Attachment and Exploration in Early Childhood

Abstract

Attachment theory posits that early relationships with caregivers profoundly shape
children’s emotional, behavioural, and cognitive development. Bowlby’s secure base hypothesis
emphasizes the caregiver’s role in fostering exploration by providing a sense of safety. Building
on this, the current study investigates whether securely attached children explore their
environment more actively in the presence of their caregiver compared to insecurely attached
children. By reviewing foundational research, including Ainsworth’s Strange Situation and recent
studies on internal working models of attachment, this paper highlights the mechanisms linking
attachment security to exploratory behaviours. The proposed experiment tests these concepts and

discusses implications for developmental psychology and caregiving practices.

Literature Review

Attachment theory has significantly advanced understanding of how early relationships
influence development. Bowlby theorized that infants are biologically predisposed to form
attachments, eliciting caregiving behaviours that ensure survival (Bowlby, 1982). In humans,
attachment serves not only a survival function but also fosters autonomy and environmental
engagement through the caregiver’s role as a secure base. Ainsworth et al. provided empirical
support for Bowlby’s theories with the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP), identifying three main
attachment styles: secure, insecure-avoidant, and insecure-ambivalent (Ainsworth et al., 2015).
Securely attached children use their caregivers as a secure base, confidently exploring novel
environments while maintaining proximity during distress. In contrast, insecure-avoidant

children minimize proximity-seeking behaviors and insecure-ambivalent children display



heightened distress and ambivalence toward caregivers. Later work extended this framework to
include insecure-disorganized attachment, characterized by contradictory behaviours and
confusion during caregiver interactions (Ainsworth et al., 2015). Exploration is a cornerstone of
cognitive and socioemotional development. Bowlby’s secure base concept emphasizes that
attachment security facilitates exploration by reducing fear and promoting confidence. Studies
consistently show that securely attached children exhibit more sophisticated exploratory
behaviours, such as symbolic play and problem-solving, than their insecurely attached peers
(Sroufe, 2005). Emotional security appears to support mastery of the physical environment,

which is essential for cognitive growth.

Attachment bonds also shape internal working models, mental representations of self and
others that influence expectations of relationships. Johnson, Dweck, and Chen demonstrated that
securely attached infants expect caregivers to be responsive, as evidenced by longer visual
attention to displays of caregiver unresponsiveness (Johnson et al., 2007). These abstract mental
models develop early and inform social and exploratory behaviours. Secure infants, for example,
engage in more persistent and adaptive exploration because they anticipate support during
distress. Caregiving quality is pivotal in shaping attachment styles. Sensitive and responsive
caregiving promotes secure attachment, while inconsistent or neglectful caregiving fosters
insecurity (Ainsworth et al., 2015). Cultural and situational factors also moderate these
relationships. For example, van [jzendoorn and Kroonenberg’s meta-analysis revealed both
universal trends and cultural variations in attachment, with secure attachment being predominant
across cultures. The findings underscore the interplay between biology and environment in

attachment formation (van IJzendoorn & Kroonenberg, 1988).



While previous studies highlight the benefits of secure attachment for exploration, the
situational effects of caregiver presence remain underexplored. For instance, do securely attached
children demonstrate superior exploratory behaviours only in the caregiver’s presence, or do
these benefits extend to independent settings? Conversely, do insecurely attached children
consistently exhibit limited exploration regardless of context? Addressing these questions is
critical for understanding how attachment security shapes behaviour in dynamic environments.
This study builds on the existing literature by comparing exploratory behaviours between
securely and insecurely attached children in the presence and absence of their primary caregiver.
It hypothesizes that securely attached children will explore more actively when the caregiver is
present, while insecurely attached children will exhibit limited exploration regardless of
caregiver presence. By addressing these questions, this research aims to deepen understanding of

the secure base phenomenon and its implications for cognitive and emotional development.

