment ar y irrit ab il it y by

some means which gives her a chance to “cool off” before
resum ing her inter

ac tion with the infant. But she does not harbor resent
ment or hurt, and because

she does not “take it out” on the infant, he is unlikely to
feel rejec ted, espe cially

if moment ary irrit a tion or beha vior direc ted disap
proval is embed ded in

general warm accept ance. Some outwardly accept ing mothers
are more reject ing than those, described

above, who can give brief, healthy, situ ation specific
vent to annoy ance. The

pseudo accept ing mothers comply with the infant’s



demands, but in a way

which is in itself inap pro pri ate. They comply masochist
ic ally, and in a pseudo

patient, long suffer ing way, and usually under neath this
type of compli ance lies

much repressed aggres sion—which is usually deep seated
and of long stand ing,

and which has little to do with the infant except as his
beha vior may serve to

activ ate this repressed aggres sion and threaten the
defenses against it. Such a

mother cannot give healthy vent to the anger occa sioned by
the infant’s beha

vior. She smoth ers it, and tries to be patient. Her very
defenses against express ing

her anger make it impossible for her to be truly respons
ive to the infant, and

hence he tends to find her compli ance unsat is fy ing.
Both this and the often

inap pro pri ate outbursts of irrit a tion which inev it
ably break through the

defenses add up to rejec tion. Clear cut, overt rejec tion
is unmis tak able. Some highly reject ing mothers

are quite open in their rejec tion. Such a mother may say
that she wishes that the

child had never been born, or she may be less open but
never the less say what a

nuis ance he is and how he inter feres with her life. Or,
she may complain more

specific al ly, point in g out the infant’s defects and
short co m in gs, and dwell in g

on her prob lem s with him. To be sure, to talk with the
observer about concerns



and prob lem s does not neces sa r il y imply substan
ti al rejec ti on, but to emphas iz e

these constantly rather than the infant’s good points and
the pleas ur e he yields

suggests at least an under cu r re nt of rejec ti on.
(In fact, it is well known that

damaged or handi ca pped babies, who obvi ou sly present
more prob lem s than

“normal” babies do, tend also to activ at e more rejec ti
on in their mothers.

Therefore, whether or not the “problem” has an adequate
real is tic basis is irrel

ev an t for our purposes.) Another way in which a mother
may voice reject in g

atti tu des, without actu al ly saying that she rejects
the infant, is to say, often in a

heavy ha nded “joking” manner, all sorts of uncom pli me
nt ar y things to the

infant while she in inter ac t in g with him—“stink po
t,” “fatso,” “stupe,” and

the like—or to comment to the observer, in an appar en tly
“object iv e” way

that this is an ugly infant, uglier than its siblings, or
that it has a flat head,

protrud in g teeth, or a nasty temper ( just like his
father’s) and the like. (Such

uncom pli me nt ar y remarks should be distin gu
ished—although this is some

times diffi cu lt—from “tough” comments made by an essen
ti ally accept in g

mother to disguise from the world just how crazy she is
about this infant.) Rejection is of course expressed in
beha vi or as well as verbally. When it is

overt, it is unmis ta k ab le. The highly reject in g



mother may show her rejec ti on

by constantly oppos ing the infant’s wishes, by a gener
ally pervas ive atmo sphere

of irrit a tion or scold ing, by jerking him about with
ill concealed anger, and by

joining battle with him whenever he seems to chal lenge her
power. Less

obvious—and perhaps less highly reject ing—is chronic impa
tience, or a

punit ive or retali at ory putting of the infant away or
delib er ately ignor ing his

over tures, as though the mother were trying to say to the
infant: “You snubbed

me, didn’t do what I wanted you to do, rejec ted my over
tures, and now I will

‘show you’!” Teasing is some times a less obvious way of
express ing negat ive

feeling compon ents. Even when the infant responds posit
ively to teasing, there

seems to be some negat ive aggress ive compon ent in the
teaser’s beha vior—and

in extremes teasing is obvi ously sadistic, even though the
sadism may be veiled

by seeming warmth and good humor. This scale is related to
the first quarter scale (A3) Acceptance vs. Rejection—

which dealt with the mother’s accept ance–rejec tion in
terms of the degree to

which the infant is felt to inter fere with her own
autonomy. This emphasis

seemed appro pri ate during the first three months when the
chief issue of accept

ance seemed to be one of the mother’s autonomy. In the
latter part of the first



year, however, the infant has emerged as more of a person
in the mother’s

eyes—a person who can be some times entran cing or appeal
ing, and some times

irrit at ing and even infuri at ing. The present scale
there fore focuses chiefly on

