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Preface

Currently, attachment is like a talisman for the practice of the many brands of psychotherapy and forms of mental health care. However, there are many ideas about it that are accepted in uncritical ways. To prevent the acceptance of false ideas about attachment, this work makes clear trustworthy research about attachment in children and adults. It appraises the way that attachment is interpreted by commenting on empirical research to clarify the theory that supports therapy practice, and furthers research, and mental health care. The difficulties of getting help to those who deserve it involve problems in the therapy relationship that interfere with creating acceptance and change. The therapy relationship is always the medium of delivering any care or service. Therefore, the problems of poor delivery of care concern mismatched expectations about how the care is provided—and the felt quality of the care—and these problems vary according to the complexity of the problems experienced by the public. When there is complexity in the relationship, and in the felt experiences on both sides of it, then there are problems in determining what belongs to each individual alone. The living face-to-face interactions occur between the person who occupies the caring role and the one who receives the care. Attachment theory is a map of the dynamic aspects of the felt experiences of harmony and disharmony that can be followed to help both persons be in balance.

Attachment processes are observable in the parenting provided by all mammals. When it comes to considering attachment between human beings there are observable phenomena where infants and children seek their carers, because they are more able, and carers can show their children how to respond well to difficulties. On receipt of care, children are soothed and return to other activities. Attachment has lifelong influences concerning access to sources of succour and support. Consciousness retains past learning, and the earliest presence of those who cared first leaves the strongest marks. If the quality of care received in childhood is deficient then the earliest qualities of separation anxiety and avoidance on reunion are also long-lived. Parallels occur in relationships between adults despite their behaviour being so much more complex. People who provide comfort and guidance, and support the needs of others, come to realise that some of their clientele cannot access help in a straightforward manner. Infancy and adolescence are highly influential, and in recent years there is the growing acknowledgment that attachment concerns the quality of intimate relationships across anyone’s personal history. This means that a current form of relating can be continually updated by experience that is more recent.

This work is a no-nonsense technical report to explain the substantive issues within the developmental psychology of attachment. The empirical testing of hypotheses called falsificationism is the ultimate test of the difference between true and false ideas (Popper, 1959). In falsificationism, a hypothesis needs to be stated and tested, so that it can be open to the possibility of it being disproved experimentally. For falsificationism, a hypothesis can never be proven beyond all doubt. This means that empirical findings are only held as provisionally acceptable explanations, until they are disproven. It is not the purpose of this work to go into detailed critical appraisals of different methodological approaches, yet there are the difficulties of replication of findings in psychology. Below, the empirical claims of John Bowlby, Mary Ainsworth, Mary Main, Everett Waters, and colleagues, are accepted as the benchmark of trustworthy experimental design and findings. There follows an emphasis on what can be observed of the repeating processes of attaching. The aim is to promote accurate descriptions about what exists psychologically so it can be discussed and shared between communities of colleagues. Attachment across the lifespan concerns how security can be found with others, or not. Attachment can express the anticipation to invest emotionally, or the fear and inhibition of investing emotionally. Attachment expresses a major aspect of creatures whose existence is relational. When security cannot be found, particularly during the earliest years, and violence is perpetrated on young people or adults, then this has consequences in how able they are when care-seeking and engaging in emotional intimacy to redress their here-and-now problems.

Ideas are tools to do specific jobs. However, if the empirical findings used are inaccurate, then the justifications produced for organising therapeutic interventions will be ineffective. The point is that a view attuned to the nature of attachment demands an ability to understand processes and sequences of repeating behaviour between adults. Attachment in therapy has been studied by watching video of interactions between clients and therapists and this type of material has been interpreted to draw conclusions on what adults respond to. Therapy interventions require accurate understanding of the phenomena in order to succeed.

The study is in three parts. Part I: The received wisdom about attachment, sketches the major contributions from the empirical literature. Part II: The role of attachment in reducing distress, is an interlude for considering attachment phenomena as meaningful experiences between people in a way that understands how emotional regulation and dysregulation have their origin in the important relationships with persons in childhood and adulthood. Part III: Increasing security as a condition of successful therapy, applies the clarified understanding of the psychological processes in attachment to inform a psychodynamic view of therapy and mental health work. The case of individual therapy with adults is used to provide some teaching examples. There is discussion of the original ideas of Freud in relation to resistance, a reluctance to self-disclose and get help. Arguments are made to focus on shared attachment processes. One point of this text is making clear, formulating, or interpreting what attachment is in a way that supersedes the traditional interpretation of the inner working model (IWM), or script, as the inferred model of the attachment relating of one person (Delius, Bovenschen, & Spangler, 2008). On the contrary, the process between two people in an attachment relationship is argued to be important and be the proper understanding of attachment, because it concerns the quality of inter-relationship between self and other. A decontextualisation occurs when considering individuals as solo beings. When considering individual differences, attachment only ever appears as repetitive processes between people in various versions of what is preferred and easily repeated. When theorising human relationships, if there is too much of a focus on one person in a two-person, or in a multi-person relationship in a family, that will detract from proper attention to the contributions of all the persons in it. However, the message for practice is that the work supports a return to the basics of good practice. Back to basics sees the connections between ethics, the therapeutic alliance, the secure frame for therapy, sometimes called holding or containing, and the aim of psychotherapy stated as the ability to engage the public, more often than not, in a secure process, or to help people be supported in receiving the care that they need. Regardless of the brand name of therapy, the job is a practical one. If therapists do not help the public in giving informed consent to the details of their treatment, including the ground rules of the worker or clinic in which the meetings occur, then the need for briefing new clients and assessment is revealed in the problems that follow from not providing clarity about the treatment.

