
WHAT IS ATTACHMENT?

What is the skill?
,,\ttachment is the system that motir.,ates children to seek protection, comfort, and connecdon from familiar
caregir.ers when they feel ftightened, hurt, or.envhelmed, ot uncertain. It is not simply affection, closencss, or
u,hether a child appears to lor.e a caregivet.

Through attachmeat relationships, children develop expectations about whether adults will notice their
distress, whether h+ -il be available, and whethet they ate worlhy of care. These expectations become part
of the child's undslstaflding of themselves and relationships.

Normal development
Young children depend on carcgivers for protection and emotional regulation. When disffessed, they may cry,
reach, follow, call ou! or seek physical closeness. A sensitive categiver notices the child's signals and responds
in away that helps the child feel uadetstood and protected.

Once the chiid feels sufficiently safe, the attachment system becomes less active, allowing the child to retuffr
to exploration, play, and learning. The caregiver therefore serves as both a s*fe haven duting distress and a

secure base ftom which the child can explore.

FIow neglect interfetes
Neglect canteacb. childten that showing disttess does not teliably bdng ptotecdon ot comfort. The child may

alter how they cornrnunicate attachment needs in an effort to pfeserve some coflrlecdoo with caregivers ot
mafiage disttess without dependable he$.

These responses are adaptattons to eadier caregiving experiences.'I'hey should not be understood as evidence
that the child does not want or need relationships.

What it might look like
A child may:

. N{inimize or hide distress.

. Become highlv focused on a caregiver's ar.ailabi1iq.

. Seek help indilect\ through behar-ior.

. Appear unusually self-reliant.

. Have difficulty returning to pla,v after becoming upset.

. Show different attachment behar,'iors with drffereflt caregivcrs

Parenting implications
Do not judge attachment by how affectionate, compliant, independent, or clingy a child appeats. Instead,
notice what happens when the child is tiled, frightened, hurt, separated, ot uncertain.
Ask yourseli

. How is my child conrmunicating a need for safeq'?

. What response might the ch-ild expect from me?

. What helps the child feel understood rvithout becomrng oyenvhelmed?

From Understanding to Attunement
The question beneath attacbmentbeharrior is often not, 'Dolou loae me?"but" "lYbat will bappen wben I need

child's answer.
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