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Who is attachment - informed 
practice for?  

ÁImportant for all children 
who live away from their 
primary caregivers  

ÁAttachment difficulties 
for LAC exist on a 
continuum, and other 
issues may co -exist  

ÁItôs never just 
attachment, but 
attachment is always 
there  
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Attachments are developmentally 
important  

Attachment 

(connection 
in a dyad) 

Emotional 
self-

regulation 

Connection 
to other 
people 

Tolerance 
and 

awareness 
of 

difference 
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Biological 
vulnerability 

Individual Difference  

6 

 
 
 

Secure 
attachment is a 
protective factor 



Effects of Maltreatment  

Maltreatment - not just 
damaging to attachment 

Biological 

 

 

 

 

 

Psychological 

 

 

 

 

 

Behavioural 
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Genes 

Brain 
and CNS 

Growth 

Immune 
system Motivation 

Memory 

Attachment 

Cognition 

Antisocial 

Avoiding 

Self-
defeating 

Aggression 

Attachment and trauma informed models can help resolve many of these 
issues ς not only  those that are solely related to attachment.   

Caregivers can become a safe person to explore solutions alongside the child  



The Work is in Relationships  

Ç Many so -called "behaviour 
management problems" are, in fact, 
"relationship -management 
problemsñ 

Ç The childôs greatest therapeutic 
resource may well be their 
relationships with those caring for 
them day -by -day  

Ç This can be hard ñemotional labourò 
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Attachment Theory is here to help!  

Biological 
and 

evolutionary 
level 

Humans seek 
relationships 

Behavioural 
level   

How we act in 
relationships 

 

Affective 
level  

 Emotional 
content of 

relationships  
 

Cognitive 
level  

Our models 
and 

predictions of 
relationships 
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The developmental pathways model of Attachment Theory 
acknowledges that we are the product of all our experiences, 

not our early experiences alone 

Attachment Theory provides us with a Secure Base from 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴƴŜǊ ǿƻǊƭŘ 



Attachment? A Tie That Binds  

Ç Fish, reptiles and insects have 
lots of offspring  

Ç Their offspring are born ready 
to function on their own  
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Birds and mammals 
have few offspring 
Life depends on adults 

Attachment  is the mechanism for keeping 
parent and offspring close enough for 
offspring to develop to autonomy 
 



It Takes Two to Tango (Well)  
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The dance of Attachment happens 
between minds, operating 

through the interaction of two 
behavioural systems 

Care-eliciting 

Caregiving 
LΩƳ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƘƻ 
you are and what 

you need 

I need care and 
ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴΧLΩƳ 

learning how you 
will provide 

Unable to cling, unable to 
move themselves, human 
infants are born supremely 

adapted for sociability. 

From the second year of life, children begin to have in mind 
representations of themselves, their attachment figure(s) 

and their relationships, based on their experiences of 
proximity, separation, soothing and playfulness 



Separation  

ÁAll babies must learn 
about separationé 

ÁGradually, so they 
are not panicked  

ÁChildren who have 
learned to separate 
without too much 
fear have a secure 
base  

ÁThey do not need to 
exhaust themselves 
with fear of 
separation  
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Proximity of 
attachment figure 

The world may be full of danger, but I 
still need to explore  
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Exploration 
(Separation) 

Safety 

Safe Haven 
 Secure base 

Threat beyond 
own resources 

Attachment system maintains internal stabilityς balancing exploration and safety 



When There I s No Sense of Safety  

ChrisTaylorSolutions.org.uk 

Fight 

Controlling, 
Aggressive, 
Destructive  

Flight 

Running, 
Hiding, 

Hyperactive  

Freeze 

Decreased 
responsiveness 

Dissociation 

Older children are often blamed for these automatic responses  

Older children are 
often blamed for 
these automatic 
responses  



Attachment Behaviours  

ÇFaced with (perceived) danger  we 
seek safety  

ÇFaced with (perceived) distress  we 
seek comfort  

ÇFaced with (perceived) isolation  we 
seek proximity  

ÇFaced with (perceived) chaos  we 
seek predictability  
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Is attachment 
figure 

available? 
yes Child feels safe 

No 

Separation 
distress 

Attachment 
Behaviours 

AF 
Responds 

Attachment pattern developed relies on feedback  
 

Caregivers who are : 
ÅAccessible  
ÅUnderstanding   
ÅResponsive  to needs 
Å!ǘǘǳƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

and mental states 
ÅRŜƎǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ  

emotional experiences  
Child feels secure  attachment 
 

 

Behaviour 
becomes 

organized around 
an available 

caregiver  
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Threat 



Attachment Patterns  

Ç Central question is: how are 
relationships experienced?  

