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ATTACHMENT ESSAYS

1.  With reference to reciprocity and interactional synchrony, discuss infant-caregiver 
interactions. (16 marks)

2.  Outline and evaluate the role of the father in the development of attachment. (16 marks)

3.  Discuss animal studies of attachment. (16 marks)

4.  Outline and evaluate Bowlby’s explanation of attachment. (16 marks)

5.  Outline and evaluate learning theory as an explanation of attachment. (16 marks)

6.  Discuss the Strange Situation as a way of assessing type of attachment. (16 marks)

7.  Outline and evaluate research into cultural variations in attachment. (16 marks)

8.  Jo was taken away from his alcoholic parents at six months old and placed in institutional 
care. He was adopted when he was seven years old, but has a problematic relationship with his 
adoptive parents. He is violent towards his younger brothers and is often in trouble at school. 
His last school report said, ‘Jo struggles with classwork and seems to have little regard for the 
feelings of others.’ 

Discuss Bowlby’s maternal deprivation theory. Refer to the experience of Jo as part of your 
discussion. (16 marks)

9.  Psychologists have studied children who have lived in institutions such as orphanages. Outline 
and evaluate research into the effects of institutionalisation. (16 marks)

10.  Outline and evaluate research into the influence of early attachment on childhood and adult 
relationships. (16 marks)



Page 12 AQA A LEVEL Psychology topic ESSAYS: ATTACHMENT

Copyright tutor2u Limited / School Network License / Photocopying Permittedwww.tutor2u.net/psychology

Discuss the strange situation as a way of assessing types of attachment. (16 
marks) 
 
Ainsworth	devised	a	controlled	observation	called	the	Strange	
Situation	to	assess	types	of	attachment	in	9–18	month	old	
infants.	The	strange	Situation	involves	placing	a	child	and	
their	mother	in	a	novel	environment	of	mild	stress,	whereby	
they	would	be	observed	and	videoed	through	a	one‐way	
mirror	during	a	series	of	eight	different	situations.	
	
The	purpose	of	the	Strange	Situation	is	to	measure	four	key	
behaviours,	including:	exploration	behaviours	–	how	the	child	
explores	the	environment	and	whether	they	use	the	mother	
as	a	safe	base;	separation	anxiety	–	how	the	child	responds	
to/behaves	when	the	mother	leaves	the	room;	stranger	
anxiety	–	how	the	child	responds	in	the	presence	of	a	
stranger;	and	reunion	behaviours	–	how	the	child	acts	when	
reunited	with	their	mother.		
	
Depending	on	how	the	child	responds	in	the	Strange	Situation	
would	lead	to	one	of	three	attachment	classifications:	secure,	
insecure–avoidant	and	insecure–resistant.	In	her	original	
experiment,	Ainsworth	found	the	following	distribution	of	
attachment	types:	securely	attached	–	66%,	insecure–
avoidant	–	22%,	and	insecure–resistant	–	12%.	
	
A	methodological	weakness	of	Ainsworth’s	Strange	Situation	
is	the	type	of	observation	she	used,	which	was	an	overt	
observation.	The	parents	in	Ainsworth’s	study	knew	they	
were	being	observed	through	the	one‐way	mirror	and	
therefore	may	have	displayed	demand	characteristics.	This	
meant	that	the	mothers	may	have	been	overly	affectionate	
towards	their	children	as	they	believed	this	is	the	behaviour	
that	the	scenario	demanded	of	them.	In	turn,	this	could	have	
altered	the	children’s	behaviour	and	therefore	lowers	the	
internal	validity	of	the	experiment	making	the	Strange	
Situation	a	less	valid	method	of	assessing	attachment.	
	
Furthermore,	Ainsworth’s	Strange	Situation	demonstrates	a	
culture	bias.	Her	theory	and	methods	were	based	on	Western	
ideals	in	relation	to	infant	behaviour,	categorising	a	higher	
proportion	of	children	from	other	cultures	as	insecure–
avoidant	(e.g.	Japan)	or	insecure–resistant	(e.g.	Germany).	
Consequently,	the	Strange	Situation	may	not	be	a	valid	
method	of	assessing	attachment	in	other,	non‐American,	
cultures.	
	
However,	the	Strange	Situation	method	of	assessing	

An	excellent	introduction,	
setting	the	scene	for	this	essay.	
	
	
	
	
	
A	well‐detailed	and	accurate	
summary	of	Ainsworth’s	
Strange	Situation	is	presented.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Knowledge	of	Ainsworth’s	key	
findings	is	accurate.		
	
	
	
	
	
A	sound	evaluation	point	
which	provides	a	well‐detailed	
limitation	of	the	observation	
methodology	used.		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
An	interesting	issue	enhances	
the	discussion	here.		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
A	counter‐argument	is	used	
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attachment	type	is	said	to	have	high	reliability.	The	
observations	took	place	under	strict	and	controlled	methods	
(including	video	recording)	using	predetermined	behavioural	
categories.	Since	Ainsworth	has	several	observers	watching	
and	coding	the	same	infant	behaviours,	agreement	on	
attachment	classifications	could	be	ensured.	Ainsworth	et	al.	
(1978)	found	94%	agreement	between	observers	and	when	
inter‐observer/inter‐rater	reliability	is	assumed	to	a	high	
degree	the	findings	are	considered	more	meaningful.		
	
Finally,	there	is	the	possibility	that	Ainsworth’s	classification	
system	of	attachment	types	is	incomplete.	Main	&	Solomon	
(1986)	conducted	subsequent	research	whereby	they	
analysed	several	hundred	Strange	Situation	episodes	via	
videotape	and	suggested	that	Ainsworth	overlooked	a	fourth	
type.	It	was	noted	that	some	infants	showed	inconsistent	
patterns	of	behaviour	which	they	termed	Type	D;	insecure–
disorganised.	Further	support	for	this	claim	comes	from	a	
meta‐analysis	of	studies	from	the	US	conducted	by	van	
Ijzendoorn	et	al.	(1999)	which	found	that	15%	of	infants	
were,	in	fact,	classified	as	Type	D,	suggesting	that	Ainsworth’s	
original	assessment	of	attachment	is	unable	to	fully	explain	all	
of	the	different	types	of	attachments	in	children.	
	
[~500	words]	

well	here	to	balance	the	
evaluation	between	strengths	
and	limitations.		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
A	range	of	appropriate	
research	evidence	is	used	to	
support	the	point	being	made.		

 
Examiner	style	comments: Mark	band	4	
	
This	is	a	well‐structured	and	coherent	essay	discussing	Ainsworth’s	Strange	Situation.	An	
accurate	and	well‐detailed	account	of	her	methodology	to	assess	attachment	is	presented	with	
a	range	of	effective	evaluation	points	used	as	critique.	The	essay	is	clear	and	focused	with	
specialist	terminology	used	appropriately	throughout. 
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