Method

Participants

The study will recruit 50 children aged 18~24 months from local daycare centers,
ensuring a balanced representation of securely and insecurely attached participants, as
determined by Ainsworth’s Strange Situation Procedure (Ainsworth et al., 2015). Recruitment
will aim to include children from diverse socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds to enhance
the generalizability of the findings. Caregivers will be asked to provide demographic
information, including the child’s age, gender, family structure, and primary language spoken at
home. Informed consent will be obtained from caregivers prior to participation, ensuring ethical

adherence to research guidelines.



Materials

The experiment will take place in a controlled playroom environment equipped with:

Age-appropriate toys: These will include stackable blocks, puzzles, toy vehicles, plush
animals, and a small climbing structure. These objects are chosen to encourage
exploration through manipulation, problem-solving, and physical activity.

Safety precautions: The room will be designed to ensure the safety of all participants,
with padded flooring and rounded edges on furniture.

Recording equipment: Video cameras will be installed to unobtrusively capture
exploratory behaviours, proximity-seeking, and signs of distress for later coding by

independent observers.

Design and Procedure

The experiment will use a within-subjects design, comparing each child’s exploratory

behaviour across two conditions:

1.

Condition A (Caregiver Present): The child will enter the playroom accompanied by their
primary caregiver, who will be seated in a designated spot. Caregivers will be instructed
to remain neutral, encouraging exploration with nonverbal gestures (e.g., nodding,
smiling) but refraining from direct verbal communication or physical intervention unless
required for safety.

Condition B (Caregiver Absent): The child will explore the same playroom without their
caregiver. The caregiver will be in an adjacent observation room, out of the child’s line of
sight. A researcher familiar to the child from initial introductions will remain in the room

but will not interact with the child unless safety concerns arise.



Procedure

Phase 1: Attachment Assessment

Each child’s attachment style will be classified using a brief SSP conducted before the
main study. This procedure involves observing the child’s behaviour during structured
separations and reunions with the caregiver, coded for secure, avoidant, ambivalent, or

disorganized attachment behaviours.

Phase 2: Exploration Conditions

Each child will complete both conditions on the same day, with a 15-minute break
between sessions to minimize fatigue. The order of conditions (A or B) will be counterbalanced
across participants to control for order effects. Each session will last 10 minutes, during which

observers will monitor and record:

e Frequency of interaction with new objects: Number of distinct toys or features of the
environment explored.

e Physical distance from the entry point or caregiver’s seat: A measure of exploratory
range.

¢ Proximity-seeking behaviours: Attempts to approach or remain near the caregiver’s
position.

o Signs of distress: Crying, seeking comfort from the researcher, or refusing to explore.

Observers coding the behaviours will be blind to the child’s attachment classification to
reduce bias. Video recordings will be reviewed by a second set of coders to ensure inter-rater

reliability.



Data Analysis

Exploratory behaviour will be analyzed using a repeated-measures analysis of variance
(ANOVA) with attachment style (secure vs. insecure) and condition (caregiver present vs.

absent) as factors. Post-hoc tests will examine specific differences within and between groups.

Predicted Results

It is hypothesized that securely attached children will demonstrate significantly higher
levels of exploratory behaviour in Condition A compared to Condition B. This prediction aligns
with Bowlby’s secure base hypothesis, which suggests that the caregiver’s presence fosters
emotional security, enabling greater engagement with the environment. Securely attached
children may also exhibit some exploration in Condition B after an initial period of distress,
reflecting confidence in their ability to reestablish proximity when needed. Conversely,
insecurely attached children are expected to show limited exploration in both conditions.
Avoidant children may remain close to the entry point and engage minimally with the toys,
displaying independence masking underlying insecurity. Ambivalent children may exhibit
heightened proximity-seeking or distress in both conditions, inhibiting exploration. Disorganized
children may display erratic or conflicted behaviours, with little sustained engagement in
exploratory activities. These anticipated patterns would underscore the critical role of caregiver
presence in fostering exploration and highlight the limitations imposed by insecure attachment
styles. Furthermore, they would provide empirical evidence supporting the importance of secure

attachments for developmental outcomes such as autonomy and cognitive growth.

