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Abstract: In the last few decades, the attachment theory has shed light on the study of psychology and the 

personality of individuals at every stage of their lives. The theory of attachment and the related research have 

demonstrated the impact of the quality of the caregiver-infant/child relationship on the development of the 

child's personality throughout infancy, adolescence, and adulthood, as well as the relationships they form 

during their lives. This paper explores the role of the relationship between infants and their caregiver and the 

type of attachment that develops between them over the course of the individual's life, specifically during 

childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. Each of these life stages is studied separately, analyzing the conclusions 

regarding to the behavior and the ability to form stable relationships with peers, as well as the overall character 

of the individual. Consequently, it becomes evident why the theory of attachment, developed by John Bowlby, 

has been a crucial landmark in exploring human behavior in all aspects and stages of life. 
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I. Introduction 

The objective of the present study is to examine and analyze the impact of the caregiver-infant/child 

relationship throughout the individual's life, based on the attachment theory developed by John Bowlby2 

(1907-1990). According to this theory, the caregiver-infant/child relationship is crucial and serves as a key 

factor in the development of the child's personality during infancy, adolescence, and adulthood. It also 

influences their interpersonal relationships, serving as a model for both external interactions and internal 

processes. As a natural consequence, numerous studies and research have been conducted, inspired by this 

innovative theory that revolutionized the field of psychology, especially in the domains of child and adolescent 

psychology. The main part of this paper aims to present the key points and conclusions derived from this 

literature, starting with a brief overview of the types of attachment, and then separately analyzing the impact 

of the caregiver-infant/child relationship on the development of the personality of the child, adolescent, and 

ultimately, the adult. 

 

II. Types of Attachment 

                                                        
1 Physicist, Med, MSc, University of West Attica (eirinikarayianni@yahoo.gr)   
2 John Bowlby (1907-1990) was a British psychologist, psychiatrist, and psychoanalyst, widely known for 

developing the theory of attachment and his studies in child development. His work remains a landmark in the 

field of child and adolescent psychology. 
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Infants develop a deep emotional bond with their caregiver, which Bowlby refers to as “a lasting and 

profound psychological connectedness between human beings” (Bowlby, 1969: 194). Indeed, Bowlby's studies 

led to the refutation of the prevailing theory by Dollard and Miller (1950) that the caregiver-infant bond is 

solely based on the provision of food. Mary Ainsworth3 (1913-1999) further developed this theory by observing 

the experimental interaction between child and caregiver and the reactions of the children to separation and 

reunion. Based on these studies, the following distinctions of attachment types were achieved (Holmes, 2014): 

 

Secure Attachment: The children exhibit separation anxiety from the caregiver but do not see it as a 

threat to their emotional well-being. They possess a sense of assurance that this state is temporary and harbor 

a deep sense of security and confidence in their bond with the caregiver. In contrast, they do not undergo 

heightened levels of anxiety; rather, they harbor a sense of self-worthiness and foster the development of self-

trust. Moreover, they exhibit an inclination towards the cultivation of independence and the acquisition of 

social skills (Παπαδάκη-Μιχαηλίδη, 2012). 

 

Avoidant Attachment: A manifestation of insecure attachment can be observed in the child’s pretense of 

indifference towards the caregiver, displaying a seeming lack of concern regarding their presence or absence. 

This response is a direct consequence of perceiving the caregiver as indifferent or critical in nature. The 

children, in order to safeguard their emotional well-being against potential future rejection, construct a 

psychological barrier, thereby establishing a deliberate emotional distance (Παπαδάκη-Μιχαηλίδη, 2012). 

 

Ambivalent Attachment: An alternative manifestation of insecure attachment can be observed in the 

child’s pronounced experience of intense separation anxiety when confronted with the absence of the 

caregiver. Subsequently, upon the caregiver's return, the children may exhibit episodes of anger as a direct 

response to their perceived indifference and emotional abandonment encountered during the separation 

period. Analogous to avoidant attachment, the infants exhibit a deficiency in trusting their own emotional 

responses, thereby encountering instances characterized by heightened levels of anxiety and self-doubt 

pertaining to their deservingness of love (Παπαδάκη-Μιχαηλίδη, 2012: 146). 

 

Disorganized Attachment: Children with disorganized attachment demonstrate a lack of consistent 

behavioral patterns. Their responses are characterized by extreme and unexplained reactions, such as freezing 

or sudden startles, which defy a logical explanation. Communication with the caregiver is notably deficient, 

resulting in unpredictable reactions to separation. These children exhibit notably low levels of self-confidence 

and a dearth of motivation to explore their environment. Moreover, they harbor a pervasive belief in their own 

incapacity to be recipients of love (Παπαδάκη-Μιχαηλίδη, 2012: 147). 

