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It’s rare for anyone to actually take a moment and consider a simple question. We never really think about what we want from our closest relationships and if we’re getting this from these relationships. Even if we do take a moment to think about the answer, the answers might not be clear to us.

This is where learning about attachment theory can be really useful because it allows us to understand our relationships, our needs and how to build more secure, longer lasting and happier relationships too. 

As someone who has had a range of insecure attachment styles over the years, I understand how insecurities can hurt friendships, lead to relationship breakdown and leave you feeling hurt, rejected and abandoned. 

I want you to avoid experiencing the same hurt, pain and sense of abandonment that I’ve experienced for most of my life until I learnt how to make my relationships more secure. 

Therefore, by the end of this book, you’ll understand:

	What are attachment styles?

	What triggers insecure attachment?

	How to heal from insecure attachment?

	What secure attachment looks like?

	How different attachment styles impact relationships?

	And so much more.


By the end of this book, you’ll better understand yourself, your relationships and the people you care about. Also, you’ll learn new skills to share with others as you start heading towards more meaningful, healthier and secure relationships.

Who Am I?

Personally, I always love to know who the author is of the nonfiction I read so I know the information is coming from a good source. In case you’re like me, I’m Connor Whiteley GMBPsS, the internationally bestselling author of over 50 psychology books.

In addition, I am the host of The Psychology World Podcast, a weekly show exploring a new psychology topic each week and delivering the latest psychology news. Available on all major podcast apps and YouTube. 

Finally, I am a psychology graduate studying a Clinical Psychology Masters at the University of Kent, England until September 2025.

So now we know more about each other, let’s start exploring the great topic of attachment theory and how to build healthier, happier and more secure relationships for the future.
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WHAT IS ATTACHMENT THEORY?
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To kick start the book before we deep-dive into the different attachment styles and how each style impacts relationships, dating and how we can heal insecure attachment types, I wanted to give you the basics of attachment.

You might be brand-new to attachment theory or you might have only heard about the different attachment styles without knowing how the styles developed over time. 

In addition, you might not be too aware of the impacts of attachment styles. Since it was only a few months ago that I found out from personal experience that attachment styles are very important in relationships and they can have stark negative consequences if you have an unhealthy or avoidant attachment style. Personally, my anxious attachment style has always impacted my relationships in very negative ways and largely my attachment styles developed out of my childhood abuse.

My sexual trauma hardly helped matters.

As a result, this first chapter will give you the basics of attachment theory and how it impacts our feelings, thoughts and relationships at a basic level before we start exploring this fascinating topic in more depth later on.

Therefore, attachment has to be one of the most important behaviours or factors in healthy child development as being attached to someone is important for many reasons.

Attachment refers to the emotional bond between the child as well as the caregiver (or another person if you wanted to create a universal definition and not a developmental one) that presents itself as being calm in their presence and distressed when not in their presence, as well as here’s another great definition for Attachment:

“There is no such thing as a baby ... if you set out to describe a baby, you will find you are describing a baby and someone. A baby cannot exist alone, but is essentially part of a relationship” 

(Winnicott, 1964, p. 88), 

As you can see from the quote above and from everyday life, babies don’t exist alone and babies need to find a balance between exploring their own environment; which could be dangerous; and safety. 

This highlights the importance of attachment as attachments help us to find this balance, as well as attachment, has critical survival and adaptation values.

In practical terms, it means that caregivers can stop you before you spill boiling hot tea on yourself.

Furthermore, attachments aim to provide nurturement as well as provide protection for your physiological and psychological security.

Theories of Attachment:

Before we explore the great work of Bowlby and Harlow on attachment, I wanted to quickly mention two theories of attachment that predate our modern thinking.

So, Freud believed in a Drive-reduction explanation of attachment. Meaning that we form attachments because our attachment figure provides us with our drive. Leading our drive or want to be reduced so we bond with them.

Let’s use an example.

According to the theory, when a baby is hungry (this is a drive) and a mother gives them food (meaning they reduce their drive) the baby would experience pleasure.

Leading the baby to associate the mother with pleasure and the baby would become attached to the mother.

Imprint: (Lorenz)

According to this idea, new-borns of most species recognise and seek proximity to the first object that they encounter as long as it’s moving.

