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It was in Uganda, a former British protectorate

The Uganda study laid the foundation for
not only the notion of attachment classification
but also the development of the sensitivity construct that would later be captured in the still
widely used Sensitivity–Insensitivity to Infant
Signals and Communications Observational
Scale (Ainsworth, Bell, & Stayton, 1971, 1974).
Ainsworth described how it was not warmth that
seemed to distinguish between the different attachment classifications because almost all of the
observed mothers in the Uganda sample showed
warmth in interaction with their babies, but rather the amount of caregiving for the baby, and the
mother’s excellence as an informant about the
baby. From Ainsworth’s descriptions it becomes
clear that these two factors amount to a pattern
of proximity and availability, interest in the baby,
perceptiveness about the baby’s needs, and prompt
responsiveness to the baby’s signals. Ainsworth’s
work in a context with multiple caregivers in the
non-Western setting of Uganda was the starting
point from which she initiated a replication study
in a Western setting, as described in her Baltimore study (Ainsworth & Wittig, 1969). Thus,
the Uganda study provided all the main ingredients for decades of research and theorizing about
attachment and the role of parental sensitivity

in East Africa, that Mary Ainsworth (1967) began
to create the famous tripartite classification system of infant–mother attachment relationships.
In her short-term longitudinal field study, carried
out in 1954–1955, she found three patterns of attachment behavior in a small sample of 28 infants.
The “securely attached group” of 16 infants cried
infrequently, seemed especially content when they
were with their mothers, and used their mothers as
a secure base from which to explore the environment. The “insecurely attached group” of seven
infants cried frequently, not only when left alone
by their mothers but also in the mothers’ presence; they cried to be picked up, cried when they
were put down, and wanted continuous physical
contact with their mothers, mingled with ambivalence about their mothers’ presence. A “nonattached” group of five infants responded similarly
to their mothers and to other adults, were not
upset about being left alone by their mothers, and
avoided interaction with the mothers upon their
return. From Ainsworth’s detailed case studies of
these infants, it can be inferred that in the Strange
Situation procedure (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters,
& Wall, 1978) they would have been classified as
“avoidant.”
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in predicting differences in the quality of attachment.
Bowlby (1969/1982) suggested that the formation of an attachment relationship between
infants and their protective caregivers is the outcome of evolution; “inclusive fitness” (Trivers,
1974) was deemed to be facilitated by an ethologically based innate bias to become attached to a
conspecific (see Simpson & Belsky, Chapter 5, this
volume). Therefore, a core element of attachment
theory is the universality of this bias in infants to
become attached, regardless of their specific cultural niche. Furthermore, secure attachment is
expected to be normative within contexts that
are not inherently threatening to human health,
survival, and successful reproduction. In circumstances not too strongly deviating from the “environment of evolutionary adaptedness” (Bowlby,
1969/1982), it is assumed to be most adaptive to
develop an attachment pattern that allows for
exploration of the environment from the security
of a safe haven in case of distress. However, if a
cultural niche is harsh and socioeconomic circumstances are extremely stressful for parents, infants
may be prepared by their parents to develop, for
example, an avoidant attachment pattern to cope
with the socioeconomic stresses. In such a niche,
the avoidant attachment pattern may well be
normative in that it promotes inclusive fitness
by stimulating a quantitative strategy of procreation with lower investment in more offspring
at an earlier age (Simpson & Belsky, Chapter 5,
this volume). Similarly, a resistant attachment
pattern may be more common in environments
that induce stress associated with intractable wars
(Belsky, 2008). Evolution may not have equipped
human beings with rigid behavioral strategies that
would have made it difficult to adapt to changing
(natural and social) environments (Hinde, 1982;
Simpson & Belsky, Chapter 5, this volume). According to Hinde’s (1982) position on conditional
strategies, both mothers and babies are equipped
to elicit not one set of interactions but a wide
range of potential relationships compatible with
specific environmental requirements. Nevertheless, one may wonder whether the secure attachment pattern is the primary strategy for adapting
to a social environment that is basically supportive
of the infant, and whether the insecure strategies
should be considered as secondary, in that they
constitute deviating but adaptive patterns provoked by less supportive contexts (Main, 1990).
Although insecure attachments may emerge to the
benefit of inclusive fitness, the long-term costs for
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the individual’s psychological and physical wellbeing might be considerable.
Regarding the antecedents of attachment,
consistent responsive care is expected to foster a
secure attachment bond, converging with observational studies of both human and nonhuman primates (e.g., Harlow, 1958; Nelson, Fox, & Zeanah,
2014; Van IJzendoorn, Bard, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Ivan, 2009). Even in rodents it is found
that early-life stress is provoked by fragmentation
and unpredictability of parental care and signaling, and such stress leads to persistent emotional
dysfunction in offspring (Baram, Obenaus, Sandman, & Small, 2012; Meaney, 2010). Indeed, the
role of parental sensitivity is to provide a secure
base from which the child can explore in the secure knowledge that the caregiver will be physically and emotionally available in case of distress, and
will alleviate this distress (Ainsworth et al., 1974,
1978). Genetics seems to play only a minor role in
forming variations in attachment patterns (Bakermans-Kranenburg & Van IJzendoorn, Chapter 8,
this volume).
It can be argued that when the broader childrearing context allows for consistent responsive
care, the formation of a secure attachment to
this responsive caregiver is most likely to result
in adaptive development and inclusive fitness.
Similarly, in environments not deviating strongly
from the environment of evolutionary adaptedness (Bowlby, 1969/1982), secure attachment is
expected to lead to positive child outcomes across
domains given that attachment security has been
found to predict more optimal basic human prerequisites for adaptive functioning such as stress
regulation (Lupien, McEwen, Gunnar, & Heim,
2009), nutritional status (Black & Aboud, 2011),
and immune system functioning (Ehrlich, Miller,
Jones, & Cassidy, Chapter 9, this volume; Miller,
Chen, & Parker, 2011; see also Thompson, Chapter 16, this volume).
These universality assumptions have been
widely tested and confirmed in North American
and European samples, but the question is: What
has nearly half a century of cross-cultural attachment research yielded regarding these issues? In
this chapter, we describe and evaluate the crosscultural attachment studies that have followed
Ainsworth’s Uganda example. We limit our discussion to cultures other than the Anglo-Saxon
and European cultures because these are amply
represented in other chapters in this volume
(e.g., Fearon & Belsky, Chapter 14; Thompson,
Chapter 16; Lyons-Ruth & Jacobvitz, Chapter
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29; DeKlyen & Greenberg, Chapter 28; ChaseStovall & Dozier, Chapter 31). We discuss the
following hypotheses (originally suggested by Van
IJzendoorn, 1990):
1. The universality hypothesis: When given an
opportunity, all infants without severe neurophysiological impairments will become attached to one or more specific caregivers.
2. The normativity hypothesis: The majority of infants are securely attached in contexts that are
not inherently threatening to human health
and survival.
3. The sensitivity hypothesis: Attachment security
is dependent on childrearing antecedents, particularly sensitive and prompt responses to infant attachment signals.
4. The competence hypothesis: Secure attachment
leads to positive child outcomes in a variety of
developmental domains.

Attachment and Sensitivity
in Africa: A Network of Caregivers
In her Uganda study, Ainsworth (1967, 1977)
described the development of attachment in a
multiple-caregiver context. Since then, it has
also been established that in a Western context,
infants’ attachment to their mothers does not
impede attachment relationships with other caregivers, such as fathers and professional caregivers
in day care (Ahnert, Pinquart & Lamb, 2006;
Goossens & Van IJzendoorn, 1990; Lucassen et
al., 2011; Sagi et al., 1995). Thus, even in a childrearing environment in which mothers share
their caregiving responsibilities with several other
adults (and in Uganda also with older children),
infants nevertheless become attached to their
mothers and use them as a secure base to explore
the world. The Uganda study, however, was rather
small and exploratory, and certainly not representative of the various African cultures, each with
its own patterns of multiple caregiving. In this
section we discuss studies of attachment in Africa conducted in the years following Ainsworth’s
(1967) research. We place special emphasis on
child development in a network of (child and
adult) caregivers, in order to examine whether a
multiple-caregiver environment is compatible
with a unique attachment relationship between
child and parent. Attachment in a network of
multiple caregivers (or alloparents) is of crucial im-
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portance because cross-cultural evidence indicates
that in most societies, nonparental caretaking is
either the norm or a common form (Hewlett &
Winn, 2014; Hrdy, 2009), although this view has
been contested (Bogin, Bragg, & Kuzawa, 2014),
and paternal grandparents in a patrilineal society
are likely to compete for the same resources as the
child, challenging the often hypothesized benefits
of alloparenting (Strassman, 2011). In this section
we discuss ethnographic studies and studies using
standardized instruments addressing attachment
in the African context, which often involves multiple caregivers.