Attachment theory occupies an integrative position between psycho-analysis, psychodynamic therapies, cognitive science, and developmental theory. I use the word “psycho-analysis” throughout in the way that Freud wrote it and I am only referring to his approach when I do so. I do not use the general term “psychoanalysis”, which is an umbrella terms for a number of approaches following him. Inherent to the psychology of attachment is the homeostasis of a control system, sometimes called cybernetics or systems theory. John Bowlby took control systems theory as a central explanation of attachment and was influenced by a number of thinkers in the twentieth century about evolution, the body, consciousness, and unconscious processes. Mary Ainsworth showed that the meaningful transmission of attachment is best understood as forms of interconnection between the participants. These forms of interconnection can be understood according to several different theoretical perspectives, each of which emphasises some aspect, but in different ways. For instance, the behavioural genetic evidence shows only a small extent of genetic heritability of attachment (Verhage et al., 2016).

An attempt has been made at standardising the terminology used in the field. In this work, the term “therapy” refers to individual talking and action therapies of all brand names. Attachment “pattern” only refers to attachment classifications or scripts in infants and children. “Process”, “state of mind”, and “attachment dynamic” refer to moment-to-moment relating between adult attachment figures, co-creators of intimacy and distance. Because there is a variation in the naming of the same mental processes in the literature, the following terminology is used to emphasise the same processes. “Secure” refers to children and secure-autonomous adults. “Anxious” refers to resistant, enmeshed, anxious, ambivalent children, and insecure–preoccupied adults. “Avoidance” is used for fearful, withdrawn children, and insecure–dismissing adults. “Disorganised” similarly includes all disoriented, unresolved, and unclassifiable forms (excluding the attachment disorders in children). The gold standard of experimental formats are the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP) (Ainsworth & Wittig, 1969) and the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI), which analyse the narrative styles and content of speech of participants who describe their relationships with their parents, particularly their mothers (George, Kaplan, & Main, 1996; Main, Goldwyn, & Hesse, 2003). To be precise, there is a fifth attachment form for children and adults, the unclassifiable form that is comprised of two types of reunion behaviour in SSP and equal scores for adults in the AAI, or where there have been multiple refusals to answer the standardised questions (Hesse, 2008). Just to be clear, the following listing compares the names used.





	SSP
	AAI
	This work





	Secure
	Autonomous-secure
	Secure



	Insecure-resistant/ambivalent
	Preocc upied-insecure
	Anxious



	Insecure-Avoidant
	Dismissing-insecure
	Avoidant



	Disorganised/disoriented
	Unresolved/disorganised
	Disorganised







The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud is used for comments from Freud. The following disclaimer is also necessary: although this book is in part based on my experiences in clinical practice, no real individuals are intended by the brief case vignettes mentioned. Any resemblance between persons mentioned here and real persons is entirely coincidental.

Finally, thanks to Everett Waters, professor of social and developmental psychology at the State University of New York at Stony Brook, for email discussions about the nature of attachment in children and adults and for authoritative comments on methodology. Thanks to everyone at Karnac in London for editorial help and grammatical corrections. Thanks also to Susan Darlington for editorial comments on a previous version of the manuscript.


Part I
 The Received Wisdom about Attachment


Introduction to Part I

Attachment theory spans a wide range of phenomena concerning seeking care and providing it. On the positive side, there are experiences of love, connection, and belonging, plus the basic ability to trust and personally feel worthy of, and eager for, contact with others. On the negative side, there are the experiences of worry about being dependent on others, compulsive self-reliance, and a confused, uncertain approach to and fear of intimacy. Among mental health professionals, there is the expectation that attachment theory can deliver clear answers and provide direction. However, attachment theory is the interpretation of empirical data and replicated findings. If the perspective for interpreting the data is inaccurate with respect to what the phenomena actually are, there will be disarray in the research base. Consequently, inaccurate understanding would be taken to research and practice. If this were the case, practice and research would be rendered incoherent. In order to prevent such dis-coordination in the research base and its applications, this work aims to unite researchers and practitioners around a meaningful formulation of the key aspects of attachment as readily observable occurrences.

The history of psychotherapy has at its centre the postulating of mental processes in relation to their objects of psychological sense, which makes it important to maintain a focus on formulation as the contemporary version of interpretation in Freud’s sense (Alexander, 1963; Breuer & Freud, 1895d; French, 1933; Freud, 1894a, 1911b, 1915e, 1923b, 1926d). This first part defines attachment processes in such a way that psychological explanations can be made about attachment phenomena. Although the phenomena of attachment in children and adults are different, the hypothesis proposed is that definitive forms of mental processes are shared across the lifespan. A theme that ties these parts together considers the conditions of possibility for understanding and deciding between various aspects of attachment before working with persons in distress. Several brands of therapy believe that attachment theory has explanatory worth for understanding events in love, relationships with intimates, friendship, and for understanding the influence of parenting and health behaviour.