Ç Valuable, reliable, safe?  

Ç What if caregiver doesnôt hold the 
baby in mind?  

Ç It hurts! And we now know it 
physically hurts the brain (trauma)  
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Will you 
drop me? 



Is attachment 
figure available? 

No 

Separation 
distress 

Attachment 
Behaviours 

Fail to 
bring 

comfort 

Separation 
anxiety 

Resists 
comfort 

Avoids 
comfort 

Attachment pattern developed relies on feedback 
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¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǿƻǊǘƘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
love, affection and esteem they 

crave 

Behaviour 
becomes 

organized around 
an  unavailable 

caregiver  

Threat 



Internal maps of self, other & the 
relationship 

Experiences of 
Responsiveness 

Experiences of 
Separation 

Experiences of 
Proximity 

Other intense, reciprocal relationships 

Behaviour Thoughts 
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Feelings 



A ñPrediction Machineò 

Result Prediction 1 Prediction 2 Prediction 3 

Proximity 
seeking 

I think and feel  
about my self 

I think and feel about 
my attachment figure 

I think and feel about 
the social world 

Successful 

Loveable, effective 
worthy of receiving 
and able to give love 

Available, loving, 
interested and 
responsive 

I can be effective in the 
world, which will treat 
me well, my needs will 
be met 

Unsuccessful 

Uninteresting,  
ineffective, unvalued, 
unworthy, unwanted 

Rejecting, neglectful, 
inconsistently 
available, interfering, 
controlling 
 

The world will teat me 
badly, I must force 
people to meet my 
needs / I must give up 
on my needs 
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I Fear You/Fear for You  

Ç When attachment figure is also the source 
of fear  
ŽCaregivers have no strategy (or multiple 
strategies) to sooth their childôs stress / 
distress  

Ç Because the child cannot predict danger 
they need to be constantly (hyper) vigilant  

Ç Incompatible attachment behaviours : 
flight  and proximity seeking  
ŽNo coherent system for dealing with separation  

ŽñFear without solutionò  
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I Fear You/Fear for You  

Ç Fear is a natural response to danger  
ŽThere is survival value in never forgetting a 

threat  

Ç Neural networks established by traumatic 
events are reactivated by perceived threat  

Ç Fear inducing (traumatizing) events 
include:  
ŽTo be left without being cared for or protected  

ŽTo be hurt, to see others being hurt  

ŽThe sudden and unexplained disruption of 
attachment bonds  
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Brains Under Attack!  
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Ç Emerging  neuroscience 
shows early 
maltreatment increases 
risks for 
neurodevelopmental 
problems  
Ç Including the normal 

emergence of ToM 
Ç When trauma is 

preverbal it is stored 
without words  
Ç Implications for 

reactions to non -
verbal stimuli  



Do you recognise your child? 

What might a traumatized child 
look like?  

In a world of their own 

Withdrawn 

Unpredictable aggression 

The prefect kid 

On edge 

Distractible 

Moody 
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Neurological Effects of Trauma  
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Early Trauma 

Executive 
functioning 

deficits 

Poor problem 
solving 

More risky 
choices 

Affect 
dysregulation 

Heightened 
Flight-fight-

freeze 

Hormonal 
flooding 

Attachment Trauma 

Attachment influences the 
capacity to process and 

resolve trauma 
Attachment-trauma  

disorganizes attachment 

Acquired brain 
injury 



Prevalence of Disorganized 
Attachment  

15% 

25% 

40% 
48% 

80% 

Overall Poverty Substance -
misuse

Maltreatment Maltreatment

van Izjendoorn et al 1999 Carlson,
Cicchetti  et al
(1989); Lyons-
Ruth (1996)

Disorganized attachment
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Contrasting Inner Worlds  

People who grow-up with a 
sense of safety find it hard to 
imagine what it is like to live 
without safety 

Children who have grown up 
without a sense of safety may 
not be able to imagine a world 
where they feel safe 