the balance between posit ive and negat ive feel ings.
Nevertheless, the previ ous

issue of the mother’s accept ance or resent ment of the
degree to which the infant

infringes on her own autonomy is still relev ant and will
be taken into consid

er a ti on. The chief diffi cu lty in rating is expec te
d to occur in trying to distin gu ish

rejec ti on as defined by this scale from ignor in g and
neglect in g, which is dealt

with in another scale. The rater is referred to the discus
si on of this point in the

intro duc ti on to the other scale. A rule of thumb was
sugges te d. If the infant is

in the same room with his mother, and if it is clear that
her ignor in g of his

signals is delib er at e, then the instance in ques ti on
will be considered rejec

tion—espe ci ally if there is evid enc e that the mother
is motiv at ed by an angry

or “hurt” desire to punish or to retali at e. (Similarly,
the mother who arbit ra r il y

puts the infant away—for a nap or gives him to someone
else—will be

considered reject in g, espe ci ally if there is evid
enc e that she is irrit at ed by his

beha vi or or tired of him.) It is assumed that somehow
the infant can perceive



rejec ti on under these circum st ances. If, however, the
infant is in another

room—as, for example, when he is crying when put down for a
nap or waking

from a nap—the mother’s failure to respond will be
considered ignor in g. It is emphas iz ed that this is
only a rule of thumb. Ignoring in the sense of

being obli vi ou s to the infant and failing to perceive
his signals may be a special

case of rejec ti on, and may have similar motiv a ti on,
although the implic a ti on is

that the negat iv e compon en t is more completely
repressed than in rejec ti on.

Indeed some mothers may be both reject in g and ignor in
g, altern at in g more or

less overt reject ing with the covert rejec tion impli cit
in ignor ing. It never the

less seems worth while to distin guish these two vari ables
because it seems likely

that babies respond differ en tially to the two patterns of
beha vior, and that

certain patterns of infant beha vior may be asso ci ated
with relat ively overt rejec

tion in which the angry compon ent can be more clearly
sensed, than with the

covert rejec tion impli cit in ignor ing. Furthermore, the
posit ive ends of the two

scales—access ib il ity and accept ance—may be distin
guished. Some mothers are

access ible in the sense of being clearly aware of the
infant and yet behave in a

reject ing way. Other mothers may be on balance posit ive
in their feel ings, and



hence fairly accept ing, and yet may become involved in
other activ it ies to the

extent that their access ib il ity is fairly frequently low.

The Acceptance vs. Rejection of Infant’s Needs Scale

9. Highly accept ing. M is highly accept ing of B and his
beha vior, even of

beha vi ors which other mothers find hurtful or irrit at
ing. She values the fact

that infant has a will of his own, even when it opposes
hers. She is pleased to

observe his interest in other people or in explor ing the
world, even though this

may on occa sion lead him to ignore her over tures. She
even finds his anger

worthy of respect. She can, on rare occa sions, be irrit
ated or frus trated by B’s

beha vior, but this tends to be brief—soon over and done
with—and it does not

occur to her to feel that B himself is a worthy target upon
which to focus her

anger. She not only loves B, but she respects him as an
indi vidual. At the same

time she accepts the respons ib il it y for caring for
him, and does not chafe against

the bonds which tie her down tempor ar il y and which
restrict her from activ

it ie s in which she would other wi se enjoy parti ci p
at in g. 7. Accepting. The balance of feeling is still
clearly toward the posit iv e, and

accept in g, loving side, and irrit a ti on and resent
me nt are infre qu ent in compar

ison. This mother does not show as much respect for the
infant as a separ at e,



autonom ou s person as do mothers with higher ratings, and
she may not show

as much obvious accept anc e of the fact that he has a
will of his own, that he is

often inter es ted in other people and things, and that he
can get angry. She is

gener al ly patient with B, and her patience seems a
matter of genuine accept anc e

of his demands and inef fi ci en ci es rather than over
co mpli an t, long su ffer in g,

pseudo pa tience. She seems to suppress (or repress)
relat iv ely little of her feel

ings toward B, perhaps chiefly because there is relat iv
ely little under cu r re nt of

negat iv e feel in gs, espe ci ally toward him.
Moreover, she gener al ly accepts the

limit a ti ons to her own autonomy presen te d by B and
her care of him. 5. Ambivalent. M seems chiefly posit iv e
in her feel in gs toward B, and on

occa si on she obvi ou sly enjoys him; never th e les
s, resent me nt or hurt may break