Ethnographic Studies of Attachment
and Sensitivity in Africa
We start by describing five studies of multiple
caregiving in African societies that provide ethnographic descriptions of secure-base behavior and
discriminative attachment to one or more caregivers, and patterns of sensitive responsive care. Four
of these studies concern hunter–gatherer societies,
characterized by small seminomadic groups with a
fluid group structure, absence of strict social rules,
and flexible subsistence strategies (Lee & Daly,
1999). Bowlby (1969/1982) developed his evolutionary theory of attachment on the basis of speculations about child development and childrearing
in the original environment in which the human
species spent about 99% of its historical time as
hunters and gatherers. In this “environment of
evolutionary adaptedness” an infant would be protected against predators and other dangers by staying in close proximity to a protective adult. The
four societies resembling this original way of living
are described here.
Konner (1977, 2005) studied the !Kung
San or Bushmen of northwestern Botswana, and
described the general rules of childrearing in the
!Kung society as reflecting indulgence, stimulation, and nonrestriction (Konner, 1977). The
!Kung infants were fed whenever they cried and
reached for the breast. At night they slept in close
proximity to their mothers and were also fed on
demand—even without the mothers’ awakening.
An infant was carried around in a sling, giving the
infant constant access to the mother’s breast and
to decorative objects hanging around her neck.
The infant could look around freely and experience extensive physical and cognitive stimulation.
The 2- and 3-year-old children studied by Konner
were involved in multiage peer groups, spending
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more time there than with their mothers, and
readily establishing new bonds. Nevertheless,
!Kung mothers were most comforting in response
to infant crying, even when excluding breast feeding, always responding to crying bouts lasting longer than 30 seconds (Konner, 2005). The !Kung
study showed that there is room for both multiple
attachment relationships and a preferred primary
bond with the mother. It further highlights that
sensitive responsiveness is an integral part of infant care within a multiple-caregiver context.
Morelli and Tronick (1991) studied the
Efé of the Ituri forest in northeastern Zambia, a
group that employs a system of multiple caregivers throughout the first few years of life, with
newborns allowed to suckle other adult females
even when their mothers are present (Tronick,
Morelli, & Winn, 1987). Even the physical care
is shared with other caregivers. Morelli and Tronick reported that the number of caregivers in the
first 18 weeks amounted to 14.2 on average. This
extremely dense social network led to prompt responses to any sign of infant distress. During the
second half of the first year, the infants began to
show preference for the care of their own mothers,
were more likely to protest against their mothers
leaving, and wanted to be carried by their mothers on trips outside the camp. Morelli and Tronick pointed to the 1-year-olds’ interference with
adults’ work activities, which prevented nonmaternal caregivers from taking on caregiving responsibility during work. They also noted that at
night, only the mothers cared for their infants, and
sleep was regularly interrupted by episodes of playful interaction exclusively between infants and
their mothers (Morelli & Tronick, 1991), which
may have facilitated the emergence of a special
infant–mother bond. From the perspective of attachment theory, the night may be an especially
stressful time, during which infants need a protective caregiver the most (see description of Israeli
communal kibbutzim, below). The Efé study supports the universality hypothesis, also suggesting
that sensitive responsiveness at night fosters attachment relationships.
The child care pattern among the Hadza of
Tanzania also consists of multiple caregivers, with
close, indulgent, and affectionate physical caregiver–infant proximity and responsiveness in the
first years of life (Marlowe, 2005). Hadza women
usually forage in groups containing only women
and children, taking young infants with them and
leaving toddlers at the camp. Marlowe (2005)
found that mothers held infants more often than
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all other caregivers combined, also showing how
despite mothers’ willingness to hand their children over to other available caregivers, the child
was not always equally willing, signifying a preference for mothers as primary attachment figures.
When a child started crying when handed over
to another caregiver, the mother usually took the
child back, which is consistent with the notions
of secure-base behavior and maternal sensitive responsiveness. In addition, Marlowe noted how all
caregivers seemed to be equally sensitive to fussing
and crying, but that mothers, compared with other
caregivers, were generally much more effective at
soothing and calming their child. Thus, descriptions of Hadza child care are consistent with the
universality and sensitivity hypotheses.
For part of the year, the Bofi live in settlements near farming villages in the southwest region of the Central African Republic, and live in
camps in the forest for the other part of the year.
In their study of 22 Bofi children who also experienced multiple careving, Fouts and Lamb (2005)
reported that the average length of bouts of crying and/or fussing was substantially longer when
the mother was absent than when she was present.
The difference was not statistically significant, but
given the small sample size, this is not surprising.
Calculating the effect size reveals a large one (d =
0.70), suggesting that in maternal absence, children try to elicit the mother’s presence and care,
which is consistent with other descriptions of attachment behavior. Furthermore, crying children
were more likely to be responded to when the
mother was present than when she was absent,
and context- and caregiver-specific patterns of
sensitive responsiveness appeared to explain individual differences in crying frequency. These
findings confirm the universality hypothesis concerning a preferential attachment bond with the
mother within a multiple-caregiving context, and
they also support the sensitivity hypothesis, in that
patterns of responsive caregiving, albeit specific to
the ecology of each child’s family circumstances,
were predictive of less crying.
In contrast to these four societies, the Hausa
in Nigeria represent a polymatric culture that
practices mostly agriculture. An average of four
caregivers share the tasks of social, verbal, and
playful interactions with children, but the biological mothers take almost complete responsibility
for physical care activities, such as feeding and
bathing (Marvin, VanDevender, Iwanaga, LeVine,
& LeVine, 1977). In their ethnographic study
of 18 infants, Marvin and colleagues found that
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Hausa infants were almost always in close physical contact with or close proximity to available
adult caregivers, while not allowed to explore the
wider environment alone because of the dangers
involved. The high social density of the Hausa
compound led to prompt adult or older sibling responses to any infant attachment signals, such as
crying. The Hausa caregivers therefore appeared
to be indulgent and sensitive, and at the same
time restrictive toward their infants. The restriction of locomotion also led to a different use of
adult caregivers as a secure base: Hausa infants explored their immediate environment in visual and
manipulative ways, but only in close proximity to
an attachment figure, and they ceased to explore
as soon as the caregiver left. Nevertheless, Hausa
infants clearly used adult caregivers as safe bases
from which to explore, and they differentiated between attachment figures and strangers. Furthermore, all infants displayed attachment behavior
toward an average of three to four different figures.
Although being raised in an attachment relationships network, most Hausa infants were principally attached to one adult (generally the one
holding the baby and interacting with him or her
most often, whether or not this was the mother) to
whom they addressed their attachment behavior
most frequently (Marvin et al., 1977). This study
provides evidence for the universality hypothesis
and suggests that sensitive responsiveness is part of
routine care for infants.