This first part makes definitions about attachment in relation to the qualitative and theoretical necessity of understanding attachment processes between people across the lifespan, regardless of the specific types of relationship between the persons involved. Chapters One to Three below set the scene for making a basic understanding of attachment in such a way that variability in strength, stability across time, and flexibility between their sorts is included. Because the first three chapters extend the standard interpretation of the Bowlby-Ainsworth model of attachment to focus on interactions between self and other, the first distinction to argue for is an emphasis on understanding attachment as psychological, to mentalise it and make it clear what it stands for, and not to get side tracked into details of the naturalistic approaches, even though these are popular perspectives. There are approaches to attachment that emphasise neuroscientific, evolutionary, and other aspects of what it is to be a person in a social world, but the first case to be made is for approaching attachment as a psychological process, because the study of mental processes between people requires its own type of explanation.


CHAPTER ONE
 Attachment phenomena and their background

This chapter explains the issues that surround attachment theory. Attachment theory contemporarily comprises various schools of thought. Attachment theory is a map of relating in everyday life and caring relationships of all kinds. This chapter provides an overview of attachment in the context of child and adult development for understanding how the patterns begun in childhood continue into adult circumstances, where they might be limiting or inappropriate for a variety of reasons. Attachment is one part of human development, so below sections sketch the background of child development. The purpose of the chapter is to prepare the ground for the definitions of the patterns and processes of the following chapter. Below, there is a deepening of attention to the detail of how consciousness defends itself against the consequences of suboptimal care provision and creates its own solutions to psychological meanings of distress. It contributes to keeping clients in mind, in empathising, and understanding the pushes and pulls in any relationship between two or more people. According to the different roles of care-givers and receivers involved, there are specifically different sorts of provision and receipt. Through understanding the secure base phenomenon of the secure process, the key aspects for understanding attachment theory are explained.

Introduction to the psychology of attachment

The psychology of attachment is a complex area with many different perspectives vying for expression. Attachment is a complex set of interlocking awarenesses between self and other comprised of a number of contributing factors (Cassidy & Shaver, 1999, 2008). Attachment is ripe for a process interpretation because it is primarily psychosocial and refers to a number of psychological objects that are recognisable by common sense. Not just in infancy and childhood but throughout adulthood too, attachment phenomena are evident. Attachment as a felt experience begins with the first context of early childcare (DeWolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997; Goldsmith & Alansky, 1987). Attachment research shows that the quality and quantity of care creates long-lasting semi-permanent influences for adults in terms of how they relate with others and how, as individuals, they manage their emotions. Attachment patterns in childhood and adulthood processes are identified against the background of each other, comparatively. Attachment is socially learned and plays a bridging role in development across the lifespan. Not only does the receipt of sufficient care for infants promote their potential for later full bloom, the effects of such care have an ongoing semi-permanent effect on the mental and physical well-being of adults. At any later point in the lifespan, the type of care first received creates tendencies about how to relate to others in times of distress and relaxation. When under stress, there is variation in the responses that individuals make, not according to their intelligence or chronological age but according to the influences acquired much earlier. This learning varies according to the cumulative effect of the semi-permanent attachment processes that operate when adults are stressed.

Before explaining what attachment theory shows, a note on empirical methodology is required. This study does not make an in-depth appraisal of empirical methods and psychometrics to support confidence in some methodologies and expose the weaknesses of others. However, the original focus on attachment, between 1944 and 1987 approximately, was achieved by developmental psychologists who used observational experimental formats and rated phenomena between children and their adult carers. Since the 1980s, social psychologists began to explore attachment phenomena in adults with methodologies such as Experiences in Close Relationships (ECR) a self-report questionnaire that asks general questions rather than about specific attachment relationships of the participants (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998, pp. 69–70; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). However, ECR does not correlate with findings from either the SSP or the AAI (De Haas, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & van IJzendoorn, 1994).

Developmental psychologists also produced the AAI and versions of it such as the Current Relationship Inventory (CRI), a modified version of the AAI that enquires about a current relationship with a long-term partner, and these do correlate with SSP (Crowell & Owens, 1996). A newer version of Experiences in Close Relationships, Experiences in Close Relationships Revised (ECR-R), does not investigate specific attachment relationship either—only relationships in general (Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000). So, the self-report measures of the social psychology of attachment do not correlate with AAI and SSP cannot be considered because ECR measures different phenomena altogether, namely generalised beliefs and expectations; not partner-specific ones. What this means is that the findings from the two different sorts of measures cannot be mixed. To be strict, it means that ECR and social psychology findings that do not correlate with SSP, and home observation, and are not about specific attachments should not be called attachment.