Leading to the animal becoming attached to the first thing that they saw, but there is a  critical period to imprinting and once an imprint has occurred it cannot be undone. 

The Biological Basis for Attachment:

After looking at the two ideas, we’re now going to be looking at the great work of Harlow and Bowlby.

Therefore, Harlow (1958) was a researcher who set out to find a biological explanation for attachment.

He conducted two experiments.

The first experiment found that attachment is driven by contact comfort and not the satisfaction of basic needs. 

For example, a child forms attachment because they are comfortable around you and not because you provide their basic needs.

Off the top of my head, this explains and is further supported by the reason why a kidnap victim doesn’t always form an attachment to their kidnapper that effectively looks after them.

The second experiment is detailed below:

Harlow (1958)

	Baby monkeys were placed in a room filled with toys to play with. Interacting with a rich environment is important to cognitive development.

	In three conditions the monkeys were left in the room alone, with a mother made from wire or a mother made from cloth.

	Results showed that the monkeys explored the environment more with the cloth mother as they used it as a secure base. While in the other two conditions they were much more likely to freeze or go into the corner and cry.


Critical Thinking:

The experiment has an effective method for measuring this hypothesis, so this increases the reliability of the results.

Although, the reliability of the results could be called into question as it used animals and it’s still hotly debated whether or not the animal and human behaviours are the same. Thus, the results of the experiment could only apply to monkeys as they were used in the experiment or the results could in fact only apply to humans to a certain extent, unless a follow-up experiment is done using human children we cannot say for sure if this hypothesis applies to humans.

Attachment in Humans:

John Bowlby was the first researcher to formulate a theory about why attachment occurs. 

His theory includes two components:

	Attachment behavioural system- referring to the pre-programmed instincts we have that are biologically encoded in us. These instincts are behaviours that occur in response to certain environmental triggers.

	Internal Working Model- referring to the psychological aspects of attachment. These include beliefs about the self, the caregiver as well as the relationship with the caregiver.


Bowlby believed that the internal working model is formed in early childhood and it influences future relationships. 

For example: if your caregivers constantly neglect you despite you trying your best to get their attention. This could lead to the development of feelings of worthlessness. Possibly affecting your future relationships as you could always be trying to prove yourself worthy of your friends or partner’s attention, or you could become an attention seeker.

Building upon this further, the Internal Working Model includes the set of expectations that you have about the attachment figure.

For example, your expectations when you think about

	Will they be there when I need support?

	How will they make me feel?


Parting Note:

Wait, I’ve only explained the theories of attachment, but how do you acquire attachment and what are the types of attachment that people can have?
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WHAT IS SECURE ATTACHMENT?
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After briefly introducing you to attachment theory, who came up with it and how the research was done, in this next section of the book, you’ll really focus on the different attachment styles. I wanted to start off with secure attachment because we constantly hear about the insecure attachment styles, like avoidant, anxious and disorganised attachment and for good reason. Insecure attachments can have damaging impacts on a person’s relationships, mental health and emotional regulation. However, I don’t think there is enough focus on secure attachment because not a lot of people know what secure attachment is and what it looks like. Therefore, in this chapter, you’ll learn what secure attachment is, what the signs of secure attachment are in adults and children and so much more. 

This is going to be a lot of fun and I learnt a lot writing this chapter, so I know you will too.

What Is Secure Attachment?

Secure attachment is the bond where a person feels supported, safe as well as connected so they can express emotions freely, confidently explore their environment and seek comfort from their partner knowing that they have a reliable base to return to. In attachment theory, this is known as having a secure base and children use this to explore the environment knowing that their attachment figure is close by and will protect and comfort them if anything bad happens.

In addition, having a secure attachment style means they can communicate effectively with others, they can regulate their feelings and emotions, the person is comfortable with intimacy as well as they have good problem-solving and coping skills. Moreover, people with a secure attachment style are comfortable being alone and being close to other people. As well as they are empathetic, compassionate and trusting. 

I know some readers or listeners might be confused as to why this is a special form of attachment because this might be so normal for you that you believe this is the only way to be. In an ideal world, I completely agree that it would be lovely if everyone was securely attached. It certainly would have made my life so much easier, but unfortunately because of abuse, childhood neglect and other environmental factors some children develop insecure attachment styles. Mainly because their caregiver was either a source of fear, they were inconsistent with their love and affection or they punished or shamed the child for showing emotions.