Standardized Observations of
Attachment and Sensitivity in Africa
Only a few studies in multiple-caregiver African
societies have used standardized procedures such
as the Strange Situation procedure (Ainsworth
et al., 1978) or the Attachment Q-Sort (AQS;
Vaughn & Waters, 1990) to classify infants formally as securely or insecurely attached. This is,
of course, due to the substantial practical barriers
to conducting standardized procedures in contexts
lacking laboratory facilities. The four studies that
successfully did so are therefore very important
and are discussed further here.
Childrearing among the Gusii of Kenya is
characterized by alloparenting, but the division
of tasks between mothers and other caregivers is
rather strict. Mothers provide most of the physical care and are responsible for their children’s
health, whereas the activities of child caregivers are limited to social and playful interactions
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(Kermoian & Leiderman, 1986). In their study,
Kermoian and Leiderman (1986) included 26
infant–caretaker dyads. Outside each mother’s
hut, a modified Strange Situation procedure was
implemented, with two separation–reunion episodes for mother, caregiver, and stranger each.
The extra separations were meant to compensate
for the lack of a Strange Situation laboratory environment. Gusii infants are used to being greeted
with a handshake by their mothers and caretakers, and during the reunions, the Gusii infants anticipated the handshake in the same way as North
American or European infants anticipate a hug.
The secure Gusii infants would reach out to an
adult with one arm, to receive the handshake enthusiastically, whereas the insecure infants would
avoid the adult or reach and then pull away after
the adult approached. The distribution of patterns
of attachment was comparable with Western findings: Secure attachment was found in 61 and 54%
of infants to mothers and to nonmaternal caregivers, respectively. The authors concluded that
the development of differential or person-specific
attachment behaviors for “polymatric” infants is
similar to that observed in “monomatric” Western societies; that is, infants do become uniquely
attached to a protective adult caregiver, regardless of the presence of one or more mother figures
(Reed & Leiderman, 1981). This study also provides evidence for the universality and normativity hypotheses. Interestingly, positive nutritional
or health status of the infants was related to the
security of the infant–mother bond, whereas the
infants’ cognitive development was related to the
security of attachment to the nonmaternal caregiver. These findings might be expected given
the clear task division between mothers (physical
care, focus on health) and other caregivers (social
and playful interactions), and provide evidence
also for the competence hypothesis.
Attachment classifications based on the traditional Strange Situation procedure were available in a study of 26 mothers and their 1-year-old
infants among the Dogon subsistence farmers in
Mali, among whom maternal care is flexibly supplemented with care from siblings and other family members (True, 1994; True, Pisani, & Oumar,
2001). The Dogon mothers breast-fed their infants
on demand very frequently and kept them in close
proximity almost all the time. The percentage
of secure infant–mother dyads was high (69%),
whereas the avoidant classification appeared to
be absent, and few resistant infant–mother dyads
were found (8%). The percentage of disorganized
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infants was high (23%) compared to percentages
in normal Western samples (15–20%). The study
supports the universality hypothesis in showing
how the Strange Situation procedure is classifiable with the ABCD (anxious-avoidant, secure,
anxious-resistant, disorganized) coding system in
an African culture, and supports the normativity
hypothesis, because the majority of infants were
securely attached (True et al., 2001). To explain
the lack of avoidant attachments, True (1994) hypothesized that the Strange Situation procedure in
the Dogon society may have been experienced as
highly stressful instead of mildly stressful, forcing
avoidant infants to seek proximity, and may also
have increased the number of disorganized infants.
Finally, True also found that infant attachment security was related to caregiving patterns characterized by sensitivity, a lack of frightening/frightened
behaviors, and fewer violations of communication coherence and cooperativeness. This seminal
study among the Dogon therefore provides evidence for the universality hypothesis, the normativity hypothesis, and the sensitivity hypothesis.
Importantly, it also shows that contrary to some
claims (e.g., Otto [2014], who calls the procedure
“cruel”), it is possible to find creative and culturesensitive ways of administering the Strange Situation procedure that are not overly stressful for the
infants.
There is some evidence that the extensive
shared infant care in forager communities might
influence infant behavior in separation–reunion
situations. In a study among the Aka foragers of
the Central African Republic, sensitive responsiveness by nonmaternal caregivers negatively
predicted infant’s distress during mother’s absence
(Meehan & Hawks, 2013), and positively predicted infant engagement of mother upon her return
(Meehan & Hawks, 2015), suggesting that infant
behavior toward mothers in separation–reunion
situations needs to be interpreted with consideration for the caregiving context.
In South Africa, Tomlinson, Cooper, and
Murray (2005) studied attachment in a black
sample of 98 mother–infant dyads, and assessed
them at 2, 6, and 18 months postpartum. Families
were living in Khayelitsha, an impoverished black
settlement close to Cape Town. Only 5% lived in
brick houses, and 49% of the houses were without modern plumbing, 58% of the families had no
regular income, and 51% of the pregnancies were
unplanned. The researchers undertook the challenging job of conducting the Strange Situation,
observing the quality of the home environment
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and maternal sensitive responsiveness. Despite the
poor living circumstances, the majority of infants
were securely attached to their mothers (62%),
although a rather large number of infants did develop a disorganized attachment (26%). Only 4%
were avoidantly attached, and the remaining 8%
were resistantly attached (Tomlinson et al., 2005).
Furthermore, a remarkably high incidence of postpartum depression was found in the mothers (35%
when infants were 2 months old), compared to
similar samples in Western countries (with about
10% of mothers experiencing postpartum depression). The presence of postpartum depression was
strongly associated with attachment insecurity
and disorganization, and sensitivity at 2 months,
as well as at 18 months, predicted attachment security significantly and independently of depression. The study therefore provides support for the
universality hypothesis, the normativity hypothesis, and the sensitivity hypothesis.
In another South African study by Minde,
Minde, and Vogel (2006), 46 mother–child dyads
(children ages 18-40 months) living in an impoverished black township of Johannesburg were
observed using the AQS. The results showed a
roughly equal distribution of secure attachment
(47%) and insecure attachment (53%), although
we should mention that the AQS was not designed to yield attachment classifications. The
relatively low rate of secure attachment is likely
to be due to the extremely disadvantaged nature
of the sample. Not only did all mothers report
financial problems but also almost half of them
reported a history of abuse, and about one-third
had been placed away from home for prolonged
periods before they were 5 years old (Minde et al.,
2006). Furthermore, the sample’s depression and
anxiety levels were just under the 90th percentile
of the norm distribution, and similar to findings in
Western countries, both the severity of financial
problems and the experience of abuse were related
to lower rates of attachment security (Minde et al.,
2006). The AQS was successfully applied in this
South African sample, providing evidence in support of the universality hypothesis. The normativity hypothesis was not properly tested because the
AQS was not designed to yield classifications. The
sensitivity hypothesis was indirectly confirmed, as
higher rates of problems known to adversely affect
maternal sensitivity (financial problems and a history of abuse) were related to insecure attachment.
Family life in Africa has changed drastically
in the past decades, due to the HIV/AIDS pandemic; many infants of infected mothers are born with
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HIV. Peterson, Drotar, Olness, Guay, and KiziriMayengo (2001) investigated a Ugandan sample
of 35 HIV-positive mothers with or without AIDS,
and 25 HIV-negative mothers, all with infants in
their first year of life, 10 of whom were HIV-infected themselves. The researchers used the AQS
to rate the attachment security of the infants during a 4-hour home visit. The average AQS score
reflecting infants’ secure-base behavior in the subsample of 50 infants who were not infected with
HIV (.35) was very similar to those found in other
countries in different parts of the world (average
of 34 samples = .31; Van IJzendoorn, Vereijken,
Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Riksen-Walraven,
2004). Peterson and colleagues also found that
32% of the variance of AQS attachment security
in the Ugandan sample was predicted by maternal
affect, which consisted of ratings of expressivity
and affective involvement, stimulation and activity, and responsivity and sensitivity. Thus, almost
half a century after the original Uganda study,
the new Ugandan findings support Ainsworth’s
(1967) observations of attachment bonds within
a multiple-caregiver context (universality hypothesis) and her suggestion that sensitive parenting
fosters a secure attachment relationship (the sensitivity hypothesis). Furthermore, the normativity
hypothesis was supported by showing that security
scores were similar to those found elsewhere.

Attachment and Sensitivity
in East Asia
Countries in East Asia have been described as
favoring the cultural model of interdependence
(Kagitcibasi, 2007) and have been labeled as having a collectivistic culture (Oyserman, Coon, &
Kemmelmeier, 2002). Both terms refer to a cultural context in which the importance of the group
and social harmony are emphasized more than the
needs of the individual, and in which adherence
to group norms, filial piety, and self-sacrifice are
expected (Hofstede, 1984). The label autonomousrelatedness has been coined to describe cultural
groups that allow room for a focus on autonomy
within an interdependent context, which generally characterizes urbanized or migrated groups that
originally came from collectivistic cultural backgrounds but now reside in a more individualistic
context (Kagitcibasi, 2007). Indeed, the rapid urbanization, globalization, and increased wealth in
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several regions of East Asia may have moved the
social and psychological identities of its (urban)
inhabitants closer to those of Western countries
(e.g., Naftali, 2010). Consistent with this idea, a
recent meta-analysis showed that urban Chinese
parents display lower levels of authoritative parenting (i.e., warmth and support for autonomy)
than parents from North American countries,
but not necessarily higher authoritarian parenting
in terms of a focus on unquestioning obedience
(Wang & Mesman, 2015).
Multiple caregivers are also common in most
East Asian cultures, although nonparental care
is mostly restricted to care by grandparents, who
often coreside with the nuclear family and tend
to provide extensive care for their grandchildren
when both parents are working (e.g., Nauck &
Suckow, 2006), and may in those situations be
the primary attachment figures for the children.
Grandparental coresidence is also fostered by
housing shortages in urban areas and the absence
of professional child care facilities for families in
which both parents work outside the home (Goh
& Kuczynski, 2010). Sibling care is very uncommon given the one-child policy in China and the
very low fertility rates in Japan and South Korea.
However, we note that demographic and cultural
differences within the East Asian region are substantial. For instance, in a country such as Indonesia, fertility rates are higher than elsewhere in
the region (although declining fast), and the relatively recent colonial past of this country and its
current predominant Muslim identity also sets it
apart from countries such as China and Japan. A
total of 18 studies using standardized observational
instruments focusing on attachment are available
from Papua New Guinea, China, Taiwan, Japan,
South Korea, and Indonesia. We discuss these in
some detail below.

Attachment among the Trobriander
In a unique study among 20 mother–toddler dyads
living in the horticulturalist village of Tauwema
on the Trobriand Islands (part of Papua New
Guinea), written ethnographic records were collected, as well as standardized observations in
the Strange Situation procedure (Grossmann,
Grossmann, & Keppler, 2005). All observed toddlers showed attachment behavior and used their
mothers as safe havens in times of distress in both
field observations and the standardized Strange
Situation, supporting the universality hypothesis.

1/13/2016 2:20:22 PM

37. Cross-Cultural Patterns of Attachment
In addition, all toddlers showed separation distress
when involuntarily separated from their mothers
(Grossmann et al., 2005). Secure attachment was
normative, with 16 of the 20 infants falling into
this category, supporting the normativity hypothesis. Maternal sensitivity was not systematically observed, but the ethnographic records suggest that
mothers of insecure infants were less accessible to
their toddlers, and slower and harsher in their responses (Grossmann et al., 2005), which indicates
tentative support for the sensitivity hypothesis.

