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Abstract 
 

The Attachment Theory is an approach that argues that the confidence inspired by the mother or by a mother substitute in 
an individual while still a baby leaves an emotional impact on the development of her offspring. The attachment theory, 
supported by studies on humans and animals, investigates the feelings of closeness and trust one living thing has for another. 
Many experiments made in this respect show that some feelings of humans and animals and their offspring are similar in 
terms of motivations and incentives. The most important of these are concepts such as childcare, abandonment anxiety and 
bonds of trust and security. In this study, several different scientific studies conducted on animals in terms of the Attachment 
Theory have been critically reviewed.  Moreover, also included in this study is research on the mother-child relationship as 
compared with studies conducted on animals and their offspring. In the comparisons and evaluations carried out, the 
psychological effects of bonding, like those in humans, were also observed in animals.  
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1. Introduction 

Over a period of half a century, since the term “attachment theory” was first used by Bowlby in 
1958, it has been the subject of multidisciplinary research and discussion in the scientific world. An 
analysis of studies on the subject shows that the attachment theory has been much discussed, 
explored and applied in many different disciplines, including psychology, sociology, education, 
zoology, etc. It has become especially notable in psychotherapy. 

Bowlby, when defining the attachment theory in general, started his work by recognizing the need 
to assess human behaviour in the context of animal behaviour. In order to better accommodate 
human bonding, ethology and comparative psychology were used extensively. For example, despite 
knowing the important differences between the types of research such as that of Lorenz, who saw the 
instinctive behaviour of a fledgling (Kirkpatrick, 2012, as cited in Lorenz, 1957) as functionally 
resembling human commitment, and that of Harlow (1958) who studied the behaviour of baby 
monkeys towards their artificial mothers in the laboratory, he accepted the need to be consistent 
when explaining human behaviour and that of animals. Bowlby (1988) assessed the problems faced 
throughout the evolutionary history of the species as examples of all kinds of behaviour organized 
around compliance as a product of natural selection. A bonding system, like psychological adjustment, 
was accepted as a special functional area.  Consequently, the need for different behavioural programs 
to solve different types of adaptive problems particular to that area has attracted attention. 

According to Bowlby, the universal trend of seeking proximity and establishing close ties starts from 
infancy. He defined the mother-child relationship through innate behaviours like the baby’s 
recognition of his mother’s voice and many others driven by biological markers and forming the 
beginning of social relationships. This relationship presents itself through actions like suckling, 
laughing, crying, watching, calling searching, waiting, etc., forming a template for future relations 
(Bowlby, 1958). However, Harlow's thesis, put forth in his study that the connection between mother 
and child was due to the mother’s meeting the basic needs such as hunger and thirst during the baby’s 
infancy has been accepted (Tuzun & Sayan, 2006). Another study conducted by Lorenz in 1935 
discussed “imprinting” as a parallel concept to the attachment theory. Imprinting in the first 
development phase of the so-called sensitive period is a rapidly occurring, powerful and not easily 
changed perceptional way of learning. Lorenz carried out research using wild geese, and discovered 
the imprinting response in species like wild geese that can move around immediately after birth or 
hatching. A flock of geese was raised by a human (Lorenz) in place of their mother or one of their own 
species because the first creature they saw after hatching was the man and thus, they were able to 
bond with him and follow him (Yorukan, 2015). 

In a study on the impact of parental and school attachment connected to adolescent life 
satisfaction, it was found that, in the first years of adolescence, supportive relationships have an 
important place in students’ lives. One of the important findings of the study was a factor that can be 
changed at the school level, namely, attachment to the teacher. This demonstrates its relationship 
with student life satisfaction. This finding shows the relationship established between students and 
teachers is important for the students’ happiness (Ozdemir & Koruklu, 2013).  

 
2. The Attachment Theory 
 

The attachment theory is an explanation of the reasons for the human propensity of building strong 
emotional bonds with other people and the importance of this to the people themselves. Currently, 
the mother-child relationship as explained by Bowlby, based on the attachment theory, is widely 
accepted in many scientific fields and in applications across psychology, and continues to be extremely 
effective (Kirkpatrick, 2012). Research findings on the attachment theory and the bonding effect have 
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focused more on infancy, adolescence and adulthood, but in recent years, studies of old age have 
increased. 

