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Stability and change of attachment was examined longitudinally in a group of 48 children at
14, 24, and 58 months of age. Whereas attachment classifications showed stability between
14 and 24 months, lack of stability was the case between either 14 or 24 months and 58
months. Mothers of children who did not exhibit stability of attachment reported more
negative and less positive life events. No correspondence was found between attachment
classification at 14 or 24 months and mental representations at 58 months. However there
was agreement between representational and behavioral measures of attachment at 58
months, where mental representations of attachment appeared to mirror and complement
behavioral classification of the attachment relationship with the mother. Evidence for
continuity of attachment from infancy to childhood internal representations was found only
in a subgroup of children who showed stability of secure attachment between infancy and 58
months of age. These children exhibited greater Emotional Openness in the SAT at 4±5 years.
Findings are discussed in terms of different positions in attachment theory and research
regarding the stability and change of attachment relationships.
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Abbreviations: EO: emotional openness ; MR: mental representations of attachment; SAT:
Separation Anxiety Text.

Introduction

Most students of attachment theory tend to adhere to
the theoretical position that once patterns of interaction
are established in attachment relationships, they tend to
be actively self-perpetuating. The internal working
models of attachment figures constructed by children are
believed to influence their interpretation of events and
their production of behavior in ways that will tend to
maintain the existing organization of the attachment
relationship (Bowlby, 1969). However, it is also believed
that although the quality of attachment established in
infancy is resistant to change, it is not unalterable. In
other words, if the parent treats the child differently the
pattern of attachment is expected to change accordingly
(Bowlby, 1991).

In current attachment research concerning the stability
and change of attachment patterns, the dynamic and
flexible view presented by Bowlby and others (e.g.
Bretherton, 1985; Weinfield, Sroufe, Egeland, & Carlson,
1999) usually gives way to more deterministic formu-
lations addressing the underlying reasons for stability of
attachment over time. One position advocates a rather
firm consistency of attachment style across ages. The
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internal working models of self and caregiver established
by the end of the first year of life appear to be viewed as
templates that filter the perception of subsequent ex-
perience. These internal models are presumed to direct
future behavior toward other aspects of the environment
(e.g. Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985; Wartner,
Grossmann, Fremmer-Bombik, & Suess, 1994). These
positions are sometimes viewed as advocating little
change in working models or underlying strategies of
attachment past the infancy period.

An alternative view is that when quality of attachment
is stable over time, it is due to consistency in patterns of
parent–child interaction or in the home}family environ-
ment. Child behaviors at any assessment of attachment
are thought to reflect the child’s recent experiences in the
relationship or in the family environment, rather than
internal models developed during an earlier develop-
mental epoch (Brim & Kagan, 1980; Fox, 1995; Lamb,
Thompson, Gardner, Charnov, & Estes, 1984; Lewis,
Feiring, McGuffog, & Jaskir, 1984).

Past research on the stability of attachment classi-
fications in the Strange Situation between 12 and 18
months have shown mixed results. In stable middle-class
samples, percentages of children obtaining the same
attachment classification at both ages has been fairly
high, 73 to 96% (Connell, 1976; Main & Weston, 1981;
Waters, 1978). Others reported a more moderate (66%)
yet statistically significant stability in attachment classi-
fications between 12 and 20 months (Frodi, Grolnick, &
Bridges, 1985). Goossens, van Ijzendoorn, Tavecchio,
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and Kroonenberg (1986) measured the stability of at-
tachment in infants at 18 and 19 months of age. They
reported perfect stability of attachment classifications
when the Strange Situation was conducted in the lab-
oratory and 90% stability when the assessment was
conducted at the home.

Stability of attachment has been found to be con-
siderably lower and nonsignificant, with bi-directional
changes in attachment classifications, in families under-
going changing life circumstances such as stressful life
events, onset of maternal employment, onset of regular
non-maternal care, birth of a sibling, and onset of
maternal depression (Owen, Easterbrooks, Chase-
Lansdale, & Goldberg, 1984; Thompson, Lamb, & Estes,
1982, 1983; Touris, Kromelow, & Harding, 1995;
Vaughn, Egeland, Sroufe, & Waters, 1979). Percentages
of children classified to the same attachment group at two
age points in these studies ranged from 53 to 62%.