A word of caution needs to be stated about the forms of research design. The general readership does not realise that ECR and ECR-R do not tally with SSP and AAI and assess different phenomena. The empirical approach by social and personality psychologists may use priming experiments and self-rating questionnaires, but if the enquiry is not about specific attachment relationships between adults then the conclusions made are not about attachment. Everett Waters explains that when it comes to understanding adult attachment the “limitations are that there is relatively little research on whether a person establishes similar attachment with different people over time. The alternative is that the type that sets up in close adult relationships is greatly influenced by the characteristics of the partner. Thus one does not necessarily have a series of very similarly organised relationships when going from one primary partner to the next: no doubt, the inherent longitudinal nature of this question explains the lack of data” (personal communication, 2016).

The secure base phenomena are well-proven in children and developmental psychology has shown that the AAI correlates with SSP findings. However, there are then epistemological difficulties in showing how attachment appears for adults. Accordingly, quality assurance of the methods and manners of interpreting is demanded in order to ensure that all involved are facing in the same direction and involved in the same project. The remedy, described below, is to be clear about attachment phenomena for children and adults in different contexts. Attachment theory proceeds with caution and draws conclusions from cross-referenced and validated sources before applying empirical findings (Waters & Beauchaine, 2003).

Because attachment theory is a discourse drawn from developmental psychology, more of the context needs to be considered before passively accepting conclusions from different procedures. Like has to be compared with like, and experiments need to be replicated. This means that the same experiment that was carried out by one research team, when carried out by another, should show the same results within an acceptable band of error for the conclusions to have credibility. What dominates the understanding of adult attachment is the well-proven format of the AAI, a standardised interview procedure to investigate attachment memories and verbal accounts in adults (although other formats are available). Moreover, it is interesting to consider what is motivational for the four different attachment teleologies. A metaanalysis of American mothers who were given the AAI found that fifty-six per cent had the secure process, nine per cent the anxious process, sixteen per cent the avoidant, and eighteen per cent were disorganised (Bakermans-Kranenburg & van IJzendoorn, 2009). Each process works to deal with the emotional-relational territory in which it lives and in which it experiences any new occurrence. Yet because what are being discussed are semi-permanent processes, observable across varied relational contexts, each IWM control setting of the attachment thermostat produces a self-maintaining set of habits, beliefs, and conditioning, influenced by past and current interactions. In relation to the IWMs that a person has, and the quality of the connection that arises, Bowlby defined what could be called the automatic primary process of making sense and the emotions involved, as follows:


Both the nature of the representational models a person builds of his attachment figures and also the form in which his attachment behaviour becomes organized are regarded in this work as being the results of learning experiences that start during the first year of life and are repeated almost daily throughout childhood and adolescence. On the analogy of a physical skill that has been acquired in the same kind of way, both the cognitive and the action components of attachment are thought to become so engrained (in technical terms overlearned) that they come to operate automatically and outside awareness.

… the disadvantage [is] that, once cognition and action have been automated, they are not readily accessible to conscious processing and so are difficult to change.

(Bowlby, 1980, p. 55)



Attachment is due to unconscious processes of the connections between the many forms of mental process. Attachment is engrained in that it consists of lived experiences of the habits that are made and yet there is scope for change. Attachment is semi-permanent across the lifespan and shows change yet has inertia to change (Ammaniti, van IJzendoorn, Speranza, & Tambelli, 2000; Crowell, Treboux, & Waters, 2002; Crowell & Waters, 2005; Thompson, 2000; van IJzendoorn & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2014). The view that Bowlby held was that there could be ways of detecting the accuracy between a map and life’s territory, so to update the map by influential relationships and experiences (Bowlby, 1969, pp. 82–83; 1988, p. 130). Yet the type of conditioning is open to enquiry: it is not the sort modelled by behavioural theory’s classical and operant conditioning because the strength of the bond can both increase and decrease according to the meaning of the events happening and the attachment tendencies of others (Waters, Weinfield, & Hamilton, 2000). Attachment is meaningfully motivated and operates according to the understanding that is achieved by the participants. Consequently, observable behaviours are considered meaningful motivational sequences and wholes of sense that have a form that can be interpreted according to how the processes compare with each other.

Even the smallest meaningful units have a beginning, middle, and end, and exist within greater temporal contexts of motivated and meaningful behaviour. Such processes around the self operate in different ways and have their distinctive forms and functions. The four processes are continua in their strength and frequency of occurrence, yet exhibit persistent motivations to act in ways that are born in infancy and have similar psychodynamic motivations that run throughout adulthood. Yet what happens in any relationship, minute to minute, is variable across the lifespan and differs between relationships and contexts. In babies the “instinctual responses” (Bowlby, 1958, p. 362) of sucking, clinging, visual following, crying, and smiling are observable patterns of interactions with carers that have the ultimate function of “safeguarding the individual and mediating reproduction” (Bowlby, 1958, p. 362). There is an evolutionary aspect of attachment in infancy that is linked to how attachment shapes the relationships in adults. Care-seekers can experience a secure base when anxious or needing comfort and the type of response provided forms the attachment pattern of the recipient. The influence is so powerful that the child pattern can remain stable for the first twenty years of life and may produce similar attachment processes throughout later life—for better or worse (Waters, Hamilton, & Weinfield, 2000; Waters, Merrick, Treboux, Crowell, & Albersheim, 2000).