All of these go against secure attachment because if a parent shamed you for showing emotions then you are not going to feel safe communicating your feelings and you aren’t going to be comfortable with intimacy because you don’t want to be punished or shamed again for showing your feelings.

What Are The Benefits of Secure Attachment In Children?

The benefits of children having secure attachment include the child having high self-esteem. Since secure attachment helps a child to develop a positive self-image and a healthier sense of identity. Leading to greater feelings of confidence in their abilities as well as decision-making skills so this helps to improve their overall psychological wellbeing. 

Another benefit is secure attachment helps to improve a child’s ability to form and maintain relationships with others, so they show higher levels of social competence and empathy compared to others. A smaller benefit of social skills is that secure attachment means children are better at conflict resolution so they have more positive interactions with adults and peers.

Thirdly, children with secure attachment have a better ability to express and manage their emotions, so they tend to have more stable mood patterns and healthier responses to stress. 

Lastly for this section, secure attachment allows a child to get a healthy balance between showing self-reliance and seeking support. This means the child shows greater confidence in exploring new situations and improved problem-solving skills when facing challenges without others.

This point about independence is something I often struggle with because my anxious part of my disorganised attachment means I like seeking comfort some of the time. Yet the avoidant part of my attachment means I am extremely self-reliant and I hate depending on other people at times, so I will avoid expressing my own needs and seeking comfort at all costs. 

What Are The Signs of Secure Attachment In Children?

Now that we know the benefits of secure attachment in children, let’s see what are the signs.

Personally, I’ll hopefully always remember this really sweet moment when my brother, his girlfriend and her son were round my parents’ once. I think the child was about two years old and he was exploring my parents’ house because it was a new environment and he always loved it round ours. And he would crawl away, look back to see if his mum and my brother were still there and he would crawl forward some more and check again. It was so cute and lovely to see how a child reacts to having a secure base. Of course, I was the only one who understood this was because of his secure attachment but everyone found it sweet.

Anyway, for a child to develop a secure attachment style, they need to grow up in an environment where they feel seen and protected by their caregivers. Since if a caregiver doesn’t respond to a child’s needs then the child might not develop a secure attachment style because there is a lack of a secure and stable bond.

Additionally, children with a secure attachment have a worldview of the world being friendly and reliable. In other words, they learn to trust that the people around them are dependable and kind. As well as these securely attached children use their caregivers as a secure base to explore the social world and they see their caregivers as a safe haven to return to for comfort whenever they’re distressed. 

In turn, the caregiver helps the securely attached child to develop self-regulation skills so the child knows how to regulate their emotional, cognitive and social behaviours. These skills are taught to the child whenever the caregiver comforts them when they’re distressed.

In my opinion, I do tend to find there are always moments when I research certain topics in psychology, like attachment, when I’m like “no, that isn’t how the world works,”. When I wrote about people with a secure attachment style seeing the world as a reliable and friendly place, I really couldn’t understand how someone could see the world like that. And it just reminds me that I need to catch myself with my own biased cognitive processes because generally the world is a great and friendly place.

I just need to keep reminding myself that yes, I have a disorganised attachment style, but I need to keep reminding myself that not everyone is unreliable and unkind.

Anyway, some other signs of secure attachment in children can include a child wanting to seek comfort from their caregivers, preferring their caregiver over strangers, comfortable interactions with others, a child comfortably exploring new areas and a positive response to the return of their parents.

This reminds me of a conversation I was having recently with a mature student studying social work during one of the reading support sessions I run as a student ambassador. She was telling me how she couldn’t imagine not responding to her child’s needs even though she admitted she might be overresponding and giving them too much attention at times. And it made me smile because I know this ambassador very well and of course, you are not going to tell a work friend the bad parts of your parenting or your life because everyone has them. We are simply human after all. Yet I know this woman is very authentic, she loves her kids and she would never imagine not responding to their needs.

It was a weird feeling for me to see that, but I guess that’s why I’m working on my attachment style. I don’t want these perfectly normal things to be weird for me anymore.