In a recent study of two large middle-class samples,
Belsky, Campbell, Cohn, and Moore (1996) reported
attachment stability rates of 53 and 46% between 12 and
18 months. Based on their findings and a review of the
relevant literature they concluded that it may not be
appropriate to assume that stability rather than insta-
bility is the norm when it comes to the measurement of
attachment security using the Strange Situation.

Over the past 10 years procedures have become
available to assess quality of attachment beyond the
infancy period (e.g. Cassidy & Marvin, 1992; Main &
Cassidy, 1987; Main et al., 1985). The assessment of the
quality of attachment of preschoolers must necessarily
take into account a wider range of behaviors than those
considered during the infancy period. For infants, physi-
cal movements in gaining or avoiding proximity}contact
with their mothers and crying are of primary interest. By
3 or 4 years of age, attention must also be given to body
position, visual attention, content and manner of speech
directed to parents, and verbal expressions of affect.
Although the specific behaviors associated with attach-
ment may differ at each age, attachment researchers
assume that the underlying organization of attachment
behaviors tends to remain stable. Specific strategies at
each age are associated with secure, avoidant, resistant,
and disorganized types of relationships (Cassidy &
Marvin, 1992; Cicchetti, Cummings, Greenberg, &
Marvin, 1990; Main, 1981; Main et al., 1985).

Two studies, one of U.S. samples and one of German
middle-class children, examined stability of attachment
between infancy and 6 years of age. Both studies revealed
relatively high levels of stability in attachment classi-
fications, 84, 85, and 88% respectively (Main & Cassidy,
1988; Wartner et al., 1994). A correlation of ±76 between
infant and 6-year attachment status was also reported by
Main et al. (1985). Evidence for the stability of at-
tachment classification in the Strange Situation at 2±5
years and attachment classification using the Cassidy and
Marvin (1992) system at 4±5 years was provided by
Stevenson-Hinde and Shouldice (1993). When using
forced classification into the conventional three attach-
ment classes—Avoidant, Secure, or Ambivalent—
stability was 72%. At least one study failed to replicate
these findings, and reported nonsignificant stability rates
of only 41% between the Strange Situation at 1 year and
the Cassidy and Marvin system at 4 years (Goldberg et
al., 1998).

The assessments of attachment relationships used with
infants, toddlers, and preschoolers discussed above have

all been based on laboratory procedures that allow for
the observation of child behaviors during separation and
reunion situations with the parent. Main et al. (1985)
pointed out that one could not infer the nature of internal
working models solely by observing the parent–child
interaction. Moreover, even if interactions are guided by
underlying working models of attachment, it is not clear
whether these models represent the history of parent–
child relationships since infancy or merely the current
state of mind with respect to attachments.

There are several methods for assessing individual
differences in inferred mental representations of attach-
ment relationships administered in the absence of the
parent. It is assumed by attachment researchers (e.g.
Bretherton, 1985; Cassidy, 1990; Main et al., 1985;
Shouldice & Stevenson-Hinde, 1992; Sroufe & Fleeson,
1986) that children’s responses to representational tests
will be analogous in some ways to their responses to real
separations measured through behavior classification
protocols. The underlying supposition is that the exist-
ence of an internal working model of attachment is
reflected in both behavior and representational material.
One method, the Separation Anxiety Test (SAT;
Hansburg, 1972; Klagsburn & Bowlby, 1976), involves
presenting children with photographs of various sep-
aration situations and asking what the child in the picture
feels and what she}he would do in this situation. Main et
al. (1985) has used similar procedures with a sample of 6-
year-old children. They found significant relationships
between attachment classifications in infancy and
children’s Emotional Openness at 6 years. Main et al. also
found that mental representations of attachment at 6
years, based on ratings of children’s responses to the
picture of 2-week separation from parents in the SAT,
were significantly correlated with security of attachment
to mother in infancy.