Attachment conclusions refer to the set of phenomena that are common to intimate relationships. However, rather than there being one consensus on attachment theory, there are a number of perspectives. Some emphasise attachment as biological, a part of personality, or as social psychology, related to culturally acquired childcare practices, or emphasise the neuroscientific and physically developmental aspects (Insel & Young, 2001). Sroufe and Waters (1977) argued that attachment is an intervening variable or organisational construct in human development that is supportive of the normative aspects of social learning, and the cognitive-affective aspects of intimacy. It is also possible within the same conversation, or within the same relationship over a series of meetings, to experience different forces of attraction and repulsion leading to the inter-relation of the secure, anxious and avoidant processes (Kobak, Cole, Ferenz-Gillies, Fleming, & Gamble, 1993). For others, and particularly those who overuse the anxious process, there are transient phenomena that change according to the impressions gained of the intentions of others with respect to self.

The phenomenon called the secure base exists between adults too. There are attachment phenomena of the two insecure suboptimal types where the secure base is absent. The fourth categorisation of disorganised attachment is a mixture of the two insecure sorts. The problem to be solved is that if attachment phenomena are unrecognisable in the clinical situation, then theory concerning them cannot be used to understand the public nor facilitate their abilities to use the therapeutic relationship, the medium through which any health care is supplied. What is of crucial importance in attachment theorising is citing conscious evidence and stating how it has been interpreted.

A very brief history of attachment

The birth of attachment theory was John Bowlby’s work at the London Child Guidance Clinic where he began studying the after-effects of disruption and distress on children during the Second World War. He noted a number of recurring relational patterns that differ comparatively (Bowlby, 1944). Since then, the research literature has burgeoned. What attachment really means is the study of love and caring, and its vicissitudes across the lifespan. “Many of the most intense emotions arise during the formation, the maintenance, the disruption and the renewal of attachment relationships. The formation of a bond is described as falling in love, maintaining a bond as loving someone, and losing a partner as grieving over someone. Similarly, threat of loss arouses anxiety and actual loss gives rise to sorrow; while each of these situations is likely to arouse anger” (Bowlby, 1980, p. 40). Note the motivated responsiveness in this phrasing to both actuality and possibility, for merely the threat of loss, as well as actual loss, promotes distress. When consciousness acts in the intimate world its ways are meaningful, motivated, and temporally structured. Understanding from the past guides future restorative action. Bowlby defined attachment as mapping the intimate life: “Attachment behaviour is any form of behaviour that results in a person attaining or maintaining proximity to some other clearly identified individual who is conceived as better able to cope with the world” (Bowlby, 1988, pp. 26–27). For instance, small children call out at night for those who will help them when they are upset. To “say of a child (or older person) that he is attached to, or has an attachment in, someone means that he is strongly disposed to seek proximity to and contact with that individual and to do so especially in certain specified conditions … [Thus attachment] refers to any of the various forms of behaviour that the person engages in from time to time to obtain and/or maintain a desired proximity” to attachment figures (Bowlby, 1988, p. 28).

The means of testing mere intuitive observations is called falsificationism. Empirically though, attachment is shown as four discrete patterns of relating that can be identified from infancy right through to processes between adults in later life. They share meaningful and motivating causes of emotions, the empathies of others, and the interpretation of the sense of self in the here-and-now type of relationship that self has with others. Thus, attachment is influential across many aspects of relationships between self and others, and how selves self-reflexively see themselves (Fonagy, Moran, Steele, & Higgitt, 1991; Fonagy & Target, 1994; Waters & Cummings, 2000). The empirical way forwards is to cross-reference findings from the SSP with home observation and be careful in drawing conclusions about attachment in its myriad adult settings. However, there should be an awareness of the psychometrics and the metapsychology of how measures tally with the observable experiences of attachment itself (Crowell & Treboux, 1995; Waters, Crowell, Elliott, Corcoran, & Treboux, 2002). What is required for justification is an attention to experimental detail, the psychometric properties, and the pros and cons of the methodological designs used. For instance, there are a number of ways that stress can be experimentally induced in adults to ascertain how people behave during it in comparison to its absence. This mimics the attachment situation (Meredith, Strong, & Feeney, 2006). For instance, stress can be induced by asking participants in an experiment to do mental arithmetic and asking them to repeat the task from the beginning if they make a mistake.

After Bowlby, developmental psychology expanded and contributed to the experimental data. An attention to the detail of the influences on adult relationships and contexts is required to support a wholistic view of human beings as biopsychosocial wholes. Accordingly, the view taken could pan out and focus on the larger context of the particular social environment around a family with young children, where the specific quality of care-provision is the focus against a background of other developmental processes. The psychology of attachment shows that there are discrete processes of connecting with others, each of which has its own way of defending against problems whilst being potentially capable of increasing emotional intimacy with others. However, one insecure attachment process can be overused and remain as a suboptimal way of managing intimacy, as shown in detail in the next chapter.