Attachment in China and Taiwan
Nine studies of attachment have been conducted
in normative urban samples in China, but only
three were published in English, and only one
obtained attachment classifications by coders officially trained by experts (Archer et al., 2009).
In that study, 62 infants and toddlers were examined in the Strange Situation procedure, yielding
a distribution of 57% secure, 13% avoidant, 16%
resistant, and 13% disorganized (with forced classification: B = 62%, A = 15%, C = 23%). The
other two studies found a rate of 68% of securely
attached infants (Ding, Xu, Wang, Li, & Wang,
2012; Hu & Meng, 1996), which is very similar to
results from studies conducted in other parts of the
world (Van IJzendoorn & Kroonenberg, 1988).
The pattern within the insecure category was
somewhat different, with Hu and Meng (1996)
reporting 16% avoidant and 16% resistant (disorganized was not coded), whereas Ding and colleagues (2012) reported 7.5% avoidant and 21.8%
resistant (and 2.5% disorganized). The six studies
published in Chinese yielded the following distributions: B = 65%, A = 17%, C = 13% , D = 4%
(Li et al., 2004); B = 73%, A = 11%, C = 7%, D =
9% (Liang, Chen, & Chen, 2000); B = 53%, A =
13%, C = 27%, D = 7% (Hu & Meng, 2003); B =
72%, A = 10%, C = 10%, D = 8% (Yue, Zhang,
Chen, Liang, & Zhang, 2010); B = 68%, A = 6%,
C = 26%, D = 0% (Ding et al., 2008); and B =
67%, A = 6%, C = 23%, D = 4% (Gu et al., 1997).
As can be readily noticed, all studies conducted
in China confirm both the universality hypothesis
(by successfully classifying all children into one of
the attachment categories) and the normativity
hypothesis (by showing that the majority of children are securely attached).
What is also notable is the relatively low
prevalence of avoidant attachment in the majority of these studies compared to the rates of avoid-
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ance reported in Western studies (Van IJzendoorn
& Kroonenberg, 1988; Van IJzendoorn, Sagi, &
Lambermon, 1992). Hu and Meng (1996) expressed doubts about the validity of the avoidant
category, noting that the avoidant infants did not
show stranger anxiety, and expressed indifference
toward their mothers at reunion. The Chinese
mothers’ stress on early independence in their infants, as well as their reliance on nonparental caregivers, may have been responsible for this pattern.
In some cases, grandparents may have served as the
primary attachment figures. An alternative interpretation, however, might be based on the subtle
avoidant behaviors that are difficult for even welltrained coders to observe in infants. However, as
we see later, the lower prevalence of the avoidant
category is in line with findings of other studies in
non-Western cultures and may reflect the cultural
context of parenting.
In view of the (until recently) strict birth
control policy in China and the traditional preference for a male child, it is important to note that
the distributions of attachment classifications for
male and female infants were virtually the same
in the two studies that reported gender (Ding et
al., 2012; Hu & Meng, 1996). It has been suggested that firstborn daughters who “survive” parental choices regarding gender-driven abortion or
postnatal abandonment are apparently welcome
(Short, Fengying, Siyuan, & Mingliang, 2001)
and have indeed been shown to have been treated better than those with a male sibling (Fong,
2002). Regarding the role of grandparents, all but
one family in the Hu and Meng study (1996) coresided with one or more grandparents. The rate
of grandparental coresidence was not reported in
the Ding and colleagues study (2012), but they did
report that infants with an insecure attachment to
their mothers were also more likely to sleep with
nonmaternal caregivers at night. In both studies,
the possibility that a grandparent was the primary
caregiver of the infants in those samples was suggested as a potential explanation for the results,
namely, the high rate of avoidance and what appeared to be infant indifference toward the mothers (Hu & Meng, 1996), and the lower rate of security in infants with more caregivers during the
day and at night (Ding et al., 2012). The issue of
sleeping arrangements is also discussed in the section on the Israeli kibbutz below.
Of the nine studies conducted in China,
none examined the sensitivity hypothesis using
observational studies. However, three studies ex-
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amined the competence hypothesis and reported
evidence to support this assumption. In one study,
securely attached 2-year-old children exhibited
fewer internalizing and externalizing problems
than nonsecurely attached children both concurrently and at ages 4 and 7 years (Yue et al., 2010).
In the second study, securely attached infants possessed more advanced cognitive skills than insecurely attached infants, but there were no differences in physical development (Ding, Wang, Li,
Chi, & Xu, 2008), and the final study to examine
outcomes of attachment found that secure toddlers
had fewer behavior problems and displayed better
self-regulation (Gu et al., 1997).
Posada and colleagues (2013) conducted a
cross-cultural study involving nine countries, including a sample of 68 mothers and their 4-yearold children in Taiwan, which we discuss under
the same heading as the studies from mainland
China because of geographical and cultural proximity. Importantly, Taiwan does not have a onechild policy, but its fertility rate is also very low.
In the Posada and colleagues study, 3-hour home
observations were conducted, and the AQS was
used to rate the child’s secure-base behavior. The
results showed that the average security scores for
the Taiwanese sample (.32) were similar to scores
found in other studies (.31; see Van IJzendoorn et
al., 2004).

The Japanese Case:
Amae, Dependence, and Attachment
One of the most severe critiques of attachment
theory has come in the form of an accusation of
“cultural blindness” among attachment researchers
to alternative conceptions of relatedness (Rothbaum, Weisz, Pott, Miyake, & Morelli, 2000).
This “cultural blindness” accusation of a Western
bias in attachment theory was based specifically
on the Japanese case (rebutted in Van IJzendoorn
& Sagi, 2001). The Japanese case can indeed be
considered a real challenge to attachment theory’s
universality, normativity, and sensitivity hypotheses, and we address these challenges below.
It has been argued that the concept of attachment may not be relevant to the Japanese culture,
in which the idea of amae (Doi, 1973, 1992) seems
to play a more prominent and effective role in
describing family relationships and their societal
implications (Emde, 1992). (Amae refers to relational dependence, including aspects such as the
desire for interpersonal closeness, the presence of
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indulgence, and relying on the other person [Behrens, 2004].) Furthermore, it has been argued that
“Amae has an advantage over attachment because
it implies a psychological dependence” (Doi, 1989,
p. 350). Vereijken (1996) asked eight native Japanese behavioral scientists to describe the concepts
of amae, attachment, and dependence with the
help of the AQS. The descriptions of amae and
dependence were very similar, whereas the descriptions of attachment security and amae were
not associated (Vereijken, 1996). Furthermore,
when the descriptions of the ideal child according to Japanese mothers were compared with the
Japanese experts’ definitions, only attachment security (and not amae) appeared to be desirable (cf.
Posada et al., 1995). Furthermore, an observational study of Japanese sojourners in the united states
by Mizuta, Zahn-Waxler, Cole, and Hiruma (1996;
see also Nakagawa, Teti, & Lamb, 1992) confirmed
Vereijken’s (1996) conclusion that amae and attachment are orthogonal dimensions that can
be reliably distinguished. Furthermore, Behrens
(2004), a psychologist of Japanese origin, analyzed
the use of the term and related terminology in
natural Japanese discourse. she concluded that for
many native Japanese speakers, amae has a negative connotation involving social enforcement of
obligations, and that amae lacks the biological
roots of the attachment concept, is not associated
with the regulation of stress, but can occur any
time there is a desire or a motive on the part of the
amae provider (Behrens, 2004; Behrens, Main, &
Hesse, 2007). Because of the fundamental conceptual, linguistic, and biological differences between
the two constructs, attachment research in japan
cannot be considered a challenge to the concept of
amae, and amae cannot be considered a refutation
of the concept of attachment.