Shouldice and Stevenson-Hinde (1992) reported a
relation between children’s reactions to the SAT and
attachment classification at 4±5 years. Taking Main et
al.’s (1985) work further they employed contempor-
aneous comparisons between attachment classifications
of reunion behavior and discrete responses rather than
single rating scales to the SAT. Children classified as
secure in reunion, compared with those classified as
insecure, were more emotionally open to appropriate
negative feeling, were not over-expressive, and showed a
greater ability to tolerate security distress aroused by the
separation pictures without raising defenses against it.
Slough and Greenberg (1990) found significant corre-
lations between avoidance behavior in a separation-
reunion procedure and avoidant reactions in the SAT of
5-year-olds. Behaviors associated with secure attachment
were reflected to a lesser and nonsignificant degree in
the representational realm.

The present study was designed to explore two issues
that are central to attachment theory: the stability of
attachment over time and the mental representations
of attachment figures. It attempted to answer the
following questions: (1) To what degree are behavioral
patterns of attachment stable between three age points :
14, 24, and 58 months? Previous work has not followed
on the stability of attachment classification from infancy
through the second year and on to preschool age. (2)
What is the degree of agreement between attachment
classifications based on laboratory measures of behavior
and measures designed to tap mental representations
of attachment figures, both concurrently and longitudin-
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ally? (3) Do children with stable attachments differ in life
events or representations of attachment relationships
from children whose attachment changed from infancy
to age 4?

Methods

Participants

The infants and mothers in the current study all lived in the
greater Washington DC area, and were part of a longitudinal
research project on the role of infant temperament in the
development of emotion regulation (for additional information
see Stifter & Fox, 1990). Infants and mothers were recruited to
participate in this study while still in hospital after delivery.
Selection criteria of infants were: gestational age of 38–42
weeks, birthweight 5±5–10 pounds, vaginal or cesarean delivery,
Apgar score of at least 7 at 1 minute and 8 at 5 minutes, and a
normal pediatric examination. Pregnancies were uncomplicated
and deliveries did not involve mid or high forceps or general
anesthesia.

Mothers and children came to the laboratory when the child
was 14, 24, and 58 months of age. Fifty-two dyads were seen at
14 and 24 months (four of which participated at only one of
these two ages). At 58 months, 48 dyads returned to take part in
the research. Data on children not seen at 58 months were not
included in data analysis.

At 14 months the sample was comprised of 44 children (21
boys, 23 girls, mean age¯ 14±45 months, SD¯ 0±99). At 24
months, there were 46 children (22 boys, 24 girls, mean age¯
24±67 months, SD¯ 0±99), and at 58 months there were 48
children (23 boys, 25 girls, mean age¯ 58±30 months, SD¯
3±69). Mother’s mean age at time of birth was 31±2 years (SD¯
4±8; range¯ 22–45). Mean socioeconomic status on the
HollingsheadFourFactor Index of Social Status (Hollingshead,
1975) at the time of the 14-month visit was 54±7 (SD¯ 9±2;
range¯ 32–66). The negatively skewed (®±69) distribution
indicated a predominantly middle to upper-middle-class
sample. Four of the families were African-American, the
remaining were Caucasian.

Procedures and Measures

Attachment assessments. At the 14-month visit, mother–child
dyads were videotaped through a one-way mirror in the
standard Ainsworth and Witting (1969) Strange Situation
procedure. The tapes were coded for major attachment classi-
fications (A, B, C) and their corresponding subgroups. The
videotapes were coded by raters trained in the Strange Situation
classification system (Ainsworth, Blehar,Waters,& Wall, 1978),
and achieved reliability with an experienced coder trained by A.
Sroufe. When questions arose regarding classifications, tapes
were submitted to the trainer for verification. Data on the 14-
month attachment classification and the relation between
attachment classification and behavioral inhibition have been
published previously (Calkins & Fox, 1992).

At 24 months, mothers and children participated in a
modified version of the Strange Situation procedure. The
protocol began with a 10-minute period with the mother and
child alone in a room well furnished with toys. The child free-
played while the mother completed questionnaires. This was
followed by a 3-minute separation in which the child remained
alone in the room. The mother then returned to the room,
responding and interacting with the child for 3 minutes before
the experimenter entered and terminated the session. Mothers
were instructed to handle the situation as they would normally
handle a brief separation from their child.

