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Animal Studies of Attachment

Lesson Objectives:
 To review two animal studies of attachment, including Lorenz and

Harlow.

 To evaluate animal studies of attachment.
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 You have encountered research by Lorenz and Harlow when studying
explanations of attachment. However, today you are going to review
these studies and evaluate animal studies of attachment.
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 Task: For this task you will need to work in pair.
 Part 1: One person will read the summary of Lorenz and answer

the questions, while the other person will read the summary of
Harlow and answer the questions.

 You must complete this first part on your own an in silence.
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 Part 2: Now take turns in sharing your answers with your partner.
Make sure you justify your decisions. The key to these questions is
‘why’.

5 Minutes
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 Part 3: Now let’s consider the answers together.
How do the results of Lorenz support Bowlby’s theory of attachment?

 The results of Lorenz support Bowlby’s theory of attachment because
Bowlby argued that attachments are evolutionary in nature and
children are born with an adaptive advantage to form attachments
from birth. Lorenz showed that baby geese imprint the moment they
hatch, which highlights that some forms of behaviour (imprinting) are
present from birth, suggesting that attachment could be to.
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 Part 3: Now let’s consider the answers together.
How do the results of Lorenz refute the learning explanation of
attachment?

 The learning theory suggests that children learn to attach as a result of
forming an association between the mother and food, which takes
places as a result of classical conditioning.

 However, Lorenz’s geese imprinted from the moment they
were born, suggesting that some behaviours (imprinting
and possibly attachments) are not the result of an
association that is learned from feeding, but an innate
biological mechanism.SAMPLE
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 Part 3: Now let’s consider the answers together.
To what extent can we generalise the results of Lorenz to attachment in
humans?

 The nature of attachments in human and geese are very different.
Geese imprint onto the first moving object they see, as this is a survival
mechanism to deters potential predators. Human infants don’t simply
follow the first moving object they see and form attachments for a
whole series of arguably more complex reasons.

 Therefore, it is fair to assume that generalising the
findings from Lorenz’s geese to human infants is very
difficult. SAMPLE
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 Part 3: Now let’s consider the answers together.
How do the results of Harlow refute Bowlby’s theory of attachment?

 Bowlby’s theory suggests that infants attach for adaptive survival
reasons. However, Harlow’s monkeys spent most of their time cuddled
to a soft cloth-covered monkey that provided no food.

 This goes against the idea that attachments are
formed on the basis of adaptive survival
reasons, as it would be reasonable to argue
that the monkey should attach to the surrogate
mother that could aid survival (e.g. the one with
food). SAMPLE
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 Part 3: Now let’s consider the answers together.
How do the results of Harlow refute the learning explanation of
attachment?

 The learning theory suggests that children learn to attach as a result of
forming an association between the mother and food, which takes
places as a result of classical conditioning.

 However, in the case of Harlow’s monkeys, the
attachment was formed as a result of contact-
comfort and not food, which goes against the
learning theory of attachment.SAMPLE
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 Part 3: Now let’s consider the answers together.
To what extent can we generalise the results of Harlow to attachment in
humans?

 While monkeys are genetically closer to humans in comparison to
geese, psychologists still question the extent to which we can generalise
the results from animals to humans.

 Therefore, the generalisability of Harlow, while
greater than Lorenz, is still questionable.
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 Task: Complete the following summary table detailing whether Lorenz
and Harlow can be used a strength/limitation for Bowlby’s Theory
and Learning Theory, and state why.

 Bowlby’s Theory Learning Theory 
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Bowlby’s Theory Learning Theory
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Support
Lorenz showed that baby geese imprint the 
moment they hatch which highlights that 
some forms of behaviour (imprinting) are 
present from birth.

Limitation
Lorenz’s geese imprinted from the 
moment they were born, suggesting that 
some behaviours (imprinting and possibly 
attachments) are not the result of an 
association that is learned from feeding, 
but an innate biological mechanism.

Limitation
Harlow’s monkeys spent most of their time 
cuddled to a soft cloth-covered monkey that 
provided no food. This goes against the idea 
that attachments are formed on the basis of 
adaptive survival reasons.

Limitation
In the case of Harlow’s monkeys, the 
attachment was formed as a result of 
contact-comfort and not food, which goes 
against the learning theory of 
attachment.SAMPLE
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 Task: You will be provided with
nine evaluation statements. Cut
out the nine statements and
arrange them to form three
evaluation paragraphs and stick
them onto your handout.

Therefore we may be unable to extrapolate the findings from 
animals to humans which limit the application of such findings. 

However, some psychologists argue that monkeys and humans 
are not that different. 

