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Introduction

Which parent did you feel closest to? Why? Did you ever feel rejected? Frightened? Were your parents ever threatening in any way? When you were upset as a child, what would you do?

These aren’t questions we often ask. You may not know how those closest to you would answer some of them. Maybe even all of them. And if someone started busting those questions out on a first date, you’d probably find them a bit intrusive.

But these are just a handful of the questions I asked the people I interviewed for this book. They’re not my questions – they’re taken from the Adult Attachment Interview, or AAI, a one- to one-and-a-half-hour interview designed to surprise the unconscious. It’s transcribed, with every breath, stumble and pause noted, before being coded for 6 to 10 hours by someone with at least two years’ training.

I conducted the AAI with seven strangers. I asked extraordinarily personal questions of these people, but without being able to respond in the way I usually would. There was no ‘I’m sorry for your loss’, no hugs when interviewees cried as they spoke about difficult things they’d suffered during childhood. Instead, I asked the required questions and followed the strict guidance. Did the beatings cause bruising? Okay, next question …

The unnatural nature of the interview is partly where its power lies. Not only do the piercing questions build over time, but without the usual patterns of normal conversation, the interview somehow dislodges us from the everyday, the familiar. It brings up experiences that may have lain dormant for decades in the locked boxes and cobwebbed corners of our minds. The people I interviewed said ‘Wow, I’d totally forgotten about that’, ‘I’m not sure where that came from’ or ‘I’ve never told anyone that before’. And they very generously allowed me to share their stories with you.

Why? Because they – and I – think we all need to talk more openly about the impact our upbringing has on us in later life, as well as the people along the way who can change the paths we find ourselves on.

To do this, we need to understand attachment theory. Attachment theory tries to explain how and why we pay attention, manage our emotions, remember, think and reflect when it comes to close relationships. It’s used by psychologists, psychotherapists, social workers, teachers and nurses, by biological, foster and adoptive parents and in forensic work. But research suggests that while many professionals are familiar with the word ‘attachment’, they don’t know all that much about what the theory and research say – even when they’re claiming to base their work on it.

To make matters worse, many, many people misunderstand it. I regularly meet people who have done a quick online quiz to figure out their attachment ‘style’ and then acted on this by questioning, blaming or ditching their partner accordingly. Meanwhile, when most people read words such as ‘attachment’, ‘insecurity’ and ‘anxiety’, they can’t help but infuse them with their everyday understanding – even though in attachment theory they mean something different.

This misunderstanding of attachment theory is partly down to its founder, John Bowlby. He was determined to change the lives of children and families, and in order to do this, he needed his theory to reach a wide audience. So he deliberately used everyday language in a simple and emotional way. He also built on stereotypes and prejudices from the 1950s, like the idea that women should be full-time mothers who are always available. He did this to make the theory fly – and it did.

It became incredibly popular – and Bowlby succeeded in changing the lives of children and families. Thanks to his work, children were no longer separated from their parents when sent to hospital. But the downside of his marketing strategy was that many people came to understand attachment theory based solely on his early public writing or speaking – a simplified summary that overemphasised the role of mothers and used evocative words without clearly explaining what they meant.

Like the word ‘attachment’, for example. Bowlby used it to mean two things: the first was all and any intimate relationships. Nice and simple. But the second was a set of beliefs, desires and behaviours that help us ensure that Someone Important is there to care for us when we need help. Not so simple. And very, very different. The broader, simpler meaning (intimate relationships) made attachment theory seem more user-friendly, more intuitive, more appealing. But from the late 1960s, Bowlby switched to mainly using the second, more convoluted meaning. And this has led to endless confusion and miscommunication by and between academics.

Meanwhile, people interested in attachment around the world relied – and still rely – on Bowlby’s early scientific thinking, even though he changed his mind about a lot of important things (including the meaning of the word ‘attachment’ itself). He came to regret some of his earlier thinking – in particular, implying that children needed their mothers to care for them 24/7. But Bowlby’s later regrets and qualifications are often overlooked.