Children’s behaviors during these pre-separation, separation,
and reunion episodes were coded for attachment classification
using the Ainsworth et al. (1978) coding system. Attachment
classifications for the children at 24 months were derived using
the 12- to 18-month attachment coding system. Coders were
blind to infant 14-month attachment classification. Dis-
agreements among coders were resolved in conference. When

the Strange Situation or a modified version of it is used with 24-
month-olds, use of the 12- to 18-month attachment coding
system is probably the most sensible practice, particularly when
coders have extensive experience using both the 12- to 18-month
system and the 3- to 4-year system (Cassidy & Marvin, 1992) as
was the case with the coders in the current study.

At 58 months of age, the children and their mothers were seen
in the laboratory again. A modified version of the Strange
Situation procedure (Cassidy & Marvin, 1992) was adminis-
tered. A 6-minute warm-up episode, in which mother and child
were in a playroom together, was followed by a 4-minute
separation. At the next episode mothers returned to the room
and interacted with the child for 4 minutes before leaving the
room yet again while the child remained alone for 4 minutes
more. The final episode of the adjusted Strange Situation
consisted of a second 4-minute reunion session. The attachment
coding system for 3- and 4-year-olds (Cassidy & Marvin, 1992)
is based on the Ainsworth system but modified to include age-
appropriate behavioral manifestations. This system has five
major classification groups: Insecure-Avoidant (A); Secure (B) ;
Insecure-Dependent (C); Insecure-Disorganized}Controlling
(D); and Insecure-Other (E). Each of these major groups has
subgroups within it. Validation of the coding system was
provided by repeated assessments of attachment both at 2±5 and
4±5 years (Stevenson-Hinde & Shouldice, 1993). Patterns of
attachment were related to: mother–child interactions at home
and in the laboratory (Achermann, Dinneen, & Stevenson-
Hinde, 1991; Stevenson-Hinde & Shouldice, 1995), verbal
responses on the Separation Anxiety Test (Shouldice &
Stevenson-Hinde, 1992), behavior in the playground (Turner,
1991), and heart period and respiratory sinus arrhythmia
(Stevenson-Hinde & Marshall, 1999). Further validation of
the system across a range of different populations and outcome
measures has been provided (Greenberg, DeKlyen, Speltz,
Endriga, & Marya, 1997; Marvin & Pianta, 1996; Moss,
Rousseau, Parent, & Saintonge, 1998).

All tapes were coded independently by one of the co-authors
of the 4-year system (R. Marvin) and a trained graduate
student who achieved reliability using the system. Both coders
coded each Strange Situation and differences were resolved by
conference. Reliability for the five major attachment classi-
fications was 82%.

Because the Controlling and Insecure-Other categories did
not exist at the time that the 14 and 24 months assessments were
coded, children who were classified into one of these categories
at 58 months were given a ‘‘ forced’’ classification into one of
the three primary attachment groups. As it turned out, none of
the Controlling or Insecure-Other children in this study was
forced-classified as Secure.

Recent life events. At the 58-month visit, mothers reported
on life events in the past year by completing the Social
Readjustment Rating Scale (Holmes & Rahe, 1967). The scale
consists of lists of possible life events in the domains of :
personal life (e.g. pregnancy, illness, and change in sleep habits) ;
changes in the makeup of household; financial change; changes
in work; changes in partner or relationship; changes in family ;
and changes in friends and social events. Mothers rated the
degree to which each possible event affected their life and in
what way (positive or negative). Two aggregate scores were
computed (Positive and Negative Life Events) by summing the
positive or negative ratings for reported events across all
categories.

