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What is attachment?

• Close emotional relationship between 2 
persons characterised by mutual affection 
and the desire to maintain proximity 


• It is a reciprocal, enduring, emotional and 
physical relationship between a child and 
caregiver and continues throughout our 
lifespan

Bowlby (1988), Commodari (2013), Geddes (2006)

Attachment: Key ideas

• Protective, safe havens and secure bases 
from which to explore and engage


• Long-lasting impact on development, to 
regulate emotions and form relationships


• Personality development and socialisation


• Survival and gain security

Internal working models: What are the risk factors?
•Poverty 

•Parental mental health difficulties 

•Exposure to neglect, domestic violence or other forms 

of abuse 


•Alcohol/drug taking during pregnancy 


•Multiple home and school placements 


•Premature birth 


•Abandonment 


•Family bereavement 



Attachment types —>  
Self protective behavioural strategy

The nature of attachment type is a predictor of 
emotional responses and later social behaviour and 

resilience 


4 identified attachment types:

• Secure

• Insecure Avoidant

• Insecure Ambivalent

• Insecure Disorganised

Secure Attachment
Securely attached individuals have experienced 
sensitive and attuned caregiving. They are able 
to trust and rely on others to meet their needs. 
As a result they feel confident to form 
meaningful relationships with others, to make 
the most of learning opportunities, to engage in 
productive activities, problem-solve and explore 
the wider world. These individuals are 
emotionally resilient and self-aware. 

Insecure Ambivalent 
Ambivalent attached individuals have experienced 
inconsistent and largely unresponsive 
caregiving. They are easily frustrated and may 
present as both clingy or rejecting as they seek 
both comfort from but are unable to be comforted 
by others. They may present as immature, fussy, 
helpless, passive or whiney or they may be angry 
or petulant. They may also present as attention- 
seeking, hyperactive and have difficulty recovering 
from upset. 

Insecure Avoidant
Avoidant attached individuals have experienced 
insensitive, intrusive or rejecting caregiving. 
They appear to be independent and seek to meet 
their needs on their own as they have not been 
able to trust or rely on their caregiver. They are task 
orientated, self-reliant and high achieving in some 
aspects but are generally socially uncomfortable, 
exhibit indifference and avoid close relationships. 
They may find it difficult to seek help, have limited 
creativity and may be prone to sudden outbursts. 

Insecure disorganised
Disorganised attached individuals. are usually from 
neglected, abusive and/or chaotic homes. The 
child is likely to feel confused by adults and 
experience them as frightening or frightened. These 
children are often highly vigilant, easily distracted, 
have a strong sense of fear, panic, or helplessness 
and may present with bizarre, extreme, 
unpredictable or distressing behaviour, which 
adults may find shocking and difficult to manage. 
They often present as sensitive to criticism, defiant 
and/or controlling and are easily overwhelmed. 

Neuroscience and 
attachment

• ‘Our minds are complex systems constrained in their 
activity by neuronal connections, which are determined 
by both constitution and experience (Siegel, 2012)


•Secure, nurturing environments and stimulating, 
engaging experiences support the development of 
neuronal networks – they help to build brains 


•Empathetic, supportive attachments and relationships 
are essential to optimize brain development as ‘the 
attunement of emotional states is essential for the 
developing brain to acquire the capacity to organize itself 
more autonomously as the child matures’ (Siegel 2012) 



Mirror neurons
Encoding information about the external 

world and goal directed behaviour 

These neurons are thought to enable humans to 
imitate others and thereby empathise & 
understand others’ intent. This ability is 
essential for the socialisation of children and has 
significant implications for the adult role. 


Stress
• The extent to which stressful events have lasting adverse 

effects is determined in part by the individual’s biological 
response and by the duration, intensity, timing, and 
context of the stressful experience 


• Constant activation of the body’s stress response 
systems due to chronic or traumatic experiences in the 
absence of caring, stable relationships with adults, 
especially during sensitive periods of early development, 
can be toxic to brain architecture and other developing 
organ systems 


• Fewer connections means it is more difficult to utilise the 
brain capacity and learn effectively 

In a nutshell:
•Recent neuroscientific evidence demonstrates that warm, 

responsive relationships and interactions (attunement) build 
children’s brains, and help them to learn to self-regulate their 
behaviour 


•Securely attached children build positive internal working models 
of others as trustworthy and of the self as valuable and effective 