John Bowlby was the first to indicate the secure base but it was Mary Ainsworth who innovated and proved that it is a genuine phenomenon (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991). Small children seek out the care and comforting presence of their parents, or an available family member in times of need (Bowlby, 1969, pp. 371–372; 1988, p. 11). In the secure process, caring adults soothe children’s distress as the children rightly expect. Children acquire learning in relation to seeking help when frustrated or feeling threatened: the secure base phenomenon of returning to the attachment figure for calming and reassurance, being soothed in the context around them enables a return to other activities such as playing with toys and exploring (Crittenden, 1994; Thompson, 2009). In this way, children learn a caring connection that is ongoingly established at times of distress. This phenomenon of a clearly identifiable pattern between parents and children (or between adults for that matter) shows the way that toddlers learn to understand the people around them.

The attachment perspective was developed by Mary Ainsworth and colleagues (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978) who made observational studies of infants, twelve to twenty months old, with their parents. The lab procedure is well known. Two separations occur for three minutes each in a standardised procedure used to display the differences that occur. The SSP experiment shows regular patterns of relating between mothers and children, when the behaviour of adults remains the same within basic parameters (Waters, 1978). The SSP experiment is a fixed format where only the child and mother pairing is different and all other aspects remain the same. The SSP is a play in eight acts:

	The first act is that mother and child are introduced to the laboratory setting with a hidden video camera for one minute and the mother interests her in the toys in the room.
 	During the next three minutes, mother remains seated and is responsive to the child’s bids to interact. The infant is allowed to explore the toys and the room.
 	A stranger, an experimenter belonging to the research centre, enters the room for the next three minutes and sits quietly for the first minute, then initiates the infant in an interaction for the second minute, and interacts or plays with a toy for the last minute. Then,
 	Mother leaves the room and the infant remains with the stranger for three minutes. If the little one cries, the stranger is allowed to offer comfort. If the child refuses or resists what is offered, the stranger does not persist. If the distress of the child is high, this act is cut short.
 	For the next three minutes, the mother returns and there is a first reunion while the stranger is absent.
 	The mother leaves again for another three minutes leaving the infant alone. But if the child is very distressed, this episode can be cut short.
 	The stranger returns for three minutes and offers contact if the child is crying. If the child cannot be comforted or the mother requests it, then the episode can be cut short. The stranger leaves. And for the last three minutes,
 	The finale is that mother returns for the second time, offers contact and comfort if necessary, and, when ready, permits the child to play with the toys or explore the room, ending the experiment.


What the SSP shows is that instead of there being an infinite array of responses, despite variability in the behaviour of infants, what happens falls into four discrete forms of response with some variation of responses around two dimensions, separation anxiety and avoidance on reunion, a topic that will be explored again.

The idea of “the script” expresses the repeating attachment dynamic where interactions between carers and children are like a repeating performance: the relational understanding played by both parties often remains the same or is enacted in a regular manner, although the participants cannot explain their reasoning because it occurs automatically at a pre-reflexive level of awareness of how to be in any relationship or social context. The idea of a script is equivalent to the IWM but has a more participatory way of capturing the causal turn-taking involved in a dynamic way, and it abstracts from the full experience, to formulate the repeating processes between people (British Psychological Society, 2011). Following Everett and Harriett Waters (Waters, H. S. & Waters, E., 2006, p. 188), there are eight facets to the secure base script, which represent the constitution of a drama and its restitution into balance once more. The secure base script of the secure process and the return to a secure base is a positively toned motivational sequence of a drama that receives restitution:

	The starting point is the felt sense of positive connection between adult attachment figure and child, such that the two feel in balance with each other in a positive collaboration whilst the child explores or plays in the adult’s presence.
 	When there is a threat or overwhelm caused by an event or the activities, the child becomes distressed or even overwhelmed and this primes the attachment need.
 	Then the child ceases exploration and play, and asks for problem-solving help and care for her distress or the problematic meaning of the event.
 	The child is aware of the quality and timing of the help that is offered.
 	The child accepts the help.
 	The help is timely, sensitive to the child’s needs, and accurately tailored so it works for the child.
 	The help is accompanied by emotional soothing and comforting that reduces tension and distress.
 	The end of the interchange is a return to balance in a positive collaborative connection between child and carer, with the child returning once more to exploration and play.


The secure base phenomenon in children and a first definition

Beginning with childhood, attachment behaviours are observable. For instance, the behaviours of the children in the SSP takes calls, looks, gestures, and verbal communication and interprets them as the “activation of an inferred and not directly observable attachment behavior system, distinct from and not dependent on other motivational systems, such as hunger or sex” (Stevenson-Hinde, 1994, p. 62, original italics). This is an important point because specific observable phenomena occur between any two persons, and some of these are categorised as indicating attachment whilst others merely form its background. But if the provision of care is one of the insecure forms, or includes neglect and abuse, then completely different repetitions occur in the SSP and in home observation. These insecure processes of relating are repeated when children are under stress. Insecure processes occur when the behaviour of others, and the distress experienced, provide subliminal and explicit cues in varying degrees and qualities. Yet individual differences in attachment are repeated and are capable of being modified and influenced. The following six observable phenomena form the most definitive aspects of the contemporary research on attachment in children (Colin, 1996; Mercer, 2006, 2011; Prior & Glaser, 2006).