The Separation Anxiety Test. Following the separation
reunion procedure at the 58-month visit, children were adminis-
tered a revised version of the Klagsbrun-Bowlby Separation
Anxiety Test (SAT), (Klagsbrun & Bowlby, 1976). This test,
depicting children undergoing separations of varied intensity
from the parents, provided a measure of subject’s mental
representations of their attachment relationships and an as-
sessment of their emotional openness. The revision of the SAT
used in this research followed the original format very closely
except it used a set of drawings for stimulus material, and only
three of the six original separation situations. In the original
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Klagsbrun and Bowlby version there was quite a lot of variation
in the photos used for boys and girls. In the current version, the
drawings were identical except that a boy or a girl (matching the
participant’s gender) appeared in each drawing. Only the
profiles or backs of the children’s heads were visible in each
picture to help maintain ambiguity regarding their facial
expressions. Caucasian or African-American drawings were
used when appropriate.

The tester described each picture, pointing out the characters
and emphasizing the separation as follows:

(1) (Name) has gone to the park with her Mummy and
Daddy, and Mummy says ‘‘you run off and play by
yourself for awhile, ‘cause Daddy and I want to have a
talk alone together.’ ’’

(2) Mummy and Daddy are going out for the evening and
leaving (Name) at home with a baby sitter, and here they
are saying goodbye.

(3) Mummy and Daddy are going away for 2 weeks and
leaving (Name) at home with a baby sitter, you can see
their suitcases, and here they are saying goodbye.

After the presentation of each drawing the examiner asked
‘‘how does the little girl}boy feel? ’’ and ‘‘What’s the little
girl}boy going to do?’’ The drawings were administered in the
same order of increasing stress to all participants. For later
coding purposes, transcripts of children’s answers were made
out of videotapes of the sessions.

SAT measures and inter-rater reliability. Two measures
hypothesized to tap children’s internal representations of
attachment relationships were derived from the responses to the
drawings :

(1) Mental representations of attachment (MR). This 9-point
rating scale, devised by Main et al. (1985), assesses children’s
responses to the ‘‘What will the little girl}boy do?’’ question
regarding the 2-week separation. It was reasoned that children
who were secure as infants would have internal working models
of attachment figures readily accessible, and as a result they
would be able to imagine active ways of dealing with parent–
child separations (higher end of the scale). An example, of a
secure response to the question ‘‘what will the little girl do?’’
would be ‘‘ she’s gonna cry, and then she’s gonna play with her
toys and with her baby sitter.’’ Children who were insecure were
postulated to show greater passivity, more denial, and responses
that would result in decreasing the accessibility of the at-
tachment figure (lower end of the scale). For example a child
may respond to the question ‘‘what will the little boy do?’’ with
silence and a shrug, or will simply say ‘‘ I don’t know’’ without
further elaboration. In using this scale, only one code, the
highest for which the response qualifies, is assigned for each
child. Two raters who were blind to the attachment classi-
fications of the children both coded 30 of the tapes. Inter-rater
reliability was computed as percentage agreement, with agree-
ment scored as positive when both raters assigned a score within
1 point of each other on the 9-point scale. Inter-rater agreement
was 76±7%. Discrepancies between raters were resolved by
conference.

(2) Emotional openness (EO). This measure is an assessment
of children’s overall emotional openness in response to the
separation situations portrayed in the three drawings. The 9-
point scale developed by Kaplan (1984) assigns high scores to
children who maintain a balance between self-exposure and
self-containment. These children may describe the pictured
child as lonely, sad, fearful, or angry during the separations, but
will offer reasons for these emotions. They complete the task
with minimal stress, withdrawal, or resistance. Children given
low ratings show several types of insecurity : some do not
spontaneously express any open-ended feelings, they respond to
the examiner in a passive way; some are silent and overtly
depressed; some make irrational responses ; and others become
disorganized. The same raters who coded the MR scale coded
the EO scale. Both raters coded 30 children and inter-rater

agreement was again assigned when both raters coded a score
within 1 point of each other on the 9-point MR scale. Inter-rater
agreement for this scale was 83±3%. On this scale as well,
discrepancies between raters were resolved by conference.