According to a research study on infancy and childhood, all emotional and behavioural patterns are 
encompassed simultaneously by the baby’s positive reaction to his parents or primary caregiver, and 
the feeling of relief when he is aware of their presence. Bonding develops between the infant and the 
primary caregiver, and this strong bond gives security to the infant. During the second half of the first 
year, the infant begins to become attached to the person who responds to his needs. Moreover, in 
childhood and adolescence, many emerging sources of psychopathology are closely associated with 
the nature of the infant’s relationship with the primary caregiver. Bonding not only affects infancy, but 
also affects early childhood, late childhood, adolescence and adulthood. Bonding may be associated 
with psychopathologies like propensity to violence, self-harm, substance abuse and addiction, neglect, 
abuse, and so on. Therefore, early identification of relational problems is important in terms of 
preventive mental health. Thus, an evaluation of the early mother-infant and environment-infant 
relationship should be conducted and appropriate advice and support provided (Soysal et al., 2005). 

According to the research of Calısır (2009) on the attachment theory, internal working models 
developed for infancy are a determinant of personality development and possible future 
psychopathology. Individuals have different bonding styles and different characters, and thus differ in 
their emotional response to these feelings and from each other in their actions.  As the bonding 
system is activated, if the person being bonded with is accessible, a "security-based strategies" 
situation, or emotional stabilization, emerges. When inaccessibility of the attachment figure is 
combined with other problems, in order to manage his emotions, the individual must decide whether 
to carry on seeking proximity or not. 

This condition, called “secondary attachment strategies”, includes taking extreme action or 
choosing inaction and results in the activation of two different strategies. A number of studies 
supported by substantial and consistent data have found that insecure attachment approaches are 
related to the emotional regulation and the depressive symptomology of the secondary attachment 
strategies used. 

According to Yildiz (2012), in terms of the attachment theory, similarities and differences exist 
between old age and infancy, childhood and adulthood; however, old age also has unique 
developmental characteristics. In old age, bonding, getting care, being dependent, living with losses, 
suffering from physical and psychological disease, and establishing social relations are prominent 
factors. Whether the process of bonding in old age is positive with a secure attachment, or not, is 
linked to factors affecting the overall well-being of the elderly, such as social support, life satisfaction 
and quality. A secure attachment approach is associated with showing more positive adaptation to 
chronic illness. With anxiety, avoidance or an ambivalent attachment style, the chronically ill elderly 
can more easily fall into despair, making death seem more attractive, and they may wish to die. Adult 
children who bond with secure attachment to their elderly parents have fewer problems in caregiving. 
Yet, to compensate for perceived gaps in social relationships and trust, religious belief and behaviour 
was determined to significantly impact elderly individuals exposed to loss of confidence and control. 

 
 

3. Bonding in Animals 
 

The source of social behaviour can be traced back to infancy. One social behaviour that can be seen 
at the beginning of life is when the baby does not bond with the mother (Morgan, 1991).This 
phenomenon has been found in some animals that need help with this type of bonding in the first 
period of their lives, considering that growth is faster in animals. One of the most important studies on 
maternal bonding in animals was Harlow’s experiment (Schrier & Harlow, 1958). In a 1958 study on 
monkeys conducted by Harlow, the element of maternal deprivation was used. In the experimental 
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setup, in order to understand the basic motive of the monkeys, they were given two choices: a cloth-
covered object to cling to or an uncomfortable metal one to cling to and drink milk from. In the 
experiment, as soon as the monkeys had climbed on the metal post and drunk milk, they immediately 
returned to the cloth-covered one.  

This showed that not only nourishment, but also comfort was important. In another study using 
rhesus monkey babies, a heated metal area and a cold, cloth-covered area were prepared. The 
monkeys were observed to prefer the heated metal area. This experiment demonstrated the 
importance of the heat factor, and supports Harlow’s view that the mother not only provides for 
physical needs, but at the same time she provides comfort and warmth. Later, Harlow examined 
rhesus monkeys that were raised apart from their mothers in social deprivation and observed that 
they were unable to form sufficient social relationships. Introversion, awkwardness in establishing 
social relationships and sexual apathy were identified in the context of inadequate social relationships. 
At the same time, indifference to their offspring was observed. According to Harlow, the mutual bond 
of love formed between mother and child is the greatest contribution to the future life, followed by 
the formation of trust in relationships with other people (Tuzun & Sayar, 2006).  

As for other findings of Harlow’s studies, when monkeys grew up deprived of the real mother-infant 
relationship, they had difficulty mating, and female monkeys punished their own offspring severely. 
Similar results were obtained by Lorenz in his study carried out on birds. These findings may be an 
indicator that the lack of the early bonding experience and the duration of the withdrawal affect the 
quality of later relationships. This lends support to Bowlby’s theory. Bowlby pointed out that the 
attachment relationships of rhesus monkeys observed by Harlow as a result of his experiments 
resemble the first attachment relationship of humans. The attachment theory in animals, as in 
humans, is based on trust/security. 