Phenomenon one: At any age attachment is the potential to bond and emotionally invest in specific persons positively, to want to be physically close and connected with them, and so experience a secure base in connection with attachment figures, who for children are usually their biological parents. Attachment starts in infancy with the care received from parents, other family members, and paid carers who tend to the needs of children. The effect of the secure base, if there has been the responsive type of parenting, promotes lifelong positive influences even despite extra-familial influences to the contrary (Main & Cassidy, 1988). Attachment is a biological predisposition with weak genetic causes that produces personal and social effects in being relaxed and confident in exploration and play as infants, and in their equivalents in adulthood. Secure attachment is motivationally caused by current psychological and social motivations to create individual differences that are observable as general tendencies to invest positive emotions in others and maintain contact with them. If separation occurs, then according to the place in the lifespan, different forms of distress are communicated in wanting to regain intimacy or be frustrated and disappointed due to its absence.

Phenomenon two: Attachment patterns are discreet and are a function of the care received in infancy in the parental relationship, for the most part (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978). However, once initiated, the pattern of attaching is long-lasting and slow to change—the “prototype view” (Rutter, 2006). The most fundamental causal forces are the degree of avoidance of an attachment figure on reunion and the degree of anxiety experienced in relation to separation from one. This creates a learned IWM that creates a motivational field for individuals where they are motivated into four discrete processes to seek attachment satisfaction, defend themselves, and avoid distress.

Phenomenon three: Attachment produces explicit behaviours, communications, and implicit expectations about how attachment figures will behave and how the self needs to behave in relationship to them. When care-giving is involved, it is likely the care-givers will become attachment figures. Yet there can be potential attachment figures where the attachment bond is not yet fully formed. And there can be latent attachment figures when attachment is not formed (Prior & Glaser, 2006, pp. 59–60). The balance of care-giving and care-seeking is different in parenting, friendship, and between adults. When secure children feel distress they seek care and contact, and their expectations are satisfied. The bond usually forms between six and eight months and is most evident between two and four years of age in children and has its adult parallels between friends, lovers, and in providing childcare. Once formed, bonds become distinctive ways of relating with others in intimate relationships throughout the remainder of the lifespan. In cases where insecure qualities form when attachment needs are rejected or are met with inconsistent care-giving, then entirely different tendencies to relate and feel about self exist that also form life-long tendencies and show inertia to change.

Phenomenon four: When there is separation from attachment figures after the bond has formed, then there is protest, pining, and searching for the absent persons. If the separation is long-lasting, there is a mourning of their presence, even if small children are able to understand reasoned explanations of where the absent people are.

Phenomenon five: Attachment is the sum total of representations in memory, emotions, beliefs, expectations, and other retained influences and learning from specific relationships in the past. This includes those conscious emotions and expressed senses that can be felt with different people.

Phenomenon six: Once constituted, the attachment processes of adults exist as semi-permanent tendencies with respect to specific attachment figures and in relation to specific others. Once an attachment investment has been made, loved ones cannot be immediately substituted by another person. Even in cases of neglect and abuse, there can be positive emotional investment in attachment figures that continues alongside negative emotions and senses, because there is such a thing as a trauma bond with an abuser.

IWMs show inertia to change and are updated

In Bowlby’s work, the picture of the attachment dynamic is that although there is moment-to-moment variable relating with another human being, there are one or more IWM settings, and an automatic, slow-to-evolve tendency to relate and place self in relationship. The existence of one preferred attachment process does not exclude transient changes into other processes according to changes in here-and-now influences, and such a default can be stable across the lifespan (Klohnen & Bera, 1998). Although the attachment dynamic between people in a two-person relationship varies temporarily, short-term variation can also be created by the influence of social contexts and recent experiences, new events in existing relations, and for other reasons. Meeting people outside of the family, who have different attachment processes, can also be an influence on family, work, friends, and partner. These relationships are the affective centre of life. Otherwise, adult attachment has a self-perpetuating ability to maintain itself, despite evidence and opportunities to the contrary. The idea of an IWM in childhood is an implied mental model of a care-seeking self and care-giving others (Weiss, 1991). It is taken to all relationships as a predominant potential for intimate relating in a specific predictable manner. An IWM means that significant relationships are encoded in memory and belief as the inter-relation between the two parties involved. Bowlby’s own definitions of the IWM are clear:


each individual builds working models of the world and of himself in it, with the aid of which he perceives events, forecasts the future, and constructs his plans. In the working model of the world that anyone builds, a key feature is his notion of who his attachment figures are, where they may be found, and how they may be expected to respond. Similarly, in the working model of the self that anyone builds a key feature is his notion of how acceptable or unacceptable he himself is in the eyes of his attachment figures. On the structure of these complementary models are based that person’s forecasts of how accessible and responsive his attachment figures are likely to be should he turn to them for support. And, in terms of the theory now advanced, it is on the structure of those models that depends, also, whether he feels confident that his attachment figures are in general readily available or whether he is more or less afraid that they will not be available—occasionally, frequently, or most of the time.

