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Revision task – Bowlby’s theory of attachment

The approach: Bowlby’s
theory

Infants are born with a drive to become .

Bowlby proposed that infants become attached to a
caregiver because attachment is , in
other words it is good for reproduction. Infants who
do not become attached are less likely to survive
and reproduce. Thus the attachment ‘gene’ is
perpetuated and infants are born with an innate
drive to become attached.

There are two reasons why attachment is good for
survival and reproduction:

1 It means the infant is more likely to be well
cared for when young and defenceless.

2 Attachments form the basis for later
___________relationships, they provide a
template for how to have relationships with
other people and this promotes survival and
reproduction.

Social releasers

What specific promote attachment in
infants? Infants are born with social releasers. The
obvious example of a social releaser is when a baby
smiles or when it cries. Such behaviours elicit

from others nearby. If a baby didn’t
have these social releasers, potential
caregivers would happily go about their business,
ignoring the baby.

Adults respond to social releasers

But social releasers alone don’t explain why the
infant becomes attached to certain people rather
than others. As we have seen such attachments
don’t simply form because individuals spend a lot of
time together. Attachments form because infants
and caregivers .

Infants form one special relationship

Infants become most strongly attached to the
person who interacts best – the person who
responds most sensitively to the infant’s social

Please read the following summary of Bowlby’s theory of attachment and select words from the list that follows
it to fill the gaps.

releasers. This person becomes the infant’s primary
caregiver and plays a special role in the infant’s
emotional development. This concept is called
___________– focused on one person.

This leads to an internal working model

The infant’s relationship with his/her primary
caregiver has a special significance. It is important
for and social development because it
has emotional intensity. Bowlby suggested that the
infant develops an internal working of
relationships based on this special emotional
relationship with his/her caregiver. The
internal working model is like a . It is a
cluster of concepts about relationships –
expectations about whether relationships involve
consistent or love, whether others
make you feel good or , and so on. The
primary caregiver’s behaviour is a model for what
the infant will expect from others. The infant

this model.

adaptive caregiving innate monotropy
anxious emotional interact primary
attached evolutionary internalises schema
behaviours inconsistent model social

Further questions

1 Can you summarise Bowlby’s theory in exactly
150 words and then again in 20 words?

2 Please outline three negative criticisms of
Bowlby’s theory.

3 Please outline two positive criticisms of Bowlby’s
theory.

4 Outline, in approximately 100 words, an
alternative theory of attachment to that
proposed by Bowlby.

5 Briefly outline two differences between Bowlby’s
approach and the alternative approach that you
have just described.

Hazan, C. and Shaver, P.R. (1987) Romantic love conceptu-
alised as an attachment process. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 52, 511–24.

Bowlby’s theory of attachment suggests that the
infant’s relationship with his/her primary caregiver
forms the basis of the child’s internal working
model of relationships. This will affect the child’s
expectations about what relationships (including
romantic ones) will be like. Therefore we would
expect a link between early attachments, attitudes
about romantic relationships and actual romantic
relationships. This is called the Continuity
Hypothesis and can be taken as support for
Bowlby’s hypothesis. (Though there is an alterna-
tive possibility – that an individual’s innate
temperament is a key factor in early attachments
and in later relationships. This is called the
Temperament Hypothesis.)
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Revision task: Bowlby’s theory of attachment

Research activity: Hazan and Shaver love quiz (1987)

Hazan and Shaver (1987) extended Bowlby’s idea
that later love relationships should be predictable
from knowledge of an individual’s early attachment
style. In particular, they predicted the conse-
quences shown in the table below.

Hazen and Shaver’s study
Hazan and Shaver (1987) tested Bowlby’s hypothe-
sis with their ‘love quiz’. This was a quiz of nearly
100 questions published in the Rocky Mountain
News. They received 620 replies to their question-
naire and drew the following conclusions.

Securely attached adults:

● had certain beliefs about relationships (love is
enduring);

● reported certain experiences in relationships
(e.g. mutual trust);

● were less likely to have been divorced.

Secure adults Resistant (anxious) Avoidant adults

adults

Different love experiences Relationships are Preoccupied by love Fearful of closeness.
positive

Adults’ views of Trust others and Fall in love easily Love is not durable
relationships believe in but have trouble nor necessary for

enduring love finding true love happiness

Memories of the mother–child Positive image of Conflicting memories Remember mothers
relationship mother as dependable of mother being as cold and rejecting

and caring positive and rejecting

Cont’d …
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Insecurely attached adults:

● felt true love was rare, and fell in and out of
love easily;

● found relationships less easy;

● were more likely to be divorced.