Results

The quality of attachment of children to their mothers
was assessed at 14, 24, and 58 months of age. At 14
months of age, the proportion of children in the three
major groups was as follows: Avoidant (A), 16%; Secure
(B), 68%; and Anxious}Ambivalent (C), 16%. At 24
months the distribution was (A), 13%; (B), 70%; and
(C), 17%. Finally, at 58 months the distribution of
classifications was: (A), 23%; (B), 58%; and (C), 19%.
Overall these proportions are similar to those reported in
other attachment studies of children at comparable ages
(e.g. Ainsworth et al., 1978; Belsky, Rovine, & Taylor,
1984; Stevenson-Hinde & Shouldice, 1993; Turner,
1991; van Ijzendoorn & Kroonenberg, 1988).

Attachment classifications showed stability between 14
and 24 months, χ#(4,42)¯ 13±20, p!±01. Lack of stab-
ility was the case between either 14 or 24 months and 58
months with ps "±30. Sixty-four per cent of the children
remained in the same attachment category between 14
and 24 months. Only 42 and 38% of the children
remained in the same attachment category between 14 or
24 months and 58 months of age respectively (see Table
1). Forty-two children had attachment classifications at
the three age points. Twelve of these children (29%)
remained in the same major attachment classification
category across all three ages, 14, 24, and 58 months.
Eleven of these children were consistently secure (B) and
one was Anxious}Ambivalent (C).

In order to better understand which factors in
children’s lives affect instability, participants were divided
into two groups: ‘‘ stable-secure’’ attachment across time
points vs. ‘‘change’’ in attachment classification. Due to
insufficient cell sizes the ‘‘change’’ group was not sub-
divided into all the possible change directions. In the 14 to
58 month comparison, mothers of children in the
‘‘change’’ group reported significantly higher rates of
negative life events compared to mothers of children in
the ‘‘stable-secure’’ group, t(34)¯®2±79, p!±001. No
significant difference was found between the two groups
in positive life events. Further examination of negative
life events in our two ‘‘change’’ groups revealed no
significant difference between them. For the group of
children who changed from secure to insecure classi-
fication N¯ 12, mean¯ 3±92, and for the group of
children who changed from insecure to secure classi-
fication N¯ 7, mean¯ 5±71. When comparing the
‘‘stable-secure’’ and the ‘‘change’’ groups at the 24 to 58
month time points, the same trend was found for negative
life events. Mothers of children in the ‘‘change’’ group
reported higher rates of negative life events compared
to mothers of children in the ‘‘stable-secure’’ group,
t(38)¯®1±43, p!±08. A significant difference was also
revealed between the ‘‘change’’ group and the ‘‘stable-
secure’’ group in mother’s report on positive life event.
Mothers in the ‘‘stable-secure’’ group reported more
positive life events in comparison to mothers in the
‘‘change’’ group, t(38)¯ 1±83, p!±05 (see Table 2 for
means and standard deviations). Here again, no group
means differences were found between the two change
groups for either negative life events (secure to insecure,
N¯ 14, mean¯ 5±43; insecure to secure, N¯ 9, mean¯
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Table 1
Stability and Change in Attachment Classification over Age

14 to 24 months 14 to 58 months 24 to 58 months

B to B 22 17 16

B to A 4 8 8
B to C 4 4 7

A to A 1 0 0

A to B 2 4 5
A to C 2 3 1

C to C 4 1 1

C to A 1 2 2
C to B 2 4 5

Total 42 43 45

Table 2
Means and Standard Deviations of Negative and Positive Life Events and Mental
Representations of Attachment in ‘‘Stable-Secure ’’ and ‘‘Change’’ Attachment
Classification Groups

14 to 58 months 24 to 58 months

Stable-Secure Change Stable-Secure Change

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Life events
Positive 5±56 6±20 6±31 7±45 9±07 8±32 4±52 7±15
Negative 0±81 1±87 4±50 5±01 2±27 3±49 4±80 6±27

Mental representations
EO 6±65 2±18 4±65 2±65 6±25 2±18 4±86 2±81
MR 3±50 1±21 3±52 1±81 3±94 1±57 3±32 1±49

4±11) or positive life events (secure to insecure, N¯ 14,
mean¯ 4±57; insecure to secure, N¯ 9, mean¯ 4±78).