(Bowlby, 1973, pp. 236–237)



A specific IWM can be a potential default setting, an automatic assumption of how to be defended and how two people should react to each other, that interprets, makes sense of, or gets projected on to the here and now, and into the future of just merely possible meetings with currently known or entirely novel people not yet encountered. Bowlby asserts that an IWM, an interpretation, concerns confidence


that an attachment figure is, apart from being accessible, likely to be responsive can be seen to turn on at least two variables: (a) whether or not the attachment figure is judged to be the sort of person who in general responds to calls for support and protection; (b) whether or not the self is judged to be the sort of person towards whom anyone, and the attachment figure in particular, is likely to respond in a helpful way. Logically these variables are independent. In practice they are apt to be confounded. As a result, the model of the attachment figure and the model of the self are likely to develop so as to be complementary and mutually confirming.

(Bowlby, 1973, p. 238)



What Bowlby is asserting is that learned inter-relationships between people are at the heart of how to relate. Attachment includes current and possible relations in love, family, and friendship, and successful co-operation as well as attempting contact with others and defending self from disappointment and hurt. Attachment is a primary process in that it is immediate and does not involve conscious thought or inferences of any kind. Its qualities are emotional and automatic. These are involuntary pre-reflexive phenomena of how unconscious processes of the body and the nonverbal basis of the personality create and manage intimate relating. “Every situation we meet with in life is construed in terms of the representational models we have of the world about us and of ourselves. Information reaching us through our sense organs is selected and interpreted in terms of those models, its significance for us and for those we care for is evaluated in terms of them, and plans of action conceived and executed with those models in mind. On how we interpret and evaluate each situation, moreover, turns also how we feel” (Bowlby, 1980, p. 229). These are important central experiences in all domains of life. The idea that meanings come in recognisable wholes, gestalts, or patterns is object-directed: it is the view of a perceiver turned towards the figure and the background that they experience. The term “wholes” in this object-oriented sense refers to figures on a background, when it comes to pattern-recognition and defining characteristics of the cognitive and emotional aspects of lived experience. A whole can be a motivational sequence, of a series of experiences that show repeating patterns that are recognisable as specifically different ways of relating and being able to find a secure base with loved ones and those closest to us.

The received wisdom is that attachment refers to the individual differences that children have. Attachment is evolutionarily caused in that it is a biological potential common to all mammals. This work challenges both these viewpoints with respect to the IWM as the holding of self and other “in relationship with each other” (Bowlby, 1988, p. 120). The interpretation of attachment argued for below is one that considers the contribution of care-giver and care-seeker as a whole, which means that the enactment created by both persons form an attachment dynamic is intersubjective, that is, it concerns what exists between people, between subjects (Husserl, 1977; Owen, 2006a).

Two dimensions: anxiety and avoidance

Two fundamental processes in the SSP are the degree of avoidance on reunion and the degree of separation anxiety (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978, p. 102), that lead to the discovery in four discreetly different ways of separation attaching. The anxiety dimension occurs on separation and the protest made is the infantile way of asking for reconnection with the care-giver. In the anxious process, the signal is large and is maintained in tangling the reunion and being inconsolable with respect to an untrustworthy care-giver. The avoidance dimension is most obvious with a neglectful and indifferent care-giver: the expression of the pain of what should be protest is necessarily repressed, to accept the minimal form of care on offer. The formulation of the motivating forces in attachment notes the following:

	High avoidance on reunion and low anxiety comprise avoidance and promote ostensibly low distress but show a notable blankness of response and hints of repressed resentment and anger.
 	The low in avoidance on reunion and high anxious pattern is a tendency to connect with others in a specific anxious way. As individuals, they are inconsolable on reunion and ongoingly angry when experiencing even a temporary absence and reunion.
 	The least avoidance and least anxiety group are those who, more often than not, make a secure process with others. This group has the ability to communicate with others and find it easy to be collaborative and create the secure base phenomenon. When they are distressed, they seek and receive caring and emotional restitution. They can re-establish harmonious experiencing with others and simultaneously soothe their own distress.
 	The disorganised group is more variable in their behaviours but generally, high avoidance and high separation anxiety are experienced without collaborative peace and harmony with others, and that has major consequences for how they see themselves and get around in ordinary living.


The next section focuses on the explanatory idea of the IWM, a control systems theory reading of getting attachment needs met that is at the heart of attachment theory.

Control systems at the psychodynamic centre of attachment

It was Edoardo Weiss, in 1950, who first coined the term “psychodynamic”. This word is not the sole possession of therapists and psychologists; it refers to the innate ability to understand others and oneself that varies according to biological temperament and conditions of distress. All human beings to some degree, even if inaccurately, are psychodynamic when they describe and explain the “manifestations and consequences of the interaction of mental forces within the human being” (Weiss, 1950, p. 1). Weiss emphasises the role of emotions as direct feedback on the success or failure of behaviour in achieving any meaningful project: Weiss was referring to conscious experiences that are “teleological”, that concern purposeful aim-oriented behaviour (1950, p. 2). “Every human being is aware of inner driving forces whenever wishes, feelings, emotions impel him to act … he is also aware of opposing forces which restrain him from acting. When gratification is obtained through action, the driving force is felt to subside; but when action … is checked by an interplay of emotions, either the initial psychological situation persists unaltered, or new ones arise which must be mastered” (1950, p. 1). The term psychodynamic is equivalent to “psychologically motivated” and demands the ability to understand others and place self with respect to the others with whom we are close.

Similarly, identifying how one mental process influences another is present in control systems theory (Bateson, 1972, p.
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