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The attachment bond is a special parent-baby relationship that influences future mental, physical, and emotional development. When this bond is secure, it fosters self-awareness, flexibility, and trust. But when this bond isn’t secure – as can happen when a parent feels overwhelmed, suffers from depression, or lacks parenting skills – it can lead to future problems for the baby.

The good news is that anyone can learn how to successfully bond with a baby – even if the parent had a troubled attachment relationship themselves. It’s never too late to learn the skills. The parent can also improve the attachment relationship with older kids.

What is secure attachment and why does it matter? 

At birth, an infant’s brain is wired for connection to his or her primary caregiver, usually the mother. This connection between the primary caregiver and the baby is known as the attachment bond. The success of the attachment bond depends on the parent’s ability to understand and respond to the infant’s physical and emotional needs. When the parent and the baby are in sync with each other, then the baby develops a secure attachment. The baby feels safe, knowing that mom or dad will be there when needed.

Why secure attachment is so important for a baby’s future

The success or failure of the parent-baby attachment bond has a life-long effect on the way a child feels about him or herself and about others. Individuals who experience confusing, frightening, or broken emotional communications during their infancy often grow into adults who have difficulty understanding their own emotions and the feelings of others. This limits their ability to build or maintain successful relationships.

But when people develop a secure attachment bond, they are better able to:

· Develop fulfilling intimate relationships 

· Maintain emotional balance 

· Feel confident and good about themselves 

· Enjoy being with others 

· Rebound from disappointment and loss 

As important as a secure attachment is, it is not beyond the reach of most parents – including working parents. Nature has programmed mothers to love connecting to their babies as much as babies love connecting to their mothers. The process of bonding successfully with their baby releases endorphins, powerful chemicals in the mother’s body that motivate, energize, and make them feel happy. 
Myths and facts about parenting and attachment

Unfortunately, secure attachment is sometimes misunderstood as far more complicated and time consuming than it is.

· Always responding to their needs makes babies spoiled. On the contrary, the more responsive the parent is to an infant’s needs, the less “spoiled” the baby will be as they get older because they have a solid bond of trust. Children with secure attachments tend to be more independent, not less. 

· Working mother can’t respond to their baby’s needs 24 hours a day. A parent does not have to be with their baby 24 hours a day to develop a secure attachment bond. What matters is maximizing the quality of the time that the parent do have, and ensuring that their baby has a caregiver who also realizes the importance of attachment. 

· There is no way to figure out what is wrong with the baby, so he or she must not be attached. It is not necessary to meet a baby’s needs one hundred percent of the time in order to develop a secure attachment bond. Focus on learning their baby’s needs so that the parent can better respond. As the parent get to know their baby, the parent will become more and more confident of what he or she is communicating. 

How does secure attachment work?

Secure attachment doesn’t happen overnight. It is an ongoing process between the parent and baby. Newborn babies are completely dependent on others meeting their needs. As the parent consistently respond to their baby, the baby will learn that his or her needs are important and will be met. 

Who may need extra help with parenting and attachment?

There are some parents who may need more help in forming a secure attachment:

· Parents who have a history of abuse. Parents may have been living with these issues for a while, but for some mothers and fathers new parenthood brings into sharp focus memories of abuse. 

· Parents with untreated mental or emotional problems, such as depression, emotional trauma, or postpartum depression. 

· Parents who want to learn new parenting skills. 

No matter how old a child is, it is never too late to improve the quality of the parent’s attachment. The most important thing is realizing that they may need help by learning to ask for support, hands on training, such as in a class, to learn how to best respond to their baby’s needs, or they may need counseling for their own issues. 
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Making secure attachment work for the parent 

If both parents work outside the home... 

If both parents are working, it is more important than ever for the primary caregiver to maximize quality time with the infant. Take as long as the parent can on maternity leave. Be sure to do their research carefully and find a caregiver or daycare in tune with the principles of attachment. As much as possible, avoid places with high staff turnover and changes in environment. Make every minute count when the parent is home with their baby; try to outsource whatever household tasks the parent can. 

If they’re a single parent...

Single parents have the challenge of sole responsibility for their children. Single parent need to have a strong support network so they have time to bond with their baby and foster a secure attachment. Find support through community or religious organizations, informal networks of friends, or family.
If their child has special needs...

· Adopted babies. Building a secure attachment with adopted babies means being especially attentive to the baby’s cues, and realizing that it is an adjustment for the baby to be separated from the biological mother. If the parent is adopting an older baby, it might take a little longer to recognize the baby’s cues than in a newborn, so give them some time to learn and respond. 

· Premature babies and babies with disabilities or illnesses. If the parent is parenting a baby in this situation, remember that building a secure attachment is especially important to help the infant weather stressful situations – such as hospitalizations, health problems, or repeated doctor’s visits. Look for community organizations that offer education and support.  Learn as much as the parent can about developmental expectations so that the parent can work with their baby at his or her level. 