Analyses of variance were used to test the hypotheses
that attachment classifications based on behavioral pro-
cedures at 14, 24, and 58 months of age would correspond
to an assessment of children’s MR and EO at 58 months
of age in the SAT. The concurrent measures of EO in the
SAT and attachment classification at 58 months of age
displayed significant difference between attachment
groups, F(2, 44)¯ 4±87, p!±01. Post hoc Scheffe! analysis
suggested that children classified as Secure at 58 months
of age showed higher EO in the SAT compared with
Insecure children of either Avoidant or Ambivalent
attachment (ps!±03 and ±10, respectively). Secure chil-
dren were more likely to describe the child undergoing
separation in the drawings as experiencing appropriate
negative emotions. They were also more likely to offer
reasons for the discerned negative emotions. Finally,
Secure children completed the task with minimal stress,
withdrawal, or resistance compared with children in the
insecure groups.

No significant group effect was found for concurrent 58
months attachment classification by MR, and there were
no significant group effects for 14 or 24 months at-
tachment ABC classifications with 58 months MR or EO
as the dependent variable either.

To explore possible relations between attachment
organization at 14 months of age, attachment represen-
tations at 58 months of age, and stability of attachment
classification, participants were once more divided into
two groups: ‘‘ stable-secure’’ attachment across time

points vs. ‘‘change’’ in attachment classification". Chil-
dren in the ‘‘stable-secure’’ group showed greater
EO in the SAT compared to children with unstable at-
tachment classification, t(38)¯ 2±53, p!±01. There was
no significant difference between the groups in the index
of MR (Table 2).

In order to examine differences within the Secure
attachment group in MR at 58 months of age, children
were assigned into one of the following categories : (B3),
children who are considered to show optimal level of
security; (B1, B2, B4), securely attached although not at
the optimal state as the B3 category; and insecure (A}C).
This approach has been used by other researchers in the
field in order to gain further insight into subgroup
differences (Bates, Maslin, & Frankel, 1985; Fox,
Kimmerly, & Schafer, 1991; Main et al., 1985).

One-way analyses of variance revealed a trend for the
MR measure and a significant group effect for the EO
measure derived from the SAT (MR and EO), F(2, 41)¯
3±08, p!±057, and F¯ (2, 44)¯ 4±89, p!±01, respect-
ively. Post hoc Scheffe! comparisons revealed that children
in the (B3) category displayed more active ways of dealing
with the pretended separation presented to them. They
displayed higher scores on the MR scale compared with
children in the Insecure category (A}C), (p!±057).
Children in the (B1}2}4) category had higher mean

"Out of 25 subjects in the ‘‘change’’ group (14 to 58 months),
only the 23 subjects who had EO score at 58 months of age were
used in the statistical analysis.
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scores on the MR scale compared with children in the
(A}C) category but did not differ statistically from them
or from children in the (B3) category. Children in the
Insecure category displayed significantly lower EO than
either (B3) or (B1}2}4) children (ps!±03 and ±07
respectively).

Discussion

An implicit assumption of some attachment
researchers is that the quality of the bonds formed in
infancy will tend to persist into the toddler and preschool
years (Cicchetti et al., 1990). This hypothesis that
attachment would be stable over time was only partially
supported by our data. Attachment classifications were
stable between 14 and 24 months but not to 58 months.
This result fails to support a ‘‘strong stability ’’ attach-
ment position, which holds that in the face of normative
developmental change, the pattern of attachment strate-
gies established around the end of the first year of life
remains a stable and consistent template for subsequent
interactions with others. Although continuity in attach-
ment between 14 and 24 months of age was demonstrated,
based upon the current longitudinal data, change in
attachment classification between infancy and early
childhood may be more the rule than the exception. One
possible limitation to the 24-month findings is the
situation in which attachment behaviors were observed.
We utilized only one separation and reunion at 24 months
of age rather than two as in the Strange Situation
paradigm.

