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In terms of the general characteristics of attachment, Bowlby reported that children who 
develop a secure bond, or attachment, with a caregiver or parent, who is usually their mother, 
display patterns of activity that are especially strong from the end of the first year of life until 
about 3 years of age in relation to that caregiver. First, the infant shows distress when the caregiver 
leaves. Second, the infant smiles, makes noises, or shows other signs of pleasure when the care-
giver returns. Third, the infant shows distress when approached by a stranger, unless the caregiver 
encourages the interaction. Fourth and finally, the infant shows more exploratory behaviors in an 
unfamiliar situation when the caregiver is present.

Mary Ainsworth’s Work and Styles of Attachment
Based on infants’ reactions to their caregiver, Mary Ainsworth (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, 
& Wall, 1978) developed a scenario known as the strange situation to research attachment pat-
terns experimentally. The basic procedure is to bring the infant and his or her mother into an 
unfamiliar room with toys. With the infant and mother alone, the infant is allowed to explore 
without the mother being involved. At this point, a stranger enters and talks with the mother and 
then approaches the infant. During this time, the mother leaves inconspicuously. The stranger 
reacts to the infant as appropriate. The mother then returns and greets and comforts the infant. 
Following this, the mother leaves the infant alone in the room, and the stranger returns. The 
mother then returns again and greets and picks up the infant while the stranger leaves. During 
this procedure, the researchers observe the infant’s reaction to the return of the mother.

Initially, Ainsworth described three patterns of attachment styles (Ainsworth et al., 1978). 
The first, called the secure attachment pattern, is characterized by the infant (1) engaging in 
active exploration, (2) getting upset when the mother leaves, and (3) showing positive emotions 
when the mother returns. The second pattern is the avoidant attachment pattern. In the avoid-
ant style, the infant shows more interest in the toys than the mother and shows less distress when 
the mother leaves and less positive emotion when she returns. The third pattern is referred to as 
the anxious/ambivalent attachment pattern. In this pattern, the infant appears preoccupied 
with having access to the mother and shows protest on her separation. When she returns, the 
infant may show anger or ambivalence toward her. This attachment pattern is associated with 
developing anxiety disorders later in life.

Later, other researchers suggested that a fourth pattern of attachment may exist that is char-
acterized as the disorganized/controlling attachment pattern. This attachment category was 
added when it was observed that some infants show disruptions in processing during the strange 
situation (Main & Solomon, 1990). That is, when their parent is present, these infants show disor-
ganized behavior patterns or disorientation. Children with this attachment style tend to have prob-
lems dealing with psychological stress and a tendency to develop dissociative disorders later in life.

Of course, infants do not grow up in a vacuum, so it is also important to characterize the 
mothering style of the caregiver. With infants displaying secure attachment patterns, the style 
of the mother is consistent and responsive to her infant’s signals. On the other hand, mothers of 
infants showing avoidant patterns tend to be more rejecting and rigid and, in general, insensi-
tive to the infants’ signals, including requests for bodily contact. Anxious or ambivalent patterns 
tend to be associated with inconsistent mothers who may be intrusive. Disorganized or control-
ling patterns tend to be associated with parents who show unpredictable abusive behavior or 
other behaviors that are frightening to the child. Mothers of these children are also more likely 
to experience depression (O’Connor, Bureau, McCartney, & Lyons-Ruth, 2011). The complexity 
of the situation is highlighted by the fact that some infants are easier to care for than others. That 
is to say, some infants appear to be temperamentally more irritable than others and thus could be 
more difficult for a caregiver to approach positively. For example, infants with colic will cry and 
fuss, making parenting more difficult (Leung & Lemay, 2004).

Long-Term Consequences of Early Attachment Patterns
Attachment patterns can be seen as an internal road map or schema through which the per-
son interprets his or her experiences. As such, they are part of a larger overall developmental 

secure attachment 
pattern: an attachment style 
characterized by the following 
pattern in the strange situation: 
The infant (1) engages in active 
exploration, (2) is upset when 
the mother leaves, and (3) 
shows positive emotions when 
the mother returns

avoidant attachment 
pattern: an attachment style 
in which the infant shows more 
interest in the toys than the 
mother and shows less distress 
when the mother leaves and 
less positive emotion when she 
returns

anxious/ambivalent 
attachment pattern: an 
attachment style in which the 
infant appears preoccupied with 
having access to the mother 
and shows protest on her 
separation; when she returns, 
the infant may show anger or 
ambivalence toward her

disorganized/controlling 
attachment pattern: an 
attachment style in which the 
infant shows disruptions in 
processing during a strange 
situation
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