HOW NEGLECT SHAPES ATTACHMENT EXPECTATIONS

What is the skill?

Attachment expectations ate a child’s developing beliefs about caregivers, relationships, and themselves.
These expectations influence how the child notices danger, communicates distress, accepts comfort, and
responds to closeness.

Normal development

When categiving is sufficiently sensitive and predictable, children are more likely to expect that adults can be
approached when help is needed. They can express distress without having to hide it or make it increasingly
intense. They also become more confident that they can explore while remaining connected to a caregiver.

How neglect interferes

Neglect may require children to organize their behavior around an unavailable or inconsistent caregiver.
Rather than developing one particular “attachment behavior,” children may adopt different strategies for
maintaining connection or managing distress.

Some children reduce visible expressions of need because those signals were ignored or rejected. Others
intensify distress because subtle signals did not bring a response. Children exposed to caregiving that was
both needed and frightening may show less organized or more contradictory responses when the attachment
system is activated.

These strategies reflect what the child has learned about relationships. They are not fixed personality traits.

What it might look like
A child may:
e Say they do not care when they ate visibly distressed.
¢ Reject help and then become upset when the caregiver steps away.
e Demand immediate reassurance but remain unconvinced by it.
¢ Become controlling during uncertain situations.
e  Shift rapidly between closeness and distance.
¢ Expect ordinary mistakes to lead to abandonment or rejection.

No single behavior establishes an attachment classification or attachment disorder. Behavior must be
understood within the child’s developmental history, current relationships, and the situation in which it
occuts.

Parenting implications
Instead of trying to identify the child’s “attachment style” from isolated behaviot, consider the expectation
that may organize the response:

¢ Does the child expect adults to be unavailable?

¢ Does the child believe needs must be hidden?

e Does the child expect distress to be ignored unless it becomes intense?

¢ Is the child uncertain whether closeness will bring comfort or danger?

From Understanding to Attunement
Your child’s behaviotr may reflect an eatlier answet to the question, “How do I stay connected and
protected?” Understanding that strategy allows you to respond to the expectation beneath it.
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