ChrisTaylorSolutions.org.uk 



Hopefulness: Developmental 
Pathways  
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There can be a rapid catch-up in physical and cognitive 
development following placement in enriched 
environments after even severe deprivation 



Attachment -Enriched Environment  

Ç Attachment - informed approaches 
provide three types of corrective 
experiences  
ŽThese are mostly provided by caregivers  

1. Opportunities for change, over time, in 
a constant relationship  

2. Repeated experiences that counteract 
earlier learning from maltreating 
relationships  

3. Strong emotional experiences that 
counteract a childôs core beliefs  
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Secure Caregiving: Layered Model  

To belong to someone 
Caregiver-child dynamic 

To belong with  others    
Group belonging 

To belong in society  
Living in group that is 
active part of society 
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For best outcomes, 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƴŜŜŘΧ 

Keeping close in 
order to let go 



Secure Caregiving Style  

Ç Secure caregiving is an overarching 
style  

Ç It requires the ability to be 
experienced by the child as a safe 
person  
ŽAssertive  
ŽHonest  
ŽCareful  
ŽNot hostile  
ŽNot caught up in the childôs difficulties 
ŽWork from a strengths perspective  

 
 



Understanding Strengths  

Ç Most therapeutic work is actually 
building on strengths, not treating 
damage.  

Ç Create a mind -map of your young 
personôs strengthsé(this might not be 
easy)  

Ç Ask yourself (and your colleagues), 
ñHow can I encourage and help 
develop these strengths?ò 

Ç Ask your child too  
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Secure Caregiving Style  

 High 
Expectations 

Genuine 
Warmth 

Benign  

Curious 

Engaged 

Playful 

High 
Explanation 
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Not over-protecting from 
real world experiences 



Secure Caregiving Style  

Ç Your calm presence turns off your 
childôs attachment system  

Ç This activates their exploration 
system (be sensitive to this need too)  
ŽPlay with things  

ŽExplore the world  

ŽBe curious  

ŽMake contact with other children  

ŽExperiment and learn  

ŽMake mistakes  
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Secure Caregiving Style  

Caregiver 
responds 

Physically 

Emotionally 

Cognitively 

Child learns 

άaȅ ŎŀǊŜƎƛǾŜǊ ƛǎ ƴŜŀǊōȅέ 

άaȅ ŎŀǊŜƎƛǾŜǊ 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘǎ Ƴȅ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎέ 

άaȅ ŎŀǊŜƎƛǾŜǊ ƛǎ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ 
ƳŜέ 
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Secure Caregiving Style  

Ç Provide :  
Ž A sense of safety  
Ž Structure  
Ž Nurture  
Ž Challenge  

Ç Be :  
Ž Predictable (especially in attitudes and responses)  
Ž Understandable  
Ž Engaged  
Ž Attuned  

Ç Maintain adequate disciple without being 
punitive, rejecting or over -controlling.  
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Secure Caregiving Style  

Respond when your child wants 
comfort, protection and nurture 

Make no conditions for your 
help, except your child needs you 

Your child does not have to wait 
a long time for help 
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Secure Caregiving Style  

Ç Initiate contact  

Ç Talk and make eye contact  

ŽMelodious voice, clear facial expressions  

Ç Provide sensitive responses  

ŽComplete tasks but read the child and 
respond in a flexible way  

ŽMotivate the child by responding to their 
feelings  
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Secure Caregiving Style  

Ç Be interested in what your child 
thinks and feels  

Ç Describe accurately how your child is 
thinking / feeling  

Ç Let them know what you need them 
to do  
ŽñI think youôre feeling very angry your 
mother didnôt phone.  I need you to sit 
with me while you calm downò 
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Secure Caregiving Style  

Ç If the child is angry, sad or 
desperate, you feel with  the child, 
but not like the child  

ŽStay calm  

ŽDo not scold or punish  

ŽBe firm if needed, but do not feel or 
become angry  
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This will not be smoothé 

During 
attunement the 

child learns about 
their Self 

During ruptures 
the child learns  

about Self-Other 
boundaries 
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and will 
need 

Repair 

Relationships will 
Rupture 

Secure Caregiving Style 
ÅBecause I can stay calm 
ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŘƛǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ L 
am able to tolerate the 
rupture 

Secure Caregiving Style 
ÅBecause I empathise 

with your distress I work 
to repair the rupture 



 
What Are We Aiming For?  