It could be argued that animals have a right not to be 
researched on / harmed, and the monkeys raised in Harlow’s 
experiment all displayed dysfunctional adult behaviour in later 
life.

Therefore such research is unethical which makes the purpose 
and integrity of animal research questionable.
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n Therefore we may be unable to extrapolate the findings from animals to humans

which limit the application of such findings.

One weakness of animal studies of attachment is that the results may not apply
to humans.

Some psychologists argue that it is unlikely that observations of goslings following
a researcher, or rhesus monkeys clinging to cloth-covered wire models, reflect the
emotional connections and interactions that characterise human attachments.

SAMPLE



www.tutor2u.net/psychology

Animal Studies of Attachment
Po

in
t

Ev
id

en
ce

 o
r 

Ex
am

pl
e

Ex
pl

ai
n

Therefore the findings of Harlow may provide some insight into human behaviour,
due to the similarity of monkeys and humans.

However, some psychologists argue that monkeys and humans are not that
different.

Green (1994) states that on a biological level at least, all mammals (including
rhesus monkeys) have the same brain structure as humans.
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Therefore such research is unethical which makes the purpose and integrity of
animal research questionable.

A final criticism of animal research is that it is often unethical.

It could be argued that animals have a right not to be researched on / harmed,
and the monkeys raised in Harlow’s experiment all displayed dysfunctional adult
behaviour in later life.
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Animal Studies of Attachment – Lorenz (1935) 
Aim: To investigate imprinting in baby geese. 
 
Method: Lorenz took a clutch of geese eggs and divided them into two groups. One group 
was left with their natural mother, and the other group was placed in an incubator. Lorenz 
made sure that when the eggs in the incubator hatched, he was the first moving object they 
saw. After this, he marked the two groups and returned them to their natural mother. 
 
Results: Lorenz found that the geese which had hatched in the 
incubator continued to follow him, while those that had hatched 
naturally continued to follow their mother. 
 
Conclusion: Lorenz concluded that goslings are programmed to 
imprint (attach) onto the first moving object they see, highlighting 
the rapid formation of attachment in animals.  
 
Task: Read the summary above and consider the following questions: 
How do the results of Lorenz support Bowlby’s theory of attachment? 
 

 

 

 

How do the results of Lorenz refute the learning explanation of attachment? 
 

 

 

 

To what extent can we generalise the results of Lorenz to attachment in humans? 
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Animal Studies of Attachment – Harlow (1959) 
Aim: To investigate the nature of attachment in baby monkeys. 
 
Method: 8 rhesus monkeys were placed in a cage with two surrogate mothers, one made of 
wire and one wrapped in cloth. For half of the monkeys, the food (milk bottle) was attached 
the wire mother, whereas for the other half the food was attached to the cloth mother. 

 
Results: Harlow found that all the monkeys spent most 
of their time cuddled to the soft cloth-covered mother. 
 
Conclusion: Harlow concluded that monkeys develop 
attachments based on contact comfort and not based 
on food.  
 
 

 
Task: Read the summary above and consider the following questions: 
How do the results of Harlow refute Bowlby’s theory of attachment? 
 

 

 

 

How do the results of Harlow refute the learning explanation of attachment? 
 

 

 

 

To what extent can we generalise the results of Harlow to attachment in humans? 
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Task: Complete the following summary table detailing whether Lorenz and Harlow can be 
used a strength/limitation for Bowlby’s Theory and Learning Theory, and state why. 

 Bowlby’s Theory Learning Theory 
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Task: You will be provided with nine evaluation statements. Cut out the nine statement and 
arrange them to form three evaluation paragraphs. 
 
Extension Task: Can you add a counter-argument to your burger to improve the depth of 
your evaluation.  
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One weakness of animal studies of attachment is that the results may not 

apply to humans. 

Some psychologists argue that it is unlikely that observations of goslings following a 

researcher, or rhesus monkeys clinging to cloth-covered wire models, reflect the 

emotional connections and interactions that characterise human attachments. 

Therefore we may be unable to extrapolate the findings from animals to hu-

mans which limit the application of such findings.   

However, some psychologists argue that monkeys and humans are not that 

different.   

Green (1994) states that on a biological level at least, all mammals (including 

rhesus monkeys) have the same brain structure as humans. 

Therefore the findings of Harlow may provide some insight into human behav-

iour, due to the similarity of monkeys and humans. 

A final criticism of animal research is that it is often unethical. 

It could be argued that animals have a right not to be researched on / harmed, 

and the monkeys raised in Harlow’s experiment all displayed dysfunctional 

adult behaviour in later life. 

Therefore such research is unethical which makes the purpose and integrity of 

animal research questionable. 
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