	


Insecure Attachment and Attachment Disorders

Symptoms and Repair of Poor Attachment and Reactive Attachment Disorder
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When infants and children have a loving caregiver consistently responding to their needs, they build a secure attachment.  This lifelong bond affects growth, development, trust and the ability to build relationships.  However, severely confusing, frightening and isolating emotional experiences early in life disrupts this bond, creating insecure attachment. In extreme circumstances, this can result in attachment disorders. Problems with attachment limit a child’s ability to be emotionally present, flexible and able to communicate in ways that build satisfying and meaningful relationships. The earlier attachment disruptions are caught, the better. However, it is never too late to treat and repair attachment difficulties. With the right tools, and a healthy dose of time, patience and love, attachment repair can and does happen.

What is insecure attachment?

Attachment is the process of bonding between an infant’s primary caretakers, usually the mother, and the infant. Infants are helpless from birth, and need consistent, loving responses to their needs for food, sleep and comfort. As the infant grows, so does the bond of trust with the primary caregiver. Secure attachment has a lifelong effect on growth, development, trust and relationships.

If a child is not provided this consistent, loving care, insecure attachments form. Children with insecure attachments have learned that the world is not a safe place. They don’t have the experiences they need to feel confident in them and trust in others. Because attachment is a fundamental part of children’s development that affects the growing brain, insecure attachment shows itself in many different ways.  Children may have trouble with learning, may be aggressive and act out, be excessively clingy, have difficulty making friends, suffer anxiety or depression, or be developmentally delayed. In cases of severe deprivation, abuse or neglect, attachment disorders may form. Attachment disruptions and disorders often have similar symptoms of disorders such as ADHD or autism and may be misdiagnosed. 

Causes of Insecure Attachment and Attachment Disorders 

· The caregiver is unable to provide for the child. Sometimes, parents may love and intend the best for their children, but not know themselves how to provide the care the children need. They may have a history of abuse, depression, trauma or be overwhelmed by work and childcare responsibilities. A medical emergency may have occurred in the parent, making care very difficult. A death or trauma in the family can also have enormous impact. 

· Abuse and neglect. If the primary caregiver is a source of pain and terror, as in physical or emotional abuse, a secure attachment cannot form. Parents who abuse alcohol and drugs may have a lowered threshold for violence and are at increased risk for neglecting their children. 

· Constantly changing caregivers. Insecure attachment can also occur if the child has very little interaction with a primary caregiver, but instead has a succession of childcare providers that are not attuned to the child and do not stay in the child’s life. 

· Children in institutional care. Children in institutional care have not only lost their primary caregiver but may have lived in conditions where they cannot form a secure bond. Children in a succession of foster or group homes, or children adopted from overseas who have lived in orphanages, are at risk. 

· Child illness or disability. Infants with long hospital stays, where they have been isolated and alone, are also at risk. Parents may also feel overwhelmed with an infant’s needs if the infant is constantly sick and in pain, withdrawing or lashing out at the child because they don’t know what to do. 

Signs and symptoms of attachment disorders 

Insecure attachments influence the developing brain, which leads to a variety of symptoms.  Interactions with others, self-esteem, self-control, learning, and optimum mental and physical health are affected. Symptoms of insecure attachment may be similar to common developmental and mental problems including ADHD, spectrum autism, depression, and anxiety disorders.

	Symptoms of insecure attachment 

	Emotional Problems
	Low self-esteem, needy, clingy or pseudo-independent behavior, inability to deal with stress and adversity, depressed, unresponsive, resists comforting. 

	Physical problems
	susceptibility to chronic illness, obsession with food – may hoard food, gorge, refuse to eat, eat strange things, may be developmentally delayed

	Social Problems
	lack of self-control, inability to develop and maintain friendships, alienation from parents, caregivers, and other authority figures, overly friendly and treating strangers like the primary caregiver, aggression and violence, difficulty with genuine trust, intimacy, and affection, lack of empathy, compassion and remorse, negative, hopeless, pessimistic view of self, family and society

	Learning problems
	behavioral problems at school; speech and language problems; incessant chatter and questions; difficulty learning


Insecure attachment patterns

Although the signs of insecure attachment are many, they are really the child’s attempt to make sense out of an unpredictable world. Some symptoms of attachment disruption can be traced back to what the parent did not provide. 

· Avoidant attachment. When a parent is emotionally unavailable, rejecting, or prematurely forcing independence, a child may become avoidant attached. These children adapt by avoiding closeness and emotional connection. On the surface, this child may appear to be very independent, but their self reliance is a cover for insecurity. Avoidant children may have difficulty forming relationships, be aggressive and bully other children. 

· Ambivalent attachment. An ambivalently attached child experiences the parents’ communication as inconsistent. Sometimes their needs are met, sometimes not, and sometimes the communication can be overly intrusive. Because these children cannot reliably depend on the parent for attunement and connection, they may be insecure and anxious. They may also display excessive clinginess and dependence, on the unconscious hope that their needs will be met some of the time. 

· Disorganized attachment. Disorganized attachment occurs when the child’s’ need for emotional closeness remains unseen or ignored, and the parents behavior is a source of disorientation or terror. When children have experiences with parents that leave them overwhelmed, traumatized, and frightened, they become disorganized and chaotic. Coping mechanisms may include dissociation, withdrawal, extreme passivity or aggression in getting needs met. 
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