 

Ç Helping children with attachment -
traumaé 

Ç Rather than eliminating the legacy 
of all childhood difficulties, the goal 
is effective adjustment in 
adulthood.  

 



Earning Security Takes Time  

Before Stabilisation Integration Adaptation Transition 

A
r
o
u
s
a 
l 

Stabilization 
High structure 

Integration 
Ability to go with 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 
experience and 
hold onto their 
emotions 
 

Adaptation, 
Forging new 
relationships, 
Scaffold new social 
skills 
 Transition  

Provide some 
certainty 
 

Over time, our task is to let go whilst 
protecting the secure base ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

relationship with us  



Helping Children with Attachment -
Trauma  

Chris Taylor MSc(Psych)  
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Attachment  

Ç To summariseé 
1. Attachment is a lifelong inter -personal 

strategy to respond to threat/danger  
2. The pattern of attachment reflects a 

personal strategy for processing 
information based on experiences of 
primary attachment figures  

3. Attachment persists even when attachment 
figure is abusive or neglectful  
ŽAttachment feelings then give rise to conflict  
ŽBut, under threat, security is still found with 

the attachment figure  

 
 



Important relationships  

ωWho do you like 
to spend time 
with? 

ωWho do you miss 
the most during 
separations? 

ωWho do you 
turn to for 
comfort? 

ωWho can you 
always count on? 

Secure 
base 

Safe 
haven 

Proximity-
seeking 

Separation
-protest 

ChrisTaylorSolutions.org.uk 



The Specialistsô Role 

Ç Attachment is too all -encompassing to 
be a matter only for specialists  
ŽAn important task for specialists is to equip 

caregivers to understand  and respond 
consistently  to the feelings behind the 
child's behaviour  

Ç The caregivers' job is to show the 
child, through their actions and 
responses , that close relationships are 
valuable , predictable , safe , readily 
attainable , and able to withstand 
separation .  
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Secure Caregiving Style  

Ç To do this we need to recognize the 
relationships between a childôs 
behaviours and their unmet 
attachment needs and/or 
experiences of trauma, and respond 
accordingly  
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Holding Mind in Mind  

Ç For many years we have thought 
about ñholding the child in mindò 

Ç Now, we are also ñholding minds in 
mindò 

ŽRecognizing that the content of our 
mind is the greatest resource for the 
childôs healthy development 

ŽThe child will change first in the mind of 
their caregiver  
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Learning To Have A Social Mind  

Ç From infancy we develop internal maps that 
represent the ways we have learnt to interact with 
others and how they will interact with us.   

Ç The shared, reciprocal experiences shape connections 
in the brain and exist in three domains  

1. Shared emotion  
2. Shared attention  
3. Shared intentions  

Ç Attachment disorganization may be thought of as a 
significant impairment in developing these maps 
resulting from fearful sharing of these experiences  
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Implicit Map of Self -Other 
Relationships  

 

ChrisTaylorSolutions.org.uk 

άbŜǿ ōǊŀƛƴέΥ LƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΣ 
Rumination, Integration 

άhƭŘ ōǊŀƛƴέΥ 9ƳƻǘƛƻƴǎΣ aƻǘƛǾŜǎΣ 
Relationship seeking creature  

Implicit emotional memory of connectedness άL ǘǊǳǎǘ ȅƻǳΣ ȅƻǳ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƳŜέ άLΩƭƭ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ŀƭƻƴŜέ άL ǿŀƴǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ ōǳǘ LΩƳ ŀƴƎǊȅ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳέ άL ŦŜŀǊ ȅƻǳΣ ōǳǘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǘƻƭŜǊŀǘŜ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴέ Providing new models of connectedness promotes  integration 

Experiences of 
Attachment 



Love Is Not Enough  

A need arises 
and child feels 

distress 

Child signals 
distress 

Need 
accurately 

understood 

Needs met 

Task and 
relationship 

kept in balance 

Child is 
soothed 
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Trust  
Self-efficacy 
Attachment 

Distress often 
misunderstood 
as misbehaviour 

¢ƘŜ άƘƻǿέ ƛǎ 
often 

misunderstood 

 
Developmentally appropriate 
needs can be misunderstood if 

judged not age-appropriate , or if 
caregivers are preoccupied with 
own needs or unresolved trauma 

 

Our capacity to 
accurately 

understand mental 
states  is reduced by 
any sense of threat  

The process of trying 
ǘƻ ōŜ άŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜέ ƛǎ 
what makes the 

difference 



What is Mentalizing?  

