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The Importance of Parent-Child Bonding

Feature article by Annemari de Korte MAPS, Counselling Psychologist at childpsych

Attachment pertains to the
emotional tie or bond be-
tween two people (of any
age) but is most commonly
used to refer to the bond
between a child and its
carer. The essence of attach-
ment theory is that all hu-
mans have an inborn drive to
attach to a care giving figure.
Where the attachment figure
responds with reliable, sensi-
tive and consistent care, the
child will be able to establish
a trusting and secure attach-
ment. This allows the child to
explore the environment with
confidence, safe in the
knowledge that the caregiver
will be available should com-
fort be needed. However,
where nurturance is unpre-
dictable, harsh or inconsis-
tent, various patterns of in-
secure attachment may oc-
cur. Anxious / ambivalent
patterns occur when the
child becomes distressed
and escalates clinging be-
haviour in an attempt to
avoid separation. Avoidant
patterns occur when the
child shows very little con-
tact-seeking with the attach-
ment figure. Disorganised
patterns show confused,
contradictory behaviours
towards the attachment fig-
ure.

Why are attachment relation-
ships important?
Attachment relationships
form the foundation for the
child’s emotional and social
worlds. Attachment theorists
use the term inner working
model to describe how we
learn through our early at-
tachment relationships to
build up a view of ourselves
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The essence of attachment
theory is that all humans have an
inborn drive to attach to a care
giving figure

and form expectations about
how others will respond to us.
The securely attached child will
come to view people as gener-
ally trustworthy and the world as
a safe place in general. Further-
more, they will develop a view of
themselves as worthy of love, an
important building block of
healthy self-esteem. On the
other hand, the insecurely at-
tached child will fail to develop
the same level of trust in others
and the world in general, result-
ing in feelings of being unloved,
unlovable and inadequate.

Attachment and Fear

John Bowlby, the founder of at-
tachment theory, views fear as a
central emotion. He describes
the responsive, sensitive attach-
ment figure as a secure base
from which the young child ven-
tures out to explore the world.
This means that when an attach-
ment figure is within easy reach,
the infant or toddler is more
likely to feel secure and conse-
quently explore their environ-
ment. When this sense of secu-
rity is threatened, it results in
anxiety, a sense of loss and of-

ten anger.

The child with a history of
secure attachment relation-
ships will develop pervasive
feelings of security, whereas
a history of insecure attach-
ments may put the child at
risk of intense and / or
chronic fear. Neurological
research has indicated a
clear link between intense
early emotional experiences
and brain development in
areas such as the limbic sys-
tem, which is responsible for
basic emotions. When a child
is repeatedly exposed to
over-arousal causing chronic
fear (e.g. via ongoing domes-
tic violence) areas in the lim-
bic system require increas-
ingly less stimulation to be-
come highly aroused. This
may lead to chronic emo-
tional over-arousal in the
individual (in this case,
chronic fear even in the ab-
sence of fearful stimuli).

Emotional Self-Regulation
and Personality Formation
Emotional self-regulation
refers to an individual’s abil-
ity to manage emotional ex-
periences and maintain com-
fortable levels of emotional
arousal in order to accom-
plish goals. Individuals who
do not possess this ability
are always at risk of being
over- or under-aroused, or
anxious about becoming
overwhelmed by their experi-
ences. Attachment theorists
maintain that our ability to
regulate our emotions is
highly dependent on the na-
ture of our earliest attach-
ment relationships.
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Parent-ChildBonding con't

Through sensitive, consistent
and responsive early attach-
ment experiences the young
child learns whether the
carer can be trusted to gen-
erally help keep their arousal
levels at comfortable levels.
After the first six months and
following many cycles of
arousal escalation and de-
escalation within the attach-
ment relationship, the infant
also gradually starts to de-
velop the ability to regulate
its own emotional state.
Children who are exposed
to unpredictable, insensitive
and unresponsive caregivers
do not have these emotion-
ally supportive experiences.