Studies Using the Strange Situation
Procedure in Japan
We now turn to observational studies of attachment in Japan. Three studies using the Strange
Situation procedure to assess attachment security in Japan have been reported in the international literature. The first was conducted by Durrett, Otaki, and Richards (1984), who studied a
middle-class sample of 39 intact families with
their 12-month-old firstborns in Tokyo. This study
showed a pattern of avoidant, secure, and resistant infant–mother attachments, consistent with
the global distribution, with 13% A, 61% B, 18%
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C, and 8% unclassifiable cases. The Tokyo study
confirms the universality and normativity hypotheses because the authors did not report difficulties
in applying the attachment coding system to this
population, and because the normative “modal”
category was secure. The unclassifiable cases could
be a sign of culture-specific problems in applying
the tripartite model but could also be due to the
fact that the disorganized (D) classification was not
yet available (notably, the D category was particularly instrumental in solving unclassifiable cases;
Main & Solomon, 1990; see also Lyons-Ruth &
Jacobvitz, Chapter 29, and Solomon & George,
Chapter 18, in this volume). Furthermore, the
mothers of securely attached infants indicated that
they felt more supported by their husbands than
did the mothers of avoidantly attached infants, but
they did not differ in this regard from the mothers of resistantly attached infants (Durrett et al.,
1984). This finding provides indirect support for
the sensitivity hypothesis because partner support
has been found to foster maternal sensitivity (e.g.,
Van Bakel & Riksen-Walraven, 2002).
The second Japanese study, conducted in
Sapporo (Miyake, Chen, & Campos, 1985; Nakagawa, Lamb, & Miyake, 1992; Takahashi,
1986), was unfortunately weakened by some
methodological flaws and unclear reporting (see
Van IJzendoorn & Sagi-Schwartz, 2008, for a
full discussion of this study) and is therefore not
discussed further in this section. The third Japanese study was also conducted in Sapporo with
43 mother–child dyads (Behrens, Hesse, & Main,
2007). Attachment distributions were based on
Main and Cassidy’s sixth-year reunion assessment
procedure (see Solomon & George, Chapter 18,
this volume). In contrast to the previous Sapporo
study, children’s three-way or forced “organized”
attachment classification distribution did not differ from the global distribution: 68% secure, 22%
avoidant, 10% resistant (three children remained
unclassified). The ABCD distribution was 49% B,
2% A, 0%C, and 49% D. The high proportion of
D could be due to the fact that the non-Japanese
coders had to judge maternal talk from translated
transcripts and may have missed important cues
from the tone of voice (Behrens et al., 2007). Furthermore, maternal attachment representations as
measured with the Adult Attachment Interview
(AAI; see Hesse, Chapter 26, this volume) predicted child reunion classification (Behrens et al.,
2007), with proportions very similar to matches
reported worldwide. This is indirect support for
the sensitivity hypothesis because adult attach-
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ment representations have been found to predict
maternal sensitivity (also in Asian samples, see,
e.g., Liang et al., 2015), which in turn is known
to predict infant attachment security (De Wolff &
Van IJzendoorn, 1997). Thus, maternal sensitivity
is likely to have (partially) mediated the relation
between maternal attachment representations
and infant attachment security. Notably, mothers’
unresolved attachment status strongly predicted
child D status (r = .65).

Studies Using the Attachment Q-Sort
in Japan
Three studies using the AQS have been conducted in Japan. Vereijken (1996) studied a Tokyo
sample of 48 families with 14-month-old infants.
More sensitive mothers had more secure children,
and the association between sensitivity and attachment was impressively strong (all correlations—based on reports from independent coders—were .59 or higher). In a follow-up study 10
months later, the association between sensitivity
and attachment was replicated (Vereijken, 1996).
In another study, 50 Japanese mothers and their
preschool children were observed (Kazui, Endo,
Tanaka, Sakagami, & Suganuma, 2000). The
results showed that the children of secure mothers (as assessed with the AAI) had the highest
security scores on the AQS, whereas children of
unresolved mothers had the lowest AQS scores.
The children of the dismissing and preoccupied
mothers scored in between. The majority of the
mothers were classified as secure (66%). Knowing
that secure mothers generally have more sensitive
interactions with their children than do insecure
mothers, this outcome represents another indirect
confirmation of attachment theory’s sensitivity
hypothesis. The last Japanese study was conducted
in the context of a larger cross-cultural context
(Posada et al., 2013). In a sample of 45 infants,
the average security score was the lowest (.19)
of those reported for nine countries in total, but
the majority of scores were positive, indicating a
predominance of secure-base behavior. The low
average score appeared to be predominantly due
to lower scores on the Smooth Interactions with
Mother and the Interactions with Other Adults
scales (and not the scales reflecting physical proximity and contact with the mother). These findings may reflect the potential discomfort that Japanese mothers convey when observed in the home
(Nakagawa, Lamb, et al., 1992).
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Attachment and Sensitivity in South Korea
In the first and only study to use the Strange Situation procedure in South Korea, Jin, Jacobvitz,
Hazen, and Jung (2012) observed 87 mother–infant dyads. The results showed that 70% of the
infants were classified as securely attached, 1% as
avoidant, 17% as resistant, and 9% as disorganized.
Jin and colleagues noted that in the reunion episodes of the Strange Situation, the mothers were
more likely to approach their infants immediately
and sit beside them than was the case in Ainsworth’s Baltimore sample, even when the infants
were no longer distressed. The authors also discussed the low prevalence of avoidant attachment
in their sample by pointing to the generally lower
percentage of infants in the avoidant category in
other studies of East Asian samples, such as those
from Indonesia (Zevalkink, Riksen-Walraven, &
Van Lieshout, 1999) and China (e.g., Archer et
al., 2015; Ding et al., 2012). Jin and colleagues
(2012) speculated that a caregiving context in
which mother–infant relationships are generally
characterized by physical closeness, indulgence,
and the discouragement of mother–infant separation is very unlikely to produce avoidant children.
As they put it, “Instead, when insecure attachment occurs, it is more likely to be resistant, since
mothers are more likely to err on the side of being
overly enmeshed, overprotective, or overinvolved,
rather than rejecting” (p. 41). As we see later in
this chapter, this may be relevant even for other
non-Western cultures outside of East Asia. Finally,
observations of maternal sensitivity during free
play in this study revealed that infants of more
sensitive mothers were more likely to be securely
attached than infants of less sensitive mothers.
Thus, this unique study in South Korea confirmed
the universality hypothesis, the normativity hypothesis, and the sensitivity hypothesis.

Muslim Families in Indonesia
Indonesia is the fourth most populous country in
the world and has the largest Islamic population
of any country in the world. Zevalkink (1997)
conducted the first attachment study on Islamic
families of Sundanese Indonesian origin in West
Java. Sundanese Indonesian children generally
experience relatively extensive periods of close
physical proximity to their mothers because they
are carried in a carrying cloth, or slendang, during
the first year. They are breast-fed on demand until
2 or 3 years of age and sleep in the same beds as
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their mothers during the first 4 years of life. When
an infant is fussy or cries, the mother promptly responds with soothing or feeding. Sundanese Indonesian women, however, marry at a very young age,
and their divorce rate is high. A stable income and
permanent job are rare, which adds to the instability of family life. Poverty and health problems lead
to rather high infant mortality (Zevalkink et al.,
1999). Zevalkink and colleagues (1999) reported
Strange Situation assessments of 46 children, ages
12–30 months. They also conducted extensive
home observations on maternal sensitivity and
observed maternal support in structured play sessions. The distribution of attachment classifications was as follows: 52% secure, 7% avoidant,
20% resistant, and 22% disorganized (Zevalkink
et al., 1999). More maternal support in structured
play sessions was associated with attachment security; disorganized children received low maternal
support. In addition, a higher-quality home caregiving environment was related to higher rates of
secure attachment (Zevalkink, Riksen-Walraven,
& Bradley, 2008). Thus, in these Muslim families, the universality hypothesis was confirmed
because all children could be classified based on
the Strange Situation procedure. Furthermore, a
majority of children were securely attached (supporting the normativity hypothesis), and secure
attachment was associated with the quality of
caregiving in the predicted way (supporting the
sensitivity hypothesis).

Attachment and Sensitivity
in Latin America
In this section, we examine the four hypotheses
of attachment theory within the Latin American
cultural context, mostly reflecting urban parenting, but also in one case of rural parenting. We
found seven studies using standardized methods to
assess attachment conducted in Latin American
countries, including studies from Chile, Colombia,
Peru, and Mexico. Each is discussed below.

Chile: A Study
on Malnourished Infants
The first study using the strange situation procedure in a Latin American context was conducted
in Chile by Valenzuela (1997) among 84 mother–
infant dyads living in poverty, with half of the infants classified as chronically underweight. For the
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total sample, only 27% of infants were categorized
as securely attached, 26% as avoidant, 25% as resistant, and 21% as A/C (probably classifiable now
as D). However, when distinguishing two groups
based on infant nutritional status, the results revealed that the attachment distribution was much
closer to the global distribution in the adequately
nourished infants: 50% secure, 23% avoidant,
22% resistant, and 2% A/C (Valenzuela, 1997).
Indeed, consistent with findings in the Gusii study
(Kermoian & Leiderman, 1986), attachment security was significantly related to infant nutritional
status. Finally, in the Chilean study, observations
of maternal sensitivity were also significantly related to attachment security in the expected direction (Valenzuela, 1997). This set of findings is
consistent with studies showing that responsive
feeding (which basically refers to sensitivity during feeding) is related to children’s more optimal
weight status (Black & Aboud, 2011). In fact,
both the World Health Organization and United
Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund
(Who/UNICEF; 2003) have incorporated responsive feeding into their guidelines for promoting
healthy child development. In summary, the study
provides evidence for all four key hypotheses formulated to represent the key tenets of attachment
theory.