This is not all Bowlby’s fault. The researchers that followed him haven’t always been brilliant at sharing new ideas with the public, so it’s all too easy to rely on Bowlby’s accessible early ideas. And he’s not the only one to mislead by using everyday words that actually have technical meanings – other researchers have done the same. If that wasn’t confusing enough, different groups of researchers use the same words to mean different things. Oh, and no other psychological theory has spawned more research in the past 30 years, making it very hard to get a handle on it all. So, is it any surprise that most people misunderstand attachment theory?

When understood and used in the right way, the theory and research can transform lives for the better. Used in the wrong way, it can be misapplied in phenomenally important decisions – like taking children away from their parents. Attachment has become a buzzword but, given how easy (and dangerous) it is to misunderstand it, my aim is to put the nuance back in.

So, that’s the ‘why’ of the book. A bit more about the ‘how’. Seven interviewees took part in this project. They weren’t just generous enough to go through the AAI with me – they also allowed me to interview them over four years. In order to do this, I went through their AAI transcripts and codings, prepared pages and pages of questions, discussed them with world-leading thinkers in attachment, then spent up to 25 further hours with each interviewee, asking them about every detail of their lives. I took the 200,000 or so words from each person and condensed, shaped and organised them down into 7,000-word subchapters.

Reading about seven different people can get a bit confusing at times, so I’ve given each interviewee a small summary. For example, I describe Ray as ‘the boy who was sent away’. Being sent away was only a tiny part of Ray’s life, but I’ve added this and other summaries to try to help you follow which of the interviewees is speaking or being discussed at any one time.

There are seven chapters, and you will hear from every interviewee in each. The chapters may sound like fiction – but they’re not. They’re made up of the interviewees’ own words. I occasionally needed to add a line or two, for example when merging things they’d said at different points in time. When I did this, I discussed these with the interviewees, who checked or reworded my changes. The interviewees had full editorial control at all times.

I’ve tried to be as faithful to the interviewees’ words as possible because language is very important when it comes to assessing adult attachment. As is silence. That’s because silence might mean a person is pausing to remember,

for example, orquietly

reflecting.

But if someone stops halfway through saying something, then starts a new sentence after a long silence as if nothing happened, this is important for AAI coding. It’s seen in a similar way to a child physically freezing, which is part of the fear response in both humans and animals. Because of this, I’ve included silences and pauses wherever they’ve happened in interviews. So where there’s blank space on the page, don’t worry – it’s deliberate. And the white space I’ve used is roughly equivalent to the amount of silence.

As well as hearing from the interviewees in each chapter, you’ll also hear from me as I discuss the theory and research and apply it to the lives of the interviewees. In order to do this, I joined the Child Health and Development Group at the University of Cambridge, where I am now Author-in-Residence at the Department of Public Health and Primary Care.

For six years I attended regular reading groups, talks and conferences on child and family mental health, and read and read and read about attachment theory. (I’d also read extensively about attachment theory for my first book, and as part of my undergraduate degree in psychology and philosophy.) I also had regular meetings with three world-leading experts: Robbie Duschinsky, professor at Cambridge University; Kate White, co-founder of the Bowlby Centre; and Linda Cundy, uber attachment psychotherapist. I’m HUGELY thankful for their input and research; there’s zero way I could have written this without them.

When describing the science, I’ve tried to keep the language simple throughout. So I’ve used the phrase Someone Important or Important Person to refer to whoever is responsible for taking care of a child or who a child feels is important to them. This doesn’t have to be, and often isn’t, their birth parent. Occasionally I use the words ‘parent’ or ‘mother’ when this is specifically who was involved in research I’m discussing. But when I’m talking about one particular relationship, it’s important to remember that attachment is about far more than our relationship with just one parent. Each Important Person plays a role.