•Connections, relationships and attachments are vital for the 
development of the brain and mind and support learning at an 
anatomical, physiological, psychological, social and environmental 
level 

Trauma from insecure 
attachments can lead to

Impairment in the following 
domains:

1. Attachment: ability to form trust relationships


2. Biology: ability to identify and regulate. Various physiological states


3. Affect regulation: ability to identify, regulate and express both positive 
and negative affective states


4. Dissociation: inability to stay psychologically present, open and engaged


5. Behaviour control: ability to engage in focused, flexible and regulated 
behaviour


6. Cognition: development of a variety of skills


7. Self concept:  the sense of self

Daniel A Hughes (2017)

Brain development



Insecure attachments: Intervention

The first imperative before any intervention is 
carried out is to regulate the arousal system.


 

Failure to do so places the child at risk of 

becoming re-traumatised. 

Input:

1. A consistent caregiving

2. Stimulating interactions

3. Support developmental trajectory

4. Opportunities to take risks and overcome 
challenges


5. Structure and clear boundaries

6. Stable context of family and community 

7. Safe, nurturing, predictable environment

•Research on attachment suggests that a relational rather than 
behavioural framework for supporting individual’s behaviour is more 
effective (Bergin and Bergin, 2009, Riley, 2010, Cozolino, 2013)  

•A behavioural framework which relies entirely on rewards and sanctions 
to modify individual’s behaviour is not necessarily the most effective 
model and does not always work  

•A relational framework promotes universal well-being, learning and 
behaviour and can be especially helpful with children who have 
attachment difficulties or other vulnerabilities  

•A relational framework acknowledges that all behaviour is a form of 
communication and adopts a ‘no-blame’ ethos 

Thank  You

frieke.h@gmail.com


07531 379695

References
Bombèr, L. (2007) Inside I’m Hurting; Practical Strategies for Supporting Children with Attachment Difficulties in Schools. London: Worth Publishing. 


Bombèr, L (2011) What about me? Inclusive strategies to support pupils with attachment difficulties make it through the school day. London: Worth 
Publishing. 


Bowlby, J. (1988) A Secure Base: Parent-Child Attachment and Healthy Human Development. London: Routledge. 
Clarke, L., Ungerer, J., Chahoud, K., Johnson, S., and Stiefel, I. (2002). Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder is associated with attachment 
insecurity. Clinical Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 7.2, 1359-1045.


Gottman, J.M., Katz,L.F. and Hooven,C. (1996) ‘Parental Meta-Emotion Philosophy and the Emotional Life of Families: Theoretical Models and 
Preliminary Data’, Journal of Family Psychology, 10.1, 243-268. 


Greenhalgh, P. (1994) Emotional Growth and Learning. London: Routledge. 


Cairns, K. ( 2006) Attachment, Trauma and Resilience. London: BAAF. 


Kohlrieser, G. (2012) Care to Dare: Unleashing Astonishing Potential Through Secure Base Leadership. San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons. 


Immordino-Yang, M.H. and Damasio, A. (2007), We feel, therefore we learn: The relevance of affective and social neuroscience to education. Mind, 
Brain, and Education, 1.1, 3-10. 


Marmot, M. (2010). Fair society, healthy lives. The Marmot review Executive Summary. London: The Marmot Review. 
Moss, E., & St-Laurent, D. (2001) Attachment at school age and academic performance. Developmental Psychology, 37.6, 863-874. 


Nagel, M. (2009) Mind the Mind: Understanding the links between stress, emotional well-being and learning in educational context. International 
Journal of Learning, 16.2, 33-42. 


O’Connor, M. and Russell, A. (2004) Identifying the incidence of psychological trauma and post-trauma symptons in children. The Clackmannanshire 
Report. Clackmannanshire Council Psychological Service. 


Riley, P. (2010) Attachment Theory and Teacher Student relationships. London: Routledge. Shaffer, H.R. (2004) Introducing Child Psychology. London: 
Blackwell. 


Rose, J., Gilbert, L., McGuire-Sniekus, R. (forthcoming) Emotion Coaching - a new strategy for schools, early years settings and youth centres to 
promote behavioural self-regulation in children and young people: A pilot study, International Journal of Pastoral Care and Education. 


Siegel, D. (2012) The Developing Mind: How relationships and the brain interact to shape who we are. New York: Guildford Press. © Queen’s Printer 
and Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office (2014). 