On the whole, securely attached children show balanced behavioural strategies where they’re able to express their need for autonomy and intimacy. With autonomy being important because it facilitates a person’s interaction with the environment. 

This is even more important when we remember that the attachment style we develop in early childhood, whilst it can thankfully be changed, it does have a lifelong influence on our ability to communicate our needs and emotions, how we form expectations about our relationships and how we respond to conflict.

What Are The Benefits of Secure Attachment In Adults?

Shifting away from children for the majority of this remaining chapter, secure attachment doesn’t only matter in children. Adults need to have secure attachment too because it helps them with their parenting skills because they are more likely to create secure attachments with their own children so they can continue this positive relationship pattern across the generations. As well as adults having secure attachment means they can have healthy relationships because they find it easier to trust others and maintain healthy boundaries in relationships. Therefore, like children, they show higher levels of social competence and empathy as well as they can develop better conflict resolution skills. 

This all helps adults have more stable and satisfying professional and personal relationships.

Finally for this section, secure attachment helps adults to have improved emotional well-being. Due to secure attachment increases a person’s stress management skills and emotional resilience because they are better able to handle life’s challenges and they can bounce back from setbacks more easily. As well as they have improved emotion regulation skills so adults with secure attachment have healthier responses to stress and more stable moods.

What Are Some Signs of Secure Attachment In Adults?

As I briefly mentioned earlier, the attachment style we develop in early childhood is critical to the attachment style we have as adults. This continues to impact our relationship expectations, our worldview and how we interact with others as adults. Therefore, there are five main signs of an adult having secure attachment and you’ll learn about these signs now.

Firstly, adults with secure attachment are able to open up about their emotions and how they feel, so they don’t hide their emotions or bottle things up. As well as they are comfortable asking for help when they need it, and opening up about their feelings so they don’t worry about being rejected or being let down. 

Another sign is that adults with secure attachment are resilient so whilst they might experience negative attachment-related events, they can still objectively assess events and people and assign a positive value to the relationship in general. In other words, a person, like a caregiver, can still let them down and not respond to their needs as an adult but the adult is still able to see that this isn’t a pattern and they don’t need to develop the anxious or avoidant behavioural patterns.

Penultimately, secure attachments mean adults are comfortable with intimacy and closeness with others. Therefore, adults are okay with being close to other people and letting others be close to them so they feel good about themselves and they trust others. Also, people with secure attachment are comfortable sharing intimate moments with others and having their own space.

I’ll have to admit that what is interesting about learning more about secure attachment is that I can really see and understand how disorganised my attachment style is. For example, I love sharing intimate moments with other people but equally, I seriously love having my own space away from other people, so it’s interesting seeing how I have two extreme behavioural strategies activated a good chunk of the time.

Finally, secure attachment allows adults to show healthy interdependence, now this is a fascinating topic for me personally because I understand it from a psychology viewpoint. I do not understand it as a human being. As a result, healthy interdependence involves securely attached people being able to maintain a healthy balance of relying on their partner and meeting their own needs. This balance helps them to create deeper intimacy through being vulnerable whilst maintaining their own individuality. 

Conclusion

I’ve really enjoyed learning about secure attachment because in clinical psychology and in psychology lectures, we spend a lot of time looking at insecure attachment styles. This is a good thing most of the time because it means we can understand what causes children and adults to have difficulties with social relationships and this has a massive impact on their mental health in turn. Yet if we don’t understand what secure attachment is then, how are we meant to know what attachment and relationship point of view, we’re helping them towards?

I’m sure that question mainly comes from my own abuse, trauma and disorganised attachment background, but it has been a lot of fun focusing on secure attachment today.

In future chapters, you’ll learn about anxious, avoidant and disorganised attachment styles and they are even more fun.

Here are some questions to get you thinking at the end of this chapter:

	What moments from your life do you remember seeing signs of secure attachment? It can be from seeing other children or yourself.

	Are you securely attached?

	Think about your friends and yourself as adults, what signs of secure attachment can you recognise in them?

	If you don’t fit into the secure attachment style, what signs don’t you have?