The combination of research and the interviewees’ lives may not always be an easy read. It’ll probably make you question, consider, explore and reflect on your own life – and the lives of those around you. That’s a good thing. Reflection can help understanding and, if necessary, change. But in thinking about all of this, it’s all too easy to jump to conclusions about what classification you might get (or your partner, parent, colleague or friend) if you were to undergo the AAI. As you will see throughout the book, it’s just as easy to get it wrong.

While putting people into boxes can help make sense of and organise the world, it can also lead to dubious judgements. So just because your life or the life of Someone Important echoes that of one of the interviewees, it doesn’t mean you or they would be classified in the same way. On top of that, classifications can change over time.

The interviewees have a variety of attachment patterns and are invaluable in bringing the theory to life – and the role of our upbringings more generally. But they aren’t the exemplars of the classifications they’ve been given. Just as there are different ways to be funny or clever or kind, there are different ways to have different attachment patterns. Of course, there are similarities across people within each grouping, otherwise they wouldn’t exist. And hopefully hearing from the interviewees will give you a flavour of what those different groupings might sound or feel like. So as you read, it’s worth thinking about how the different ways interviewees speak about their lives make you feel. Do different people make you feel more or less engaged, smothered or disconnected? If so, why? And what impact do you think this might have on their lives?

A quick word about structure. I’ve organised the book to follow the interviewees’ lives from early childhood to adulthood – and I follow the development of attachment theory in the same way (although I do occasionally jump back in time to revisit some of Bowlby’s earlier ideas). Attachment theory has a lot to say about early childhood, so the first chapter has more research crammed into it than the rest of the book. This chills out in later chapters.

All that’s left to say is that I hope you’ll find this an enjoyable and thought-provoking read. Attachment is a theory that can evoke strong feelings. It looks at human needs that aren’t always met and experiences that aren’t always easy to think about. It cuts through common assumptions about childhood and important relationships. It asks questions about these strong feelings, these human needs and how difficult it can be to think, really think, about our lives and the lives of others.

But asking those questions can be invaluable. Delving into attachment research can help us understand how we and the Important People in our lives think, feel and behave in close relationships. In doing so, it can help us understand who we are, and make more conscious choices as a result.




CHAPTER ONE

Early Childhood


[image: An illustration of a lidded jar filled with round objects, with three objects placed outside the jar.]

Skyler
The girl wrapped in cotton wool

My earliest memory is being in the hospital when my sister was stillborn.

I remember eating a lollipop. I was 4.

There were red dots on her from things that were monitoring suction.

I hadn’t really thought about this before, but …            that’s a big first memory.

      I don’t remember any reaction from my dad. At all. I know that my mom spent a lot of time in bed. And I remember that she let go of any religious ties that she had.

          That’s the only time I ever remember

              her looking sad.

I don’t think they ever talked about it. And it was not something we were allowed to discuss.

    So we told nobody.

I didn’t discuss it with my sister.

   I didn’t discuss it with my parents.

       For as long as I was old enough to make regular memories, I didn’t discuss it with anyone.

I can recognise as I’m saying the words that that’s not normal …

        But it didn’t seem abnormal because my parents never talked about anything.

I didn’t know what my mom did for a living. I didn’t know anything about her parents. I didn’t know anything about her life before we were born. We didn’t talk about it. That was normal.

I grew up in a house in the suburbs. I lived there my whole life. My mom was always the nice one and my dad was always the stern one.

I remember running a race at an athletics event where he was an official. I did something wrong, something very minor, and he disqualified me. On my birthday. It’s not like it was going to make the difference between first and second … I came in second to last and he still disqualified me. Because those were the rules and I broke them. On my birthday.

When I was young, I used to cry every single time I missed a goal in football. Every single time. And he would just yell at me and tell me to suck it up. It’s not that my dad doesn’t love me – it’s just he has no idea how humans are supposed to show love.