 

III. The impact of the caregiver-infant relationship on child’s personality development 

In his book A Secure Base Parent-Child Attachment and Healthy Human Development (1988), John 

Bowlby discusses the significance of the bond between the caregiver and the infant/young child. The embrace 

of the caregiver assumes a vital role as a secure foundation from which the child can venture out to explore the 

world, subsequently returning to seek validation, security, and both physical and psychological nurturing 

(Bowlby, 1988: 11). The significance of this sanctuary becomes increasingly apparent as it functions as a 

launching pad for infants and subsequently children, providing them with invaluable opportunities for 

constructive stimulation that encompasses physical, emotional, cognitive, and social development. As 

highlighted by Baker-Henningham and Boo (2010), the provision of stimuli during the initial three years of life 

plays a crucial role in averting structural distortions in brain development and the emergence of neurological 

                                                        
3 Mary Ainsworth (1913-1999) was an American psychologist who made significant contributions to the field of 

attachment theory. Her pioneering research and experimental observations led to the identification and 

characterization of attachment patterns. 
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complications associated with states of anxiety. Consequently, the children can proficiently navigate the 

complexities of language acquisition and optimize their cognitive capacities. Concurrently, these stimuli serve 

as a preparatory phase for the child’s entry into the educational domain, facilitating their smooth integration 

into peer socialization. The cultivation of self-esteem ensues, empowering the children to perceive themselves 

as deserving of affection and assert their position with confidence within the scholastic and social milieu. 

Bowlby’s innovative work, Child Care and the Growth of Love (1953), delves into the repercussions of insecure 

attachment between infants/young children and their caregivers, shedding light on its profound implications. 

This exploration encompasses a study of children raised in institutional environments, drawing upon Goldfarb’s 

seminal article (1945) that conducts a comparative analysis between children reared in adoptive families and 

those who experienced institutionalized upbringing. This investigation assesses cognitive, motor, social, and 

emotional domains. Additionally, Freud and Burlingham’s (1943) pioneering book, War and Children, 

scrutinizes the experiences of children cared for in nurseries during wartime. The cumulative findings from 

these studies unequivocally indicate that children deprived of secure attachment with their caregivers 

encounter challenges across all aforementioned domains. Consequentially, they experience compromised self-

esteem and self-assurance, which impede their socialization processes and restrict their capacity to exhibit 

proactive behavior within the educational context. Their limited social skills hinder the establishment of stable 

peer relationships, while their underdeveloped cognitive abilities pose obstacles to effective engagement in 

academic activities and successful task completion. Finally, Bowlby posits that separation from the mother 

during the formative years (up to five years of age) may potentially contribute to deviant or even criminal 

behavior in later stages of life. 

 

IV. The impact of the relationship between an infant/young child and their caregiver on the 

development of the adolescent's personality 

Adolescence is a stage marked by swift social, cognitive, neurological, and psychological development. 

This transitional phase is characterized by a multitude of changes, the most prominent of which is the 

heightened emphasis on social interactions. The peer group assumes a prominent role in the life of the 

adolescent, exerting substantial influence and occasionally presenting a quandary: the decision between 

detachment from the caregiver and adherence to the social environment. Amidst the turbulence of this period, 

it becomes evident that a healthy transition into adulthood and maturity necessitates the presence of a secure 

bond and open lines of communication with the caregiver (Ryan & Lynch, 1989). 

The advantages derived from a secure attachment in adolescence parallel those observed in earlier 

developmental stages. Adolescents reap cognitive, social, and emotional benefits from such bonds (Allen, 

McElhaney, & Land, 2003). They are able to establish stable and meaningful connections with their peers, 

fostering the development of empathy and a heightened understanding of those around them. Moreover, they 

acquire the capacity to express their own emotions in a healthy and constructive manner. Adolescents who 

experience a sense of security in their attachment to their caregiver exhibit lower levels of anxiety, aggression, 

and depression, and they are less likely to engage in delinquent behavior. Furthermore, they demonstrate 

reduced involvement in substance use, alcohol consumption, and risky sexual behavior, which contributes to a 

lower incidence of teenage pregnancies, particularly among girls (Cooper, Shaver, & Collins, 1998). 

Conversely, adolescents who experience insecure attachment in their relationship with their caregiver 

have been found to exhibit a higher prevalence of mental disorders, including depression and heightened levels 

of anxiety (Fombonne, 1996). This outcome appears predictable when considering the challenges faced by 

adolescents, including societal pressures, negative criticism, and the difficulty of accepting changes in their self-

image, which often leads to self-imposed stringent self-criticism. Particularly in girls, these pressures are 

frequently associated with concerns about body weight, which can contribute to the development of eating 

disorders such as anorexia nervosa or bulimia (Sharpe, Killen, Bryson et al., 1998; Burge, Hammen, Davila et al., 

1997). Therefore, it becomes apparent that the well-being of adolescents is profoundly influenced, 
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underscoring the paramount importance of having a secure foundation where they can access emotional and 

psychological support and find a sense of security. 