In terms of attachment style 56 per cent classified
themselves as secure, 25 per cent as avoidant and
19 per cent as resistant. Love experience and atti-
tudes towards love (internal working model) were
related to attachment type.

In the short version of the quiz on Handout 48 the
questions make assessments as follows:

● Q 1, 2 and 3 assess attachment history.

● Q 4, 5 and 6 assess adult attachment type.

● Q 7, 8 and 9 assess mental models of relation-
ships.

Question a b c

1 secure insecure avoidant insecure resistant

2 secure insecure resistant insecure avoidant

3 insecure resistant secure insecure avoidant

Score for part A (the dominant category chosen (secure, insecure-avoidant or insecure-resistant) =

4 insecure resistant insecure avoidant secure

5 secure insecure resistant insecure avoidant

6 insecure avoidant secure insecure resistant

Score for part B (the dominant category chosen (secure, insecure-avoidant or insecure-resistant) =

7 insecure avoidant insecure resistant secure

8 insecure avoidant secure insecure resistant

9 insecure resistant secure insecure avoidant

Score for part C (the dominant category chosen (secure, insecure-avoidant or insecure-resistant) =
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Handout 48

Ethics briefing
This study involves questions that may be related
to sensitive information about an individual’s early
life experiences and which may suggest problem-
atic adult relationships. Always seek informed
consent beforehand, where possible, or offer thor-
ough debriefing including the right to withhold
individual data. In this case one should emphasise
that the suggested correlation between early expe-
rience and later relationships is not 100 per cent –
there are many individuals who overcome early,
unfavourable circumstances. In addition this corre-
lation is not proven.

To work out scores used the table below.
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Question 1: Which of the following best describes your parents’ relationships with each other?

(a) My parents had a caring relationship and are affectionate with each other.
(b) My parents appear to have a good enough relationship with each other but are not especially

affectionate.
(c) My parents have a reasonable relationship and are sometimes affectionate towards each other.

Question 2: Which of the following best describes your relationship with your mother?

(a) My mother treats me with respect and is accepting and not demanding. She is confident about herself
(b) My mother is humourous, likable and respected by others. She treats me with respect.
(c) My mother treats me with respect but is sometimes cold and rejecting.

Question 3: Which of the following best describes your relationship with your father?

(a) My father is sometimes affectionate but can be unfair.
(b) My father is caring, affectionate and humourous.
(c) My father is reasonably caring.

Question 4: Select the statement that best describes your experiences of intimacy.

(a) I find that others are reluctant to get as close as I would like.
(b) I find it relatively easy to get close to others and am comfortable depending on them and having them

depend on me.
(c) I am somewhat uncomfortable being close to others; I find it difficult to trust them completely, difficult

to allow myself to depend on them.

Question 5: Select the statement that best describes your experiences of intimacy.

(a) I don’t often worry about being abandoned or about someone getting too close to me.
(b) I often worry that my partner doesn’t really love me or won’t want to stay with me.
(c) I am nervous when anyone gets too close, and often romantic partners want me to be more intimate

than I feel comfortable being.

Question 6: Select the statement that best describes your experiences of intimacy.

(a) I enjoy relationships but am generally quite self-sufficient.
(b) I have been lucky in love and most of my relationships are rewarding. I still like the people I was

involved with.
(c) At times I wish I could just melt into someone so we could get beyond our separateness.

Question 7: Select the statement that best describes your attitudes towards love.

(a) The kind of head-over-heels love that is depicted in novels and in the movies does not exist in real life.
(b) It is easy to fall in love and I frequently find myself beginning to fall in love, though I am not sure that

it really is love.
(c) Love is a positive and real experience.

Question 8: Select the statement that best describes your attitudes towards love.

(a) It is rare to find a person one can really fall in love with.
(b) In some relationships romantic love never fades.
(c) Most of us could love many people equally well, there is no ‘one true love’.

Question 9: Select the statement that best describes your attitudes towards love.

(a) I think that romantic feelings do wax and wane.
(b) Romantic feelings wax and wane but at times they reach the intensity experienced at the start of a

relationship.
(c) Intense romantic love is common at the start of a relationship but rarely lasts.

A short version of the love quiz