The current findings differ from those of Main et al.
(1985), Main and Cassidy (1988), and Wartner et al.
(1994), who found considerable stability between at-
tachment classifications at 12 months of age based on the
Strange Situation and attachment at 6 years. In one of the
two samples reported by Main and Cassidy, they used a
9-point scale to rate the security of children at age 6,
rather than the traditional ABC categories. This
difference in measurement technique may have contri-
buted to the different pattern of results. The other two
samples (Main et al., 1985; Wartner et al., 1994), how-
ever, used the traditional ABC classifications as in the
present report.

It may also be that attachment organization at 6 years
of age corresponds more tightly to attachment
organization in infancy than attachment at 4±5 years.
This kind of reasoning, although paradoxical in nature,
deserves some consideration.Attachment is an affectional
bond, and it is founded on the ongoing parent–child
interaction. When infants enter the stages of early
childhood, autonomy needs emerge. One might expect
that the degree to which the mother is sensitive to, and
supporting of, these emerging needs in her infant}toddler
will influence the way in which the infant experiences the
quality of his relationship with her. Inconsistency in
parenting practices may reflect changes in maternal
capabilities to match the different evolving needs of her
child at this transitional stage of development (Mahler,
Pine, & Bergman, 1975; Winnicott, 1965). Thus, for
example, a mother who was highly attuned to her infant’s
needs in the first year of life may become less capable of
dealing with his new emerging needs at 2, 3, or 4 years.
This may change once again when the child reaches
school age. In order to substantiate the line of reasoning
offered above regarding possible ‘‘regularities of change’’
in attachment patterns, further investigation is needed

into the stability and change of attachment between 4 and
6 years of life.

Also needed is an examination of other aspects of
children’s ecology that may lead to the observed
behavioral change in attachment behaviors. The finding
of more negative and less positive life events reported by
mothers of children who did not exhibit stability of
attachment may be a lead to the kind of investigation
needed. For example, mothers of children who did not
show stability of attachment classification were more
likely to report negatively perceived events such as change
in residence, change in financial status, or serious illness
or death of a close family member. Interestingly, there
were no differences in mean number of negative life
events between those groups who changed from insecure
to secure or secure to insecure attachment classification.
It appears that perceived negative life events are
associated with change in either direction in attachment
classification. Mothers of children who exhibited stability
over time were more likely to report positive events such
as major change in living conditions, new job, major
change in social activities.

The current data on the relation between attachment
classifications based on observational procedures and
those based on children’s mental representations of
attachment only partially supported the hypotheses of
this study. No correspondence was found between at-
tachment classification at 14 or 24 months of age and
mental representations at 58 months of age. However
there was agreement between observational and repre-
sentational measures of attachment at 58 months of age.
Mental representations of attachment appeared to mirror
and complement concurrent behavioral classification of
attachment relationship with the mother. This finding
provides further support for the view that quality of
attachment representations is more a reflection of the
current quality of parent–child interaction than it is a
reflection of earlier interaction patterns. It also replicates
to a large extent the findings reported by Shouldice and
Stevenson-Hinde (1992) on relations between the SAT
and attachment classifications at 4±5 years of age.

It appears that current state of mind about relation-
ships at age 4±5 may guide behavior in mother–child
interaction in laboratory-induced separations and
reunions. In this respect the present study supports the
notion of the importance of internal working models in
attachment behaviors. However, links across time were
less evident. Measures of internal working models col-
lected at age 4±5 were not related to attachment classi-
fications from the infancy and toddler period. This may
reflect the fact that such representations are in the
formative stages during the early years of life and may not
always reflect the initial attachment relationship.

The finding of greater emotional openness at 58 months
of age in children with stable secure attachment (from 14
to 58 months of age), versus children who changed in
attachment classification, may be interpreted as support-
ing the notion of continuity over time in attachment
representations. However, there are at least two possible
explanations for this pattern of continuity. One possi-
bility is that secure internal working models at age 14
months have a more powerful developmental impact
than do models of insecurity. A second possibility is that
continuity is due to stability in maternal behavior and
family environment. Note that mothers of secure infants
reported high positive and low negative life events across
this period of time. What is needed in order to track the
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pattern of change and reorganization that seems to take
place between 12 and 72 months of age is a longitudinal
study in which there are frequent assessment points of
life events within the family, of maternal caregiving
patterns, and of child attachment classification.
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