 

V. The impact of the caregiver-infant/child relationship on adult personality development 

Indeed, the influence of the parent-infant/child relationship extends to the development of adult 

personality. Addressing the applicability of Bowlby's theory to adult romantic relationships, Hazan and Shaver 

(1987) conducted a pertinent study that yielded compelling results. Their findings revealed the presence of 

attachment styles within adult relationships, indicating that the attachment style formed during infancy with 

the caregiver persists throughout subsequent developmental stages. Consequently, the same attachment style 

initially established with the caregiver as an infant continues to shape interactions with peers during childhood, 

adolescence, and ultimately adulthood. 

Adults who have experienced a secure attachment with their caregiver during childhood exhibit 

noteworthy attributes in their interpersonal relationships. They tend to display enhanced sensitivity, warmth, 

and efficacy in their communication with peers, which contributes to their overall attractiveness (Zeifman & 

Hazan, 1997). These individuals foster relationships characterized by increased longevity, trust, commitment, 

and interdependence, reflecting the secure attachment style developed during infancy with their caregiver, as 

these values persist across the lifespan (Feeney, Noller, & Callan, 1994). The partner now assumes the role of a 

secure base from which they explore the world, akin to the caregiver in early childhood (Fraley & Davis, 1997). 

They feel at ease seeking assistance and support from their partner, as well as reciprocating help and support 

when needed (Simpson, Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992). On the contrary, adults who have developed an insecure 

attachment style with their caregiver during childhood may struggle to offer sufficient support to their partner, 

thereby exacerbating rather than mitigating their own and their partner's insecurities (Simpson, Rholes, & 

Phillips, 1996).  

More specifically, individuals who exhibit an ambivalent attachment style in adulthood desire a close 

relationship with their partner and strive for intimacy, but simultaneously struggle with trust and complete 

reliance on their partner. They frequently seek reassurance, attention, and the constant presence of their 

partner. Their anxiety heightens when there is perceived distance, leading to feelings of jealousy. In order to 

cope with their insecurities, they may resort to guilt-inducing tactics and manipulation to maintain closeness 

with their partner (Lawrence, Jeanne, & Jaelline, 2021). 

In contrast, adults with an avoidant attachment style possess a strong inclination towards independence. 

They hold the belief that they do not require others and tend to withdraw as their partner becomes more 

emotionally involved. They are often described as distant and experience discomfort with emotional intimacy. 

They tend to withhold their own emotions, devalue their partner's feelings, and may engage in parallel 

relationships to preserve a sense of freedom. Consequently, they tend to favor short-term relationships over 

long-term commitments to maintain emotional distance (Lawrence, et al., 2021). 

Lastly, adults who exhibit the disorganized attachment style often experience a tumultuous range of 

emotions towards their partner, oscillating between intense feelings of love and hatred. They may engage in 

selfish or manipulative behaviors and demonstrate harshness towards both others and themselves, leading to 

episodes of explosiveness and potentially abusive conduct. These individuals are more susceptible to engaging 

in antisocial or negative behavioral patterns, substance abuse, and may display a propensity for violence and 

aggression. Despite their longing for stability and intimacy, they harbor a deep-seated belief of being unworthy 

of love and harbor a fear of emotional harm. Their extreme behaviors can cause their partners to feel helpless, 

as they struggle to compel them to take responsibility for their actions (Lawrence, et al., 2021). 

 

VI. Conclusions 

The theory of attachment elucidates the vital and enduring impact of the parent-infant relationship 

across an individual's lifespan, extending beyond infancy. It posits that patterns and types of attachment 

established with the caregiver during early development are often replicated in subsequent relationships, 
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encompassing childhood, adolescence, and even adulthood. This attachment style significantly shapes an 

individual’s personality and profoundly influences their capacity to form healthy bonds and reach their 

potential. Alternatively, it can perpetuate a cycle of deprivation, as described by Bowlby, wherein the child, 

now a parent, manifests the same detrimental patterns of deprivation to which they were once subjected 

(Bowlby & Robertson, 1952). 

However, Bowlby (1952) also offers hope by suggesting that this cycle can be broken through concerted 

efforts on social, economic, and psychological fronts. By implementing systematic interventions, there is a 

possibility of fostering a future characterized by the well-being and mental health of individuals and the 

cultivation of harmonious relationships. 
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