Studies from Colombia and Peru
The AQS was used to assess child secure-base behavior in four studies from urban Colombia (the
first three with partially overlapping samples),
each of which revealed high average security
scores (comparing to the average of .31 across 34
samples in Van IJzendoorn et al., 2004). First, an
average security score of .43 was found by Posada
and colleagues (2002) in a sample of 61 infants,
and observed maternal sensitivity was positively
related to attachment security in this study. Second, an average AQS score of .46 was found in
a sample of 30 infants (Posada, Carbonell, Alzate, & Plata, 2004). Third, Vaughn and colleagues (2007) reported an average score of .48
for a sample of 25 Colombian infants; they found
that maternal secure-base narratives were related
to attachment security in the expected direction.
Finally, Posada and colleagues (2013) report an
average score of .32 in a group of 83 toddlers. In
one of these four studies, ethnographic descriptions of maternal care were analyzed to examine
the appropriateness of attachment theory’s con-
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ceptualization of early care (Posada et al., 2004).
The authors concluded that “most of the domains
of maternal behavior found in this study matched
well those identified by Ainsworth; our characterization of maternal early care displays a direct relation to that of attachment theory (e.g., Ainsworth
et al., 1978)” (p. 516). Within the cross-cultural
study by Posada and colleagues (2013), an urban
sample of 30 mothers and preschoolers from Peru
was also included, showing an average AQS security scores of .30, similar to that found for the
Colombian sample reported in the same article.
Given the positive and moderate-to-high security
scores found in the five studies described here, support is provided for the universality and normativity hypotheses. Furthermore, the results of two
studies directly support the sensitivity hypothesis,
and another provides indirect support by showing
that maternal secure-base narratives (conceptually
relevant to sensitive parenting) relate positively to
infant secure attachment.

Attachment and Sensitivity
in Urban and Rural Mexico
In a study by Gojman and colleagues (2012), intergenerational relations of attachment and caregiving quality were investigated in a sample of 35
urban, upper-middle-class Mestizo families, and a
sample of 31 rural poor Indian families in Mexico.
For the urban middle-class families, the Strange
Situation procedure revealed a rate of 77% secure
attachment, 3% avoidant, 3% resistant, and 14%
disorganized (Gojman et al., 2012). In the poor
rural sample, rates of security (32%) were clearly
lower, and disorganization (35%) was more prevalent than in the upper-middle-class urban sample.
The finding that attachment security is less common in poor rural samples than in more affluent
urban samples is consistent with the family stress
model, which describes how financial strains lead
to parental stress, which in turn compromises family functioning in general and parenting quality in
particular, leading to unfavorable child outcomes
(Conger & Donnellan, 2007). This indirect
evidence for the sensitivity hypothesis was corroborated by results showing a partial mediation
model, with maternal autonomous attachment
representations, as measured with the AAI, predicting observed maternal sensitivity, which in
turn predicted infant attachment security (Gojman et al., 2012). As noted by the authors, these
results clearly support the cross-cultural robustness
of core features of attachment theory.
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Attachment in Israel
For the purpose of this chapter, we include Israel
within the Anglo-Saxon and European cultures,
and therefore do not review urban-normative samples that have been studied with similar outcomes
as those found in many Western countries (e.g.,
Sagi-Schwartz, Koren-Karie, Gini, Ziv, & Joels,
2002). We focus on two unique samples in Israel:
infants raised in kibbutzim and the Arab minority.

Attachment and Collective
Sleeping Practices
Following a visit to Israeli kibbutzim in the early
1950s, Bowlby (1951) noted the rich opportunities
for research provided by kibbutz upbringing and
predicted that this childrearing context, though
clearly different from institutional care, might
produce higher rates of attachment insecurity.
The communal bedrooms in the children’s house
were shared by three or four children, who each
had private corners in which they kept their personal things, and which were decorated according
to each child’s preference. When collective sleeping was still in effect (starting a few months after
birth), family time was in the afternoon and evening, and children were returned to the children’s
house for the night by their parents, who put them
to bed. A caregiver or a parent then remained
with them until the night watchwomen took over
(Aviezer, Van IJzendoorn, Sagi, & Schuengel,
1994). Whereas most institutionalized childrearing in Western cultures involves multiproblem
populations, the collective sleeping arrangements
in the kibbutzim were designed for middle-class,
well-functioning families. Although the system
of multiple caregiving in the kibbutz was in many
ways similar to multiple-caregiver contexts elsewhere (Rabin & Beit-Hallahmi, 1982), a worldwide sample of 183 societies showed that in none
of them did infants sleep away from their parents
(Barry & Paxton, 1971).
In support of the universality hypothesis,
several studies of the attachments of communally sleeping kibbutz children to their parents and
caregivers revealed that they do form attachment
bonds with their caregivers, and most often with
their mothers (Aviezer & Sagi-Schwartz, 2008).
The first communal kibbutz study conducted with
the ABC system found 57% of securely attached
infants (Sagi, Lamb, Lewkowicz, Shoham, Dvir, &
Estes, 1985). Using the ABCD system in a more
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recent sample, a rate of 26% secure infant–mother attachment was found (Sagi, Van IJzendoorn,
Aviezer, Donnell, & Mayseless, 1994). In the
ABC classification system D/B cases could have
been classified as secure, hence inflating the rate
of security. The rate of security in the communal
sleep kibbutz was lower than that found in Israeli
nonkibbutz samples (e.g., 66% in Koren-Karie,
Oppenheim, Dolev, Sher, & Etzion-Carasso, 2002;
70% in Sagi, et al., 2002), and lower than that in a
kibbutz sample with family-based sleeping (60% in
Sagi et al., 1994). To rule out alternative explanations for the effect of communal sleeping arrangements, assessments were also made of the ecology
of the children’s house during the day, maternal
separation anxiety, infants’ temperaments, and
mother–infant play interactions. The two groups
(i.e., family-based and communal sleepers) were
found to be comparable on all of these variables.
Thus, it was concluded that collective sleeping,
experienced by infants as a time when mothers
were largely unavailable and inaccessible, was responsible for the greater insecurity found in this
group.
Interestingly, resistant attachment was found
to be overrepresented in the communal-sleeping
kibbutz samples (Sagi et al., 1985, 2002). Inconsistent responsiveness was inherent in the reality
of these infants, given that sensitive responding by
a mother or caregiver during the day contrasted
sharply with the presence of an unfamiliar person
at night. This supports the sensitivity hypothesis
because inconsistent responsiveness has been described as an important antecedent of resistant
attachment (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Cassidy &
Berlin, 1994). The rate of disorganized infants was
also rather high for the second communal-sleeping kibbutz sample (44%), which could be attributed to the unpredictable circumstances that these
children experienced, especially during the nights.
It should also be noted that in several Israeli studies (Jewish sample: Koren-Karie et al., 2002; Sagi
et al., 1985, 1994, 1997, 2002; Sagi-Schwartz,
Van IJzendoorn, & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2008;
Arab sample: Zreik, 2014; see details below), the
resistant classification appeared to be overrepresented and the avoidant classification to be underrepresented compared to the global distribution
(Van IJzendoorn & Kroonenberg, 1988). We speculate that the resistant attachment strategy may be
elicited in the context of continual threats to national and personal security more readily than the
avoidant strategy—the threat is external to the
family. Parental preoccupation with these daily
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stresses may lead to exaggerated overprotectiveness and impaired sensitivity to children’s attachment signals (see Belsky, 2008, for an evolutionary
perspective).

Networks of Attachment
Relationships
The kibbutz context has also made a unique contribution to the evaluation of the competence
hypothesis. In a follow-up of most of the subjects
in the Sagi and colleagues’ (1985) sample when
they were 5 years old, Oppenheim, Sagi, and Lamb
(1990) found that secure attachment to a nonparental caregiver (the metapelet) during infancy was
the strongest predictor of a child’s being empathic,
dominant, independent, achievement-oriented,
and behaviorally purposive in kindergarten. No
significant associations were found between these
socioemotional developments and the quality of
children’s attachment to their parents, suggesting that the influence of attachment relationships
may be domain-specific (see also the Gusii study
described earlier). Because the infants’ relations
with caregivers had been formed in the context
of the infant house, those relationships were the
best predictor of children’s socioemotional behavior in similar contexts. Furthermore, the extended
network of infants’ attachments to the three types
of caregivers (i.e., mothers, fathers, and metapelet)
was a better predictor of later functioning than
attachments in the family network only (attachments to mothers and fathers) and the attachment
to mothers only (Sagi & Van IJzendoorn, 1996;
Van IJzendoorn et al., 1992), which is consistent
with findings in other samples (Howes, Rodning,
Galluzzo, & Myers, 1988; Tavecchio & Van IJzendoorn, 1987). This outcome may be interpreted
as support for the integration model, which assumes that in a network of multiple-attachment
relationships, secure attachments may compensate for insecure attachments in a linear way (Van
IJzendoorn et al., 1992). Beyond kindergarten,
however, networks of infant attachment relations
did not contribute as much to the explanation of
later behavior (Sagi-Schwartz & Aviezer, 2005).
Instead, the data were more supportive of the hierarchy model (Van IJzendoorn et al., 1992), suggesting that early relations with mother as the primary caregiver contributed most to later adaptive
functioning at all ages (except in kindergarten),
even in the kibbutz environment (Aviezer, Resnick, Sagi, & Gini, 2002).
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Ecological Constraints
on Intergenerational Transmission
of Attachment
Intergenerational transmission of attachment refers
to the process through which parents’ mental representations of their past attachment experiences
influence their parenting behavior and the quality
of their children’s attachment to them (Bowlby,
1969/1982; see Hesse, Chapter 26, this volume).
In several studies of Western cultures, a concordance rate of about 75% has been found between
the security of the parents’ mental representation
of attachment and the security of the child–parent attachment (for a review, see Van IJzendoorn,
1995). In an Israeli study, Sagi and colleagues
(1997) administered the AAI to 20 mothers from
kibbutzim maintaining collective sleeping arrangements and to 25 mothers from home-sleeping kibbutzim. Parent–child concordance in attachment
classifications was low for the communally sleeping group (40%), whereas it was rather high for
the home-sleeping group (76%). Thus, contextual
factors such as communal sleeping may override
the influence of parents’ attachment representation and their sensitive responsiveness. This finding indicates the limits of a context-free, universal
model of transmission.