Ç Mentalizing  is not a therapeutic 
technique; it is a way of approaching 
the daily and necessary work of 
practice.    

Ç It is something that humans do 
naturally, to varying degrees; a 
process that can have immense 
therapeutic value once it has been 
noticed and thought about.  

Ç This process comes so naturally to us 
that we easily overlook its significance  
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Mentalizing (Fonagy, 1989)  

Ç The active process by which we make sense 
of ourselves and each other in terms of our 
mental and  emotional states  

Ç Imaginative , as weôre aware that we do not, 
and cannot, know the mind of another  

Ç Implicitly and explicitly  interpreting the 
actions of oneself and other as meaningful on 
the basis of intentional mental states  
Ž (e.g., desires, needs, feelings, beliefs, & reasons)  

 
Ç Put simply: ñHolding mind in mind ò 
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Four Waves of Mentalizing  

1. Autism conceptualized as a stable failure 
of mentalizing based on neurobiological 
deficits (ñmind blindnessò) 

2. Borderline Personality Disorder 
conceptualized as context - dependent 
failures of mentalizing (distrust, anxiety, 
frustration in attachment relationships), for 
which mentalization -based treatment was 
developed  

3. Mentalizing identified as a core common 
factor in a wide range of therapies; 
educating patients, families and carers  
accordingly  
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Mentalizing Treatments  

Ç From ñsecond waveò 

Ç Designed to correct underlying  
impairments in mentalizing by 
adopting a non - interpretive , ñnot-
knowing,ò inquisitive stance 

Ç I ntended to facilitate the accurate 
recognition and acceptance of oneôs 
own and others ô mental states 
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Mentalizing in Residential Care  

ÁFourth wave -ñSetting 
Mz freeò Adopting Mz 
outside clinical settings  
ÁThird wave experiences 

tell us that  parent and 
carers find Mz 
approaches helpful and 
workable  

 
ÁTwo Simple Goals  

1. Improve workersô 
awareness  of own 
mental states  

2. Improve curiosity  
about mental states of 
the child  

 
 
 
 
 
 

The agent of change 
is the mentalizing 
social group around 
the young person  
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Mentalizing Social Group  

Ç Commitment to each childôs future 
by paying attention to our minds  
ŽRekindling the young personôs natural 

capacity to learn  in social relationships  

Ç Adult mentalizing of the childôs 
actions allows them to experience 
being the subject of coherent, 
reliable and  rational thinking  

Ç Provides a professional version of 
human understanding (perhaps 
something close to love )  
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From Vicious to Benign Circles  

Dysfunctional 
behaviour  

I mpaired 
mentalizing  

I mproved 
mentalizing  

I mproved 
functioning  

Mentalizing 
social group 
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For the child, to be met by minds that 
comprehend their inner world is a transformative 
experience, but when this is missing their 
previous learning is confirmed 



Mentalizing -Based Approach  

Ç In mentalizing -based approach 
process  is more important than 
content  

Ç Mz does not intend to revisit past 
traumatic events  
ŽNot an ñarchaeological digò into past 

events  

ŽHeightened awareness of the content of 
interpersonal and intrapersonal 
experiences in the here and now  
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Broad Scope of Mentalizing  

Metacognition; 
Mindfulness 

Emotional 
Literacy 

Theory of Mind; 

Perspective 
taking 

Empathy 
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Others  

Feelings  Thoughts  

Self  

WŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ƪŜŜǇ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƴŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƻǇŀǉǳŜΧǿŜ Ŏŀƴ 
never really know, but it is useful to try to understand 



Three Sub -Domains of Mentalizing  

Mentalizing 

Self ς Other Implicit ς Explicit 

Implicit: nonconscious, 
nonverball, 

nonreflective (e.g. 
mirroring another) 

Explicit: interpretive, 
conscious, verbalised, 

reflective 

Cognitive - Affective 
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ά²Ŝ Ƴǳǎǘ ƪŜŜǇ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
mental states perceived and the 
process of perception are suffused 
ǿƛǘƘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴέ ς Peter Fonagy 

Why was she so abrupt 
with me? 

Why have I binged on 
that ice-cream? 

wŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 
ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎΧ 

Nodding sympathetically 
 