	Why do you think attachment is important to learn about?
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For the long time before I was talking specifically about my attachment style is a counsellor as part of my anorexia counselling, I thought anxious attachment was my main style. In reality, I have a disorganised attachment style, which is a mixture of anxious and avoidant attachment styles. So I have a lot of experience with the consequences of having an anxious attachment style and the damaging impact it has on your relationships, your mental health amongst other areas of your life. Therefore, in this chapter, you’ll learn about what anxious attachment is, what the signs are of anxious attachment in adults and more.

What Is Anxious Attachment?

An anxious attachment style is when someone has a strong desire for closeness but they have a fear of abandonment so this leads to increased emotional responses in a relationship. This means that people with anxious attachment often seek constant reassurance in a relationship and they may become overly dependent on their partners or friends. This means you might have an anxious attachment style if you tend to worry about rejection, you’re clingy with romantic partners and feel insecure.

Personally, I can definitely relate to being worried about rejection and abandonment. I am often worried that everyone is just going to leave me because it’s happened so many times before and I can be very insecure in relationships. Honestly, I am a lot better than I used to be but I am partly unsure whether this is because my avoidant attachment traits are becoming stronger, or I am actually getting better and more secure. 

I think it is a mixture of both.

In addition, according to Hazan and Haver (2017) around 20% of people have an anxious attachment style. Whilst we’ll look at the impacts and signs of this attachment style in a moment, it is thankfully possible for someone to feel more secure in their relationships if they have enough self-awareness and put in enough effort. 

Just because you have an anxious attachment style doesn’t mean you can’t have healthy relationships where everyone can thrive. Since you can learn to manage anxious attachment as well as heal your emotional wounds with the right strategies. 

What Causes Anxious Attachment?

As you can imagine, anxious attachment is important to learn about because this attachment style is developed in childhood and it can continue to impact someone long into adulthood. Therefore, whilst there is no clear-cut, definitive answer as to why someone develops anxious attachment, there are some consistent factors that increase the chance. For example, if a child has inconsistent parenting when the parents are there for some of the time to support and respond to the needs of the child, but other times they are cold, distant and emotionally unavailable. Then this will increase the chance of the child developing anxious attachment. This inconsistency results in the child becoming confused about their relationship with their caregiver so it makes it difficult for the child to understand what their caregiver’s behaviour means and what kind of response to expect. Resulting in the child becoming insecure and anxious about expressing their own needs and wanting comfort.

Secondly, if a caregiver has anxious attachment themselves then the child is more likely to develop an anxious attachment style. Since whilst this isn’t the result of genetic factors, this is more likely to be the continuation of patterns of behaviour throughout the generations so without the caregiver’s anxious attachment being managed, the anxiously attached child might grow up to have their own children who have anxious attachment.

One example of this parental and child anxious attachment is if a mother doesn’t like doing things alone and if the mother becomes distressed if they’re left alone so they tend to be clingy with other people. Then the child will naturally and rightly assume that this is normal behaviour so the child will not want to be left alone and do activities alone either.

We model our behaviour on our caregiver’s behaviour after all.

Thirdly, if caregivers are emotionally distant then the caregiver will be neglectful of their child’s needs so the child won’t feel a sense of stability or security in the relationship. This means because the child is not getting their emotional needs met whenever they are anxious or distressed, then they are likely to experience increased levels of these emotions.

Such as, if a caregiver never comforted a child when they’re upset and instead they walked off or they simply gave the child the silent treatment, then this could increase the child’s feelings of anxiety and how they are not safe with their parent.

Then this anxiety and distress can continue throughout the child’s life when it comes to their friendships and romantic relationships because these people don’t provide the comfort that the person expects.

Finally for this section, there is a factor called “caregiver’s emotional hunger” that can lead to anxious attachment in children. Since this is where a caregiver wants physical and/ or emotional closeness with their child, not out of love or wanting to respond to their child’s needs, but to satisfy their own needs. This leads to the caregiver neglecting the child’s emotional as well as physical needs. 

To other people, the caregiver might look overprotective, preoccupied with their child’s life and being intrusive. Yet in reality, the caregiver is simply replacing affection and love for their child with using the child to feed their own needs.

This is actually quite heartbreaking to write about. 

In practise, if a child’s father insists on being involved in all your activities with your school friends in terms of wanting to know every detail and the father gets upset when them and the child are apart. And your father tells you how you are his best friend in the entire world. Then the child might choose to spend most of their free time with
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