Attachment in the Arab Minority
Residing in Israel
In a unique study on attachment in Arab families,
infant–mother attachment relationships among
Arabs living in Israel were assessed (Zreik, 2014;
Zreik, Oppenheim, & Sagi-Schwartz, 2015). The
sample included 85 Arab mother-infant dyads, and
attachment was assessed using the Strange Situation Procedure. Maternal sensitivity was assessed
using the Emotional Availability Scales (Biringen,
Robinson, & Emde, 2000) and the Maternal Behavior Q-Sort (Pederson & Moran, 1995). Secure
attachment was found to be the modal classification, with a rate of 67%, which supports the universality and normativity hypotheses. Moreover,
similar to the studies involving Jewish infants in
Israel, the ambivalent classification (13%) also appeared to be overrepresented in this Arab sample,
with an underrepresentation of the avoidant classification (4%). Perhaps the fact that both groups
live in a similar stressful geopolitical ecology contributed to this finding. Sixteen percent of the
sample was classified as disorganized. The expected association between sensitivity and attachment
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security is not clear-cut when religion, maternal
education, and measurement of sensitivity are
taken into consideration, thus only partially supporting the sensitivity hypothesis (see Zreik, 2014,
for details).

Universal and Contextual
Dimensions of Attachment
Figures 37.1 and 37.2 provide overviews of the results presented in each of the earlier sections. In
this section, we review the findings of cross-cultural attachment research in relation to the four core
hypotheses of attachment theory, discussing both
their universal and their contextual aspects.

The Universality Hypothesis
The universality hypothesis appears to be supported most strongly. In every study on attachment(related) caregiving patterns in non-Anglo-Saxon
and European countries, children were observed
to show attachment behavior in stressful circumstances and to have a preferential bond with one
or more caregivers, based on both ethnographic
descriptions and standardized assessments. The
cross-cultural studies included here support Bowlby’s (1969/1982) idea that attachment is indeed
a universal phenomenon, and an evolutionary
explanation seems to be warranted. Although in
many cultures children grow up with a network of
attachment figures, the parent or caregiver who
takes responsibility for the care of a child during
part of the day or the night becomes the favorite
target of infant attachment behaviors. Not only
the attachment phenomenon itself, but also the
different types of attachment, appear to be present in various Western and non-Western cultures.
Avoidant, secure, and resistant attachments have
been observed in the African, East Asian, and
Latin American studies, in samples ranging from
hunter–gatherer societies characterized by high
levels of alloparenting to affluent and deprived
urban contexts. Even in the extremely diverging
childrearing context of the Israeli kibbutzim with
communal sleep at night, the differentiation between secure and insecure attachment could be
made.
These results do not, however, preclude culture-specific patterns. Several studies have noted
the attachment to multiple caregivers, and the
identity of those caregivers depends on the specific
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caregiving arrangements that are common in a
given cultural context. For instance, infant secure
attachment was found in relation to not only the
infant’s mother but also nonmaternal caregivers
(Goossens & Van IJzendoorn, 1990; Kermoian &
Leiderman, 1986; Sagi et al., 1995). In addition,
infants’ ways of expressing attachment and exploration behaviors have been found to vary depending on cultural norms and customs. Hausa infants
are generally physically restricted in their locomotion by their caregivers and are thus less free to
explore the environment by themselves (Marvin
et al., 1977). Instead, these infants explored their
immediate environment in visual and manipulative ways, but only in close proximity to an attachment figure, and they ceased to explore as soon as
the caregiver left. Nevertheless, the Hausa infants
clearly used adult caregivers as secure bases from
which to explore, and they differentiated between
attachment figures and strangers (Marvin et al.,
1977). Among the Gusii, culture-specific modes
of attachment behavior were described, in that
infants are accustomed to greeting their caregivers with a handshake, which was differentially
observed depending on attachment classifications
(Kermoian & Leiderman, 1986), showing how
local cultural customs can be taken into account
in attachment research using standardized assessments.

The Normativity Hypothesis
The cross-cultural evidence for the normativity
hypothesis is rather strong as well. In almost all
cross-cultural studies included here, the majority
of infants were classified as securely attached. Figure 37.2 summarizes the attachment classification
distributions found in the studies discussed earlier.
When these are combined with AQS findings
about the cross-cultural preference among experts,
as well as mothers, for securely attached children,
we may be confident that secure attachment is
not just a North American invention or a Western ideal, but instead is a rather widespread and
preferred phenomenon. As we described early on
in this chapter, the category of secure attachments
emerged from Ainsworth’s Uganda study, not from
her Baltimore study (as is often suggested). In further support of the normativity hypothesis, Posada
and colleagues (1995, 2013) showed that maternal beliefs about ideal child behavior overlapped
considerably with attachment theory’s notion of
the secure-base phenomenon, and that the securebase phenomenon is clearly present in maternal
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Africa: Botswana–1 (!Kung San; Konner, 1977); Central African Republic–1 (Bofi; Fouts & Lamb, 2005); Kenya–1 (Gusii; Kermoian & Leiderman, 1986); Mali–1 (Dogon; True et al., 2001); Nigeria–1
(Hausa; Marvin et al., 1977); South Africa, Cape Town–1 (Tomlinson et al., 2005); South Africa, Johannesburg–1 (Minde et al., 2006); Tanzania–1 (Hadza; Marlowe, 2005); Uganda–1 (Ganda; Ainsworth
& Wittig, 1969); Uganda–2 (Peterson et al., 2001); Zambia–1 (Efé; Morelli & Tronick, 1991).
East Asia: China, Beijing–1 (Hu & Meng, 1996); China–Beijing–2 (Liang et al., 2000); China–Beijing–3 (Hu & Meng, 2003); China, Beijing–4 (Yue et al., 2010); China, Guangzhou–1 (Li et al., 2004);
China, Shanghai–1 (Gu et al., 1997); China, Shanghai–2 (Ding et al., 2008); China, Shanghai–3 (Ding et al., 2012); China, Xi’an (Archer et al., 2009); Indonesia–1 (Zevalkink et al., 1999); Japan,
Tokyo–1 (Durrett et al., 1984); Japan, Tokyo–2 (Kazui et al., 2000); Papua New Guinea–1 (Trobriand Islands, Grossmann et al., 2005); Japan, Sapporo–1 (Takahashi, 1986; Nakagawa et al., 1992); Japan,
Sapporo–2 (Behrens et al., 2007); Japan, Sapporo–3 (Posada et al., 2013); South Korea–1 (Jin et al., 2012); Taiwan–1 (Posada et al., 2013).
Latin America: Chile–1 (Valenzuela, 1997); Colombia–1 (Posada et al., 2002, 2004; Vaughn et al., 2007); Colombia–2 (Posada et al., 2013); Mexico–1 (Gojman et al., 2012); Peru–1 (Posada et al., 2013).
Israel: Israel–1 (first kibbutz cohort communal sleeping; Sagi et al., 1985); Israel–2 (second kibbutz cohort communal sleeping; Sagi et al., 1994); Israel–3 (second kibbutz cohort family sleeping; Sagi et al.,
1994); Israel–4 (first urban cohort; Sagi et al., 2002); Israel–5 (second urban cohort; Koren–Karie et al., 2002); Israel–6 (Arabs; Zreik, 2014).

FIGURE 37.1. Results of studies testing attachment theory hypotheses.
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FIGURE 37.2. Results of studies examining the distribution of attachment classifications. See paragraphs that follow the caption in Figure 37.1.
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descriptions of the behaviors of their own children
across different cultural contexts (Posada et al.,
1995).
Even though secure attachment appears to
be the norm across cultures, there are variations
in the rates of secure attachment reported in the
studies in non-Anglo-Saxon and European contexts. For instance, rates of security were particularly low in the rural poor Mexican sample (32%;
Gojman et al., 2012) and in the undernourished
Chilean sample (7%; Valenzuela, 1997). These
findings emphasize the importance of socioeconomic circumstances in shaping family life and
parenting patterns. This is consistent with the
family stress model, which describes how adverse
economic circumstances interfere with optimal
parenting through their influence on parental
stress, ultimately leading to negative effects on
child development (Conger & Donnellan, 2007;
see also McLoyd, 1998). Not having the economic
resources to reliably provide basic care for children
in terms of nutrition, health care, safe housing,
and clothing is likely to be universally stressful
for parents. We suggest investing in studies on the
relation between economic stress and attachmentrelated processes across cultures to evaluate the
family stress model. In many studies comparing
parent–child relations in different cultural groups,
cultural and socioeconomic variables are confounded (e.g., Bakermans-Kranenburg, Van IJzendoorn, & Kroonenberg, 2004). Therefore, as also
shown by the Mexican and Chilean studies, it is
pivotal for future cross-cultural studies of attachment to examine different socioeconomic groups
within cultures.
The normativity hypothesis does not address
the distribution of classifications within the insecure category. However, interesting patterns of
the prevalence rates of avoidant versus resistant
attachment emerge from the studies discussed in
this chapter (see Figure 37.2). Whereas results
from Anglo-Saxon and European samples generally show a higher rate of A than C classifications,
with A mostly (well) above 20% (Van IJzendoorn
et al., 1992; Van IJzendoorn & Kroonenberg,
1988), the range of avoidant attachment classifications in the studies discussed in this chapter lies
between 0 and 23%, with only two studies reporting a rate higher than 20% (Behrens et al., 2007;
Valenzuela, 1997), and half of the studies reporting
a rate lower than 10% in a variety of non-Western
countries. Because avoidant attachment is generally associated with consistently unresponsive parenting, we hypothesize that in countries empha-

Cassidy3E_Book_2.indb 807

807

sizing relatedness, customs of highly proximal and
indulgent parenting may be responsible for the low
rates of avoidance. As Jin and colleagues (2012)
noted, insensitive care in these cultures may be
more likely to be intrusive rather than unavailable
(and therefore potentially inconsistently sensitive
as well), which is generally found to foster resistant attachment rather than avoidance.