 

 
4. The Attachment Theory in Terms of Animals and Humans 
 

In research conducted by Muslu et al. (2011), animal-assisted therapy and attachment were 
evaluated. The effectiveness of this treatment is supported by both historical and current research, 
and child-animal interactions have shown psychological, emotional, social and physical benefits for the 
children. For example, strong bonding between humans and animals affects individual social 
behaviour and the related mechanisms of personality traits and cognitive aspects. Participating in 
animal care causes an individual’s own problems to go away. Clinical trials have shown the 
effectiveness of the human-animal bonding in pain management, and this can also be seen in hospital 
initiatives related to stress reduction.  

In the Bowlby studies, the term “attachment” is defined as a strong bond between two people. On 
the other hand, according to Kruger and Serpell (2006), regarding the attachment theory, the animal 
fulfils the task of “transitional object” in animal-assisted therapy. The transitional object helps in 
lessening the stress of separation from the primary caregiver and serves as a calming element. In the 
treatment process, at the start, the animals are defined as attachment figures or transitional objects, 
although these functions are actually different from each other. Attachment is a long-term emotional 
bond. In contrast, there is no long-term bond with a transitional object, but rather a transition from 
one state to another.  

The feeling of loneliness can be the starting point in establishing an attachment. In this respect, 
Weiss (1973), noting the lack of social properties to specify loneliness, argued that there were two 
types of loneliness: social and emotional. Social loneliness is caused by the absence of social networks 
and can be solved by satisfying social relationships, while emotional loneliness is due to lack of 
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attachment figures and failure to establish close relationships. However, it is possible to resolve 
emotional loneliness via satisfactory bonding relationships, he argued. 

According to Peplau and Perlman (1984), loneliness is caused by social inadequacy, by an 
individual's lack of social relationships, or by the absence of satisfactory ones. Wood et al. (2005) 
stated that pet owners, through their pets, interact with other individuals who own pets. They 
suggested that through this attachment, pet owners are surrounded by a number of pet owning 
acquaintances with whom they have established relationships. In the study, they found that pet 
owners were more comfortable communicating with strangers compared to non-pet owning 
individuals. Similarly, they emphasized that the pet owners with high levels of attachment to pets 
exhibited low levels of loneliness. 

In a manner similar to imprinting in animals, bonding is also observed in humans. Imprinting as a 
bonding event must take place in the “sensitive” period. Bowlby suggested that the sensitive period 
for bonding occurs under two and a half years of age, approximately, and after this age, the ability to 
bond is lost. In fact, in children who were not exposed to humans in childhood and had lived with 
animals, their human behaviour afterwards was seen to resemble that of animals. For example, 
compared to other children found in the forest at an early age, a three-year-old girl found in the Indian 
jungle walked on all fours, growled, ate and drank like a bear, and tried to bite and scratch those 
attempting to capture her. Furthermore, although this girl learned to eat and drink like a human, she 
never learned to speak. She was only able to understand what was being said, and often laughed 
aloud. Although this point to the existence of a potential heredity factor in terms of early development 
and whether it is as effective as previously thought, this example reveals the need for the process of 
socialization and human interaction, and especially the need for a socio-cultural environment, in order 
to mobilize the human potential. The concept of imprinting initiates the infant attachment to the 
mother, and in the process of bonding to the infant, his or her mother is seen. Infants prefer 
responding to parents who talk a lot and are very active rather than to those who just sit passively. 
Infants respond more readily to the human voice than to other sounds, and they are attracted to 
human faces. At this point, as seen in animals, the infant’s choice of the object they will bond with is 
made known (Yorukan, 2015).   

 
 

5. Evaluation and Conclusion 
 

Research shows that attachment of infants and children to adults, the elderly to adults or to 
children, humans to animals, animals to humans, and animal offspring to their parents is considered to 
be a multidirectional bond. The human bond between mother and baby and its contribution to the 
development of the child in future is similar to the bond found in animals. This bond includes 
incentives like the feeling of security felt by the infant being fed by its mother, and the mother’s care 
of her young contributes positively to the surrounding social relationships. It is not correct to limit 
bonding as a concept only between mother and offspring. At the same time, reinforcement of a living 
creature’s feeling of security, and his behaviour and any contact or communication with another living 
creature also enter into the case of attachment. 

Results from nearly all of the studies dealing with the attachment theory have found that that there 
is a direct relationship between attachment and social life. Thus, those people having the expected 
level of attachment at certain age periods form better social relationships, although the resolving of 
psychological problems is an important supporting factor. A disruption in one of these attachments 
can lead to negative consequences and deficiencies in a person’s social life. The level of bonding that 
should exist between person and person, person and animal, or animal and person opens the door to 
happier individuals and a happy social life. In particular, the cultural levels of society are directly 
related to educational standards. In other words, if the educational levels of the population are high 
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and the family-kinship ties in the social culture are especially strong, social life in those communities, 
in terms of both humans and animals, will run more smoothly. 
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