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For half of the infants, a nipple by which they could feed themselves was attached only to 
the wire mother, and for the other half, the nipple was attached only to the terry cloth mother. In 
either surrogate mother, the infants had the nutrition that they needed. If attachment was totally 
learned through reinforcement, then the infant monkeys should go to the mother from which 
they were fed. What do you think happened? What happened was a finding completely con-
trary to the learning theory interpretation. As the infants who fed on the wire mother grew, they 
showed decreasing responsiveness to her and increasing responsiveness to the cloth mother, even 
though this mother had no food to offer (see Figure 5.3). From this, Harlow concluded that it is 
the contact comfort and not the feeding per se that binds the infant to the mother.

John Bowlby’s Research on Attachment
Although they were in different fields of research, a professional relationship developed between 
Harlow, who worked in the United States, and Bowlby, who worked in the United Kingdom. 
This can be seen in the letters between the two men and their discussions of science together at 
international conferences (van der Horst, LeRoy, & van der Veer, 2008). Part of Bowlby’s original 
interest in attachment came from observations of children in orphanages following World War 
II. Like the peer-reared monkeys, these children had all of their physical needs met but lacked a 
form of emotional and social connectedness. As part of a World Health Organization (WHO) 
project, Bowlby concluded that children deprived of their mothers were at risk for physical and
mental illness. In particular, he concluded that separation from emotional caregivers could lead 
to severe anxiety and psychopathic personality (Bowlby, 1951).

Bowlby carefully observed children and recorded his observations in a series of books and 
articles focused on secure attachment as well as loss and separation anxiety (Bowlby, 1961, 1982, 
1988). Bowlby had been influenced by ethology, which is the study of animal behavior. One classic 
example as described by Konrad Lorenz is the imprinting of newborn ducks on their mother such 
that they will follow her wherever she goes. Thus, Bowlby interpreted attachment from an evolu-
tionary perspective emphasizing the survival value of attachment, especially as the human infant 
begins to crawl or walk on his or her own.

FIGURE 5.3 Which Mother Gives the Most Comfort?
Based on the number of hours spent with the cloth surrogate, the primate infants liked the cloth mother best, even if food was available 
on the wire mother. Harlow concluded that it was the contact comfort from the soft terry cloth that made the difference.

Source: Harlow et al. (1971, p. 59).
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