The Sensitivity Hypothesis
The sensitivity hypothesis was not tested in most
of the studies, but when examined, the data almost
invariably supported it (except for the procedurally flawed first Sapporo study). Indirect support
for the sensitivity hypothesis comes from studies
reporting that secure attachment was related to
factors known to be associated with maternal sensitivity. Furthermore, several ethnographic studies
provide accounts of sensitive parenting as apparently normative in hunter–gatherer societies. It
is also interesting to note that in a sample of no
less than 1,150 Asian families living in the United
States, 87% of whom were born in Asia, observations of maternal sensitivity were significantly
related to observations of infant attachment security (Huang, Lewin, Mitchell, & Zhang, 2012).
Further support for the cross-cultural relevance of
the sensitivity construct was provided by Mesman
and colleagues (2015), who reported strong convergence between maternal beliefs about the ideal
mother and attachment theory’s description of the
sensitive mother across 26 cultural groups from 15
countries (see also Emmen et al., 2012).
The potentially universal role of sensitive
caregiving in fostering attachment security is consistent with the idea that when the socioeconomic
context allows for sensitive care, the formation
of a secure attachment to a sensitive caregiver
is most likely to result in adaptive functioning
and inclusive fitness. Notably, the function and
outcome of the parental behaviors are more important than their specific manifestation, which
is consistent with the form–function distinction
drawn by Bornstein, Cote, Haynes, Suwalsky, and
Bakeman (2012), which states that different parental behaviors can have the same function in
different cultural contexts. As such, the sensitivity construct reflects an organizational approach
to the attachment relationship in that neither
parent nor child behaviors can be captured by a
predefined and exhaustive set of concrete behaviors (Sroufe & Waters, 1977), but reflect a history
of patterns of interaction rather than individual
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behaviors (Weinfield, Sroufe, Egeland, & Carlson, 2008). Indeed, there is evidence that whereas
the rates of contingent responding are very similar across very different cultures, the modalities
through which responsiveness is channeled are
culture-dependent (e.g., Kärtner, Keller, & Yovsi,
2010). In some cultures, appropriate responding
to infant vocalization may consist of touching or
stroking the infant, whereas in other cultures it
may be to imitate the sound that the infant made
or to smile at the infant (Kärtner, Keller, & Yovsi,
2010; Keller, Borke, Yovsi, Lohaus, & Jensen,
2005; Keller et al., 2009). Similarly, infant distress
may be dealt with appropriately in many different
ways. For instance, soothing through nursing/feeding is much more common in non-Western than
in Western cultures (e.g., Ainsworth, 1967; True
et al., 2001). Many more concrete aspects of responsiveness may be examined to fine-tune our
understanding of what it means to be sensitive in
different cultures both in infancy and beyond, to
paint a comprehensive picture of the similarities
and differences in the concrete behavioral characteristics of sensitive responsiveness across cultures
and their particular role in fostering secure attachment.

The Competence Hypothesis
The competence hypothesis has been tested only
sporadically in cross-cultural research; this concurs with the relative lack of Western studies on
the association between attachment and (later)
competence (Groh et al., 2014; Sroufe, Egeland,
Carlson, & Collins, 2005; Van IJzendoorn, Dijkstra, & Bus, 1995). In the Gusii study (Kermoian
& Leiderman, 1986), the nutritional status of the
secure infants was better than that of the insecure
infants. This outcome has been replicated by Valenzuela (1997) in her Chilean study of undernourished infants. Although the relation between
attachment and health status is truly remarkable,
it is still not clear whether attachment security
serves only as the cause and nutritional status only
as the effect. It may be that more healthy infants
evoke more care in general and more sensitive
care in particular, especially in situations of economic deprivation when parents are forced to be
selective in their investment of time and energy
(Finerman, 1994; Scheper-Hughes, 1993). A more
intricate causal pattern cannot be completely excluded on the basis of the correlational evidence
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that Kermoian and Leiderman (1986) and Valenzuela (1997) have provided. The Dogon study
(True, 1994; True et al., 2001) does not allow for
differentiation between cause and effect, either.
Only the Israeli studies on children raised in a kibbutz and city children showed some longitudinal
relations between secure attachment and future
adaptive functioning (Aviezer, Sagi, & Van IJzendoorn, 2002; Gini, Oppenheim, & Sagi-Schwartz,
2007; Oppenheim, Koren-Karie, & Sagi-Schwartz,
2007; Sagi- Schwartz & Aviezer, 2005). We should
therefore conclude that the cross-cultural support
for the competence hypothesis is still insufficient.
Given the convincing support for the other three
key hypotheses postulated by attachment theory, it
seems more than feasible to extend attachment research in non-Western countries to children’s developmental outcomes. Furthermore, the concept
of attachment networks may be fruitfully applied
in studies of the competence hypothesis in societies where multiple caregivers are the norm.

Conclusions
Our analysis and integration of cross-cultural attachment research suggest a balance between
universal trends and contextual determinants.
Attachment theory without contextual components is as difficult to conceive of as attachment
theory without a universalistic perspective. If all
infants across cultures used the same fixed strategies to deal with attachment challenges, it would
leave no room for adaptation to dynamic changes
in the environment (Hinde & Stevenson-Hinde,
1990) and to the constraints imposed by different
developmental niches (DeVries, 1984; Harkness
& Super, 1992, 1996; LeVine & Miller, 1990; see
Simpson & Belsky, Chapter 5, this volume). Without variation, selection of optimal behavioral strategies would become obsolete (Darwin, 1859/1985;
see Van IJzendoorn, Bakermans-Kranenburg, &
Sagi-Schwartz, 2006, for an evolutionary attachment model integrating universal and contextual
dimensions of attachment).
The studies reviewed in this chapter emphasize the importance of investigating attachment within the wider social networks in which
children grow and develop. In Western as well
as non-Western cultures, most children communicate with several attachment figures, including
siblings. Examining the competence hypothesis
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only on the basis of infant–mother attachment
may decrease predictive power substantially, and
more conceptual and empirical work is needed to
determine how experiences with different attachment figures become organized to form a coherent
internal working model (Sagi-Schwartz & Aviezer,
2005). Furthermore, several studies reviewed here
emphasize the importance of including variations
in the socioeconomic context within countries, so
that attachment patterns can be elucidated from
both a cultural and a resource perspective.
Last, the current cross-cultural database is
almost absurdly small compared to the domain
that should be covered. Data on attachment in a
populous country such as India and most Islamic
countries are still lacking, and large parts of Africa,
Asia, and Latin America are uncharted territories
with respect to the development of attachment.
Although the studies including samples from these
parts of the world represent admirable contributions to the attachment literature, they cannot be
considered to be representative of their respective
continents. This lack of studies outside of North
America and Europe, of course, is partly due to the
difficulties of conducting standardized research in
countries where facilities and resources are lacking.
And even if researchers manage to, for instance,
conduct the Strange Situation procedure, in many
cases the coding is done by researchers who have
not been formally trained by experts, which makes
the quality of the classifications unclear. It is also
the task of Western attachment researchers to provide adequate and affordable training opportunities to those researchers in other parts of the world
who want to study attachment.
In our chapter of this third edition, which
includes attachment data from five new countries
or cultures compared to the previous edition (Van
IJzendoorn & Sagi-Schwartz, 2008), we pay special attention to cross-cultural beliefs about attachment and sensitivity, and we provide more
details on attachment and sensitivity in Latin
America and with Arabs living in Israel. What
has not changed since 2008 is that the available
cross-cultural studies have not refuted the bold
conjectures of attachment theory about the universality of attachment, the normativity of secure
attachment, the link between sensitive caregiving
and attachment security, and the competent child
outcomes of secure attachment. In fact, taken as a
whole, the studies are remarkably consistent with
the theory. Until further notice, attachment theory may therefore claim cross-cultural validity.
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