Dad’s definition of being a parent and showing that you love your child was to physically be at every sporting event ever. He came to every single soccer game, baseball game, every race I ran, everything.

He put a lot of pressure on me to win. It was pretty intimidating. He wanted so badly for me to run faster. And he was very much about the end goal. He would have never said, ‘Well, you tried your best.’ There are no points for competing in my house. If I lost, my dad would be disappointed in me.

      I think he was desperate for me to be the best because sports are a concrete way to measure somebody’s worth. If you run this fast, you are worth this much.

My mom’s definition of showing love was being concerned about any type of danger in the world, constantly, and trying to micromanage and avoid all of those dangers. My experience of our relationship was her telling me to be careful.

I was best friends with the girl next door, Hannah. And if my mom wasn’t home when I got back from school, I would go next door and play with her.

I probably spent at least two or three days a week at Hannah’s house and went on holiday with them every year. It was better with them than with my parents cos there wasn’t that overbearing need for me to perform well, as there was with my dad. And they trusted that I wasn’t going to spontaneously die, unlike my mom.

      Home was too coddling. It wasn’t the right kind of comfort, it was illogical.

Mom would say, ‘I don’t want you playing in the backyard because it’s too dangerous.’ So I’d ask her why it was dangerous and she’d say, ‘Well, there are snakes and bears.’

It’s probably not something that I should admit, but from a very young age I realised that you couldn’t reason with Mom using logic or emotion. So I would make up facts to win arguments.

I would come back with something like, ‘Actually, according to a document I read, there haven’t been any bear sightings in the last five years and there aren’t poisonous snakes in North America.’ I would just make up stuff to counteract her irrational overprotectiveness.

When I was 9 years old, my mom asked Hannah’s mom to pick me up from school because she wasn’t going to be around. When this happened, we would usually go to Hannah’s house to play, but this time Hannah had a soccer game, so her mom suggested we go and watch her play.

This is before mobile phones existed, so we called when we got there and left Mom a message on the answering machine: ‘Hey Mom, I’m with Hannah’s mom and we are going to go watch Hannah’s indoor soccer game. See you soon. Bye.’

About an hour later, a policeman came in with a photo of me and said, ‘Is this you? Your mom thinks you’ve been kidnapped.’

My mom had come home, seen and heard the message, but couldn’t understand what I was saying because I was mumbling. She thought it was a cry for help, so called the police and had a search party out for me.

I was very unpopular in school, so it was horrible to have the police come into a soccer game in front of my entire class and search for me because my mom thought I had been kidnapped.

It doesn’t even make logical sense. It’s not like kidnappers are going to say, ‘Well, before I kidnap you, you should probably call your mom and tell her what’s happening.’ It’s insane. She went from zero to a hundred. I always went across the street, and I had only been gone for less than an hour.

I have spoken with her about it since, and to this day she says, ‘Well, I heard your message, any mother would have thought that their daughter was kidnapped.’ I said, ‘No! No! That is not a normal response!’

So, I can safely say she’s overprotective. There’s a level of overprotectiveness to the point of frustration.

Growing up with my parents was like living in a box room with nothing in it. Other than cotton wool. With my mom, it felt like there was so much cotton wool that I couldn’t breathe.
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Ray
The boy who was sent away

I was a bit early, a bit unplanned. Bad timing. Unaffordable.

My parents had both just arrived in this country and were struggling to survive. Mum came from Kenya, a country so traumatised by conflict that it was a no-brainer to leave somewhere that couldn’t offer her safety.

My dad lost his parents when he was 13, and his family were left with nothing. So when he turned 14, his aunt gave him 100 rupees to get a train to one of the big cities to find a job. A hundred rupees was not a lot of money. It’s probably not even a





























John Bowlby: the birth of attachment theory
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Strange Situations
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What about the interviewees?
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Adverse childhood experiences: the Minnesota Study













The birth of the Minnesota Study
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