Discussion



If the hypothesized results are confirmed, the findings will provide compelling support
for Bowlby’s secure base hypothesis, demonstrating that secure attachment directly facilitates
exploratory behaviour. Securely attached children, leveraging their caregiver's presence as an
emotional anchor, would exhibit confidence in exploring novel environments. This would
reaffirm the critical role of attachment in promoting autonomy, curiosity, and engagement with

the physical world, key components of cognitive and socioemotional development.

The results would have profound implications for understanding how early attachment
relationships influence development. The differential patterns of exploration between securely
and insecurely attached children highlight the protective benefits of secure attachment. These
findings could inform early childhood education and intervention programs. For example,
training caregivers to provide consistent, sensitive, and responsive caregiving could foster secure
attachment, which, in turn, supports children’s exploration and learning readiness. Additionally,
the results would validate the use of attachment theory frameworks in clinical and educational
settings, emphasizing the importance of caregiver presence in reducing children’s distress and
promoting confidence. These findings could also be applied to childcare policies, advocating for

caregiver continuity and responsive environments in daycare centers.

While the results may align with the hypotheses, alternative explanations could challenge
the conclusions: (1) Temperamental Factors: Individual differences in temperament, such as
shyness or inhibition, might influence exploratory behaviours independently of attachment style.
For instance, even securely attached children with a naturally inhibited temperament might
explore less, skewing results. (2) Environmental Novelty: The unfamiliarity of the controlled
playroom may introduce variability in exploratory behaviour. Some children may require more

time to acclimate to the setting, regardless of attachment style. (3) Caregiver Influence: Subtle



differences in caregiver behaviour, even when instructed to remain neutral, might inadvertently
affect the child’s exploration. For example, a caregiver’s posture or facial expressions might

unintentionally encourage or discourage exploration.

These alternative explanations underscore the need for cautious interpretation of the
findings. Additional data, such as caregiver temperament assessments or repeated trials to

account for environmental acclimation, could help disentangle these factors.

One potential objection to this study could be its reliance on the Strange Situation
Procedure for classifying attachment styles. Critics might argue that the SSP is contextually
specific and may not fully capture the complexity of attachment in everyday settings. Future
studies could incorporate alternative assessments, such as home-based observations, to validate
attachment classifications. Another limitation is the artificial nature of the experimental setting.
While controlled playrooms provide a standardized environment for observation, they lack the
ecological validity of naturalistic settings, such as a child’s home or daycare. The study’s reliance
on short-term measures of exploratory behaviour might also miss longer-term patterns or
contextual variability in behaviour. Additionally, the relatively small sample size (n=50) may
limit the generalizability of findings. Cultural differences in attachment and exploration were not
explicitly accounted for, which could influence results. For instance, in cultures where
independence is emphasized, even securely attached children may exhibit exploratory behaviours

without caregiver presence.

Future research could address these limitations by expanding the sample size to include
diverse cultural and socioeconomic groups to examine cross-cultural differences in attachment
and exploration, introducing a longitudinal component to track how early exploratory behaviours

influenced by attachment security affect later developmental outcomes, such as academic



performance, social skills, and resilience, investigating the role of non-primary caregivers, such
as fathers or daycare workers, in providing a secure base for exploration, and assessing the
influence of temperament and caregiver-child interactions during exploratory tasks to account for
individual variability. Exploring how specific interventions, such as caregiver training programs,
enhance secure attachment and subsequent exploration could also have practical applications in

developmental psychology and early education.

Conclusion

This study seeks to elucidate the relationship between attachment security and
exploratory behaviour, contributing to a broader understanding of the secure base phenomenon.
If securely attached children indeed exhibit more robust exploration in the caregiver's presence,
the findings would underscore the critical role of early attachment relationships in shaping
developmental trajectories. By addressing the interplay between attachment and exploration, the
study aims to extend theoretical and practical knowledge, offering insights for caregivers,
educators, and policymakers. While limitations exist, the proposed research highlights the
importance of sensitive and responsive caregiving in fostering a child’s confidence to engage
with their environment. The study ultimately bridges foundational theories of attachment with
contemporary questions about autonomy and environmental engagement, paving the way for
future investigations into the dynamic interactions between caregiver-child relationships and

developmental outcomes.
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