Since their own self-

regulatory abilities are still

developing, they may repeat-
edly become overwhelmed
by their emotions. Difficulties
with emotional regulation
may contribute to behav-
ioural difficulties such as
impulsivity, non-compliance
and aggression. Studies
have found associations be-
tween externalising behav-
iours and avoidant attach-
ment patterns; and early
signs of peer problems and
insecure attachments with
both father and mother fig-
ures.

Develop appropriate at-
tachments by:

1.  Listening to your chil-
dren and helping them
solve their problems

2. Letyour children try
and solve their own
problems before you
“step in”

3. Beconsistentin your
parenting

Motivations for Teenagers
Mis-Behaviour

There are many ways to con-
sider why teenagers may mis-
behave. Four possible expla-
nations are described here.

Teenagers who are attention
seeking may do so in ways
such as tapping their pencil,
showing off and so on. Teen-
agers who seek power are
defiant, and learn from the
age of 2 the power of saying

no”. Such defiant teenagers
may openly rebel and chal-
lenge authority whereas oth-
ers will quietly refuse. Some
teenagers will engage
in revenge seeking
behaviour such as ly-
ing, stealing or hurting
others. The fourth goal
of misbehaviour is in-
adequacy. Some teen-
agers withdraw from
daily life. Their message is
“don’t expect anything from
me, | am incapable”.

Responding to the goal of At-
tention - you could respond to
attention getting behaviour
with annoyance, command
your child to stop, give in, use
reminding or coaxing. How-
ever, if we look at these alter-
natives, you're providing at-
tention! Instead teach self-
reliance by first ignoring atten-
tion getting behaviour and
noticing your child when they
are being ‘good’.

Responding to the goal of
Power - when a child uses
power it is natural to feel that
our authority is being chal-
lenged. If you respond with
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anger to assert your power
then all you're doing is teach-
ing your child that angeris a
way to get control. Respond
by withdrawing from the con-
flict. Teach cooperation by
enlisting the help, opinions,
and suggestions of your teen-
ager.

Responding to the goal of Re-
venge - an upset teenager
(and adults!) can react with
revenge when they’re hurt. If
we react with hurtful com-
ments then we are
eroding the trust and
understanding be-
tween our teenagers

. and us. Instead teach
‘ .+ 4 empathy by telling your

teenager as calmly as
" possible) that you un-
derstand they’re upset, you
still love them, and are willing
to help them through this
situation BUT you are frus-
trated that they’ve chosen
hurtful comments to make
their point.
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Responding to the goal of In-
adequacy - it is easy to re-
spond to the teenager who
displays inadequacy by sym-
pathising. But all that we are
doing is telling them that their
situation is hopeless. Instead,
build faith and determination
in your teenager by showing
them your confidence. Tell
them that you know things are
going to be rough, but you
believe they are capable of
handling the challenges of
life.

Encouragement and Praise

The use of encouragement and

g

praise is instrumen-
tal in helping chil-
dren and adoles-
cents to meet their
potential and be
contributing mem-
bers of society and their fami-
lies. There are different per-
spectives on how to do this
however. The most common
approach is to recognise good
behaviour by comments such
as, “well done” or “good girl”.
The problem here is that this

form of praise is vague and
young children do not
always make the con-
nection between your
praise and what they
" have actually done!
Instead, behavioural
praise is often recommended.
This form of praise helps the
child to understand what they
have specifically done that is
appropriate. For example, “well
done Mark, you did as you
were told fast”.

For older children above age

10, and adolescents, it is al-
ways good to incorporate the
concept of “encouragement”.
This is where the adult lets the
child know how their behaviour
has been helpful. This devel-
ops a sense of community and
strengthens family bonds. For
example, “thanks for that Jane,
| appreciate you helping me
bring in the groceries”.

Remember to be genuine in
your praise and to use it in
conjunction with a hug, touch
or smile.
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