through in inap pr o pr i at e ways. The inap pr o pr
i at e ne ss is largely a matter of M

taking some beha vi or of the infant’s—angry, frus tr
ated beha vi or, or asser ti on of

will, or moment ar y pref er enc e for other people or
things—as a deep se ated

mother direc ted hostil ity, oppos i tion or rejec tion,
and this leads her to retali ate

with beha vior that is essen tially reject ing beha vior.
Or, M may be some what

impa tient and irrit able with the infant at times, reject
ing him when he ceases

to be compli ant or endear ing, and yet there is enough



posit ive inter ac tion to

preclude a lower rating. Or, M may point out either
frequently or inac cur ately

that B rejects her, in that he seems to prefer someone else
or will not come to

her readily; her dwell ing upon beha vior that she inter
prets as rejec tion seems

likely to imply an under cur rent of reject ing B. Or, M
may tease B when he is

upset, angry, or other wise diffi cult—and the teasing, of
course, aggrav ates the

diffi culty. For a rating of “5” the expres sions of negat
ive feeling must not be

pre domin ant over posit ive, mutu ally enjoy able inter
ac tion, whatever the

assess ment of under ly ing dynam ics; if they are, the
rating should be lower. 3. Substantially reject ing. M’s
negat ive responses, veiled or open, are

frequent enough to outweigh expres sions of posit ive feel
ings toward B—

although she is neither as openly nor as strongly reject
ing as women with lower

ratings. Ways in which her anger or resent ment toward B
may be expressed are

as follows: (a) by putting him away from her when he does
not do what she

wants—or by delib er ately ignor ing him as a retali
ation—and this is not merely

a matter of insens it iv ity but a clear rejec tion of him;
(b) by dwell ing in conver

sa tion on B’s bad points and the prob lems he occa sions
rather than upon his

good points, accom plish ments, and the pleas ure he
yields; (c) by saying crit ical,



uncom pli ment ary, nasty things to and about B in his pres
ence even though

these are “joking” (although it is diffi cult, these should
be distin guished from

“tough” comments designed to conceal strong posit iv e
feel in gs); (d) by a veiled

irrit a ti on with B which under li es a long su ffer
in g, pseudo pa tient compli anc e

to his demands (which are perfunc to ry compli anc es and
hence not satis fy in g),

and which occa si on al ly becomes overt in impa ti ent,
reject in g beha vi or;

(e) marked impa ti ence; (f ) a sadistic under cu r re
nt which is largely concealed

but which comes out in little ways. Also, here, one might
clas si fy the mother

who shows hurt, retali at or y beha vi or more frequently
or more strongly than

the “5” or “4” mother. 1. Highly reject in g. M is clearly
reject in g of B and her posit iv e feel in gs

toward him are frequently over wh elmed by her resent fu
l, angry, reject in g feel

ings. This may be mani fe st in any one or a combin a ti
on of differ en t ways. She

may openly voice an atti tu de of rejec ti on, saying
that she is sorry that she ever

had him. Or, she may some wh at less openly voice her
rejec ti on by imply in g

that he is a great nuis anc e, and that he inter fe res
substan ti ally in her life and

with what she would like to be able to do. Or, she may
complain about B more

specific al ly, point in g out his defects and short co



m in gs. Even though she may

refrain from verb al iz in g her rejec ti on of B, she
may mani fe st it by a constant

oppos i ti on to his wishes, by a gener al ly pervas iv
e atmo sp here of irrit a ti on and

scold in g, by jerking him about with ill conc ealed
anger, and by joining battle

with him whenever he seems to chal len ge her power. There
may be posit iv e

aspects in her rela tion ship with B which suggest that she
can enjoy B, but these

are rare and isol ated in their mani fest a tions. Note:
Difficulties have been encountered in rating highly defen
ded mothers

who seem bland or emotion ally detached, and who give evid
ence neither of

posit ive accept ance as defined by scale points “9” and
“7” nor of the hostile

compon ents of feel ings or beha vior as specified by the
other scale points. It

seems best to rate such women “5,” despite the fact that
they do not show the

expres sions of negat ive feeling specified in the defin i
tion of that scale point. It

is under stood that the inter me di ate points “4” or “6”
may also be used,

depend ing upon the tend ency for either negat ive or posit
ive feel ings to break

through the gener ally emotion less facade. It is further
under stood that there

may be enough veiled rejec tion in a seem ingly “matter of
fact,” emotion less

mother to justify a rating of “3” as the rating point is
presently defined.
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