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ATTACHMENT 
THEORY
Dr. John Bowlby
• A psychological model that 
helps us to understand how 
our earliest relationships leave 
a lasting effect on the rest of 
our lives

• Internal working models: 
relationships, trust, 
dependence, emotional 
regulation



Attachment Theory
In times of stress infants use their caregiver as a source of comfort to 
provide security in order to co-regulate their emotions:

• 1. Secure

• (Insecure)

• 2. Ambivalent/anxious - turning up emotions

• 3. Avoidant/dismissive - turning down emotions

• 4. Disorganized

Ainsworth, M. D., Blehar, M., Waters, E., & Wall, S. (1978). Patterns of attachment.

Main, M., & Solomon, J. (1986). Discovery of an insecure-disorganized/disoriented attachment 
pattern.



Adult Patterns of Attachment

A North American Sample:  

• 56% secure attachment 

• 24% avoidant attachment

• 20% ambivalent attachment

Hazan, C., & Shaver, P. (1987). Romantic love conceptualized as an attachment 
process. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52(3), 511–524.



Attachment across the 
lifespan

Insecure attachment in infancy 
has been linked with illness in 
adulthood:

• Mental Health Disorders 
(depression, anxiety, major 
mental illness, personality 
disorders)

• Physical Health Problems 
(asthma, COPD, hypertension, 
cardiovascular 
disease)1,2,3,4,5,6

• Relationships struggles (with 
peers, co-workers, children, 
romantic partners, physician-
patient relationships)7,8,9



Attachment 
Patterns and 
Trauma (ACEs)
are intergeneratonal



Our stress response becomes sensitized 
with early adversity



The KICKER…





Neurobiology of 
Adversity and 
Attachment Disruption 
in Childhood

• Hippocampus – learning and 
memory; shrinks



Neurobiology of 
Adversity and 
Attachment Disruption 
in Childhood

• Amygdala – alarm/fear 
centre; increases



Neurobiology of 
Adversity and 
Attachment Disruption 
in Childhood

• Prefrontal Cortex –
cognition, problem solving, 
rational thought; decreases 
ability to reason



Secure Attachment Relationships Enable a:

Save Haven Secure Base



Barriers to Secure 
Attachment

• Lengthy parent/child separations

• Parent or child illness or disability

• Parental insecurity

• Excessive, prolonged stress in caregivers

• Social determinants of health

• Racism and inequality



“The antidote to trauma is 
security.”

~Dr. Sue Johnson



Early encoding

Explicit Learning
• Times tables
• Last snack
• Colour of your car
• Tagged

Implicit Learning
• Emotional responses
• Procedural memory
• Subconscious 
• Not tagged



Secure (or Earned Secure) 
Attachment Promotes:

• A positive view of self and others

• Flexible self-regulation

• Empathy, warmth and self-compassion

• Comfort with displays of affection and 
emotional closeness

• The ability to create deep, meaningful and 
long-lasting relationships

• A coherent life-story
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