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Attachment  and 
Psychoanalysis: The 
prevention of mental health 
problems
Peter Fonagy
University College London &
The Anna Freud Centre

An evolutionary framework

Interpersonal violence is an important 
evolutionary adaptation. 

In certain human environments it is likely to 
contribute materially to the survival of the 
individual's genes. 
In other contexts it is seriously maladaptive 

o it undermines the possibility of safe collaboration 
o the optimization of human capacities for meaning 

generation, communication and creativity. 

An evolutionary framework

Human infants are born with the potential to 
be violent.  
In the majority of cases this potential is not 
fulfilled
They gradually increasingly desist from 
physical aggression.

Three apparently contradictory findings 
on the development of violence
Most preschoolers use physical aggression.
The earlier the onset of problem behaviours, 
the higher the risk for continued aggression 
and violence
Only a small proportion of individuals are 
persistently physically aggressive
The challenge is to distinguish between the 
normative patterns of aggressive behaviours 
and the more atypical pattern that may 
represent a risk for future difficulties

NICHD study: Trajectories of physical aggression 
from 24 months to age 9 (n=1,195)

3%

12%

15%

70%

Trajectories of Physical Aggression in Canadian 
Accelerated Longitudinal Study N=10,214

17%

31%

52%



2

High (17%)

Moderate (50%)

Low (32%)

Trajectories of physical aggression (Cote, 
et al. 2007, Archives Gen Psychiat.)
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What differentiates persistent 
violent trajectory?

The NICHD ECCRN (2004)
socio demographic risk (e.g., poverty, low maternal 
education, single parenting)
less sensitive and involved parenting during the course 
of childhood 

Nagin and Tremblay (2001), Tremblay et al. 
(2004) 

have mothers with low levels of education. 
have mothers who started childbearing early
have mothers who are depressed

Shaw et al. (2003) study
Boys more fearless
Experienced maternal rejection

The mechanism for the development of 
violence: A failure of inhibition
Family processes conceptualized as 
promoting aggression may interfere with the 
socialization of aggression 

low income, low maternal education reflects 
family environments in which children have 
difficulty learning to inhibit their use of physical 
aggression, as well as difficulty learning 
alternative strategies to solve problems
This relationship is mediated by parenting quality 

Aspects of Parenting Associated with 
Aggression Trajectories in Canadian Study
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p<.02*10-99 IS
p<.000000000000000000000000000000 
000000000000000000000000000000 
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OR
The likelihood of five hundred 13-spade 
bridge hands  when getting one hand with 
all spades would take 20 million bridge 
players dealing 30 hands a week 20 years 
to get one all-spade hand. 

Interaction of maternal education and timing 
of non-maternal care (NMC) initiation in 
predicting a high physical aggression 
trajectory
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(Cote, Boivin, Nagin et al., 2007, Arch. Gen Psychiat)
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The Role of Attachment
The developmental trajectory is established early on  

The choice has to be made because there is an 
evolutionary cost to following the physical aggression 
trajectory.

Evolution uses the early attachment relationship as 
a signaling system to the newborn as to the kind of 
environment he/she might expect.

An environment where caregivers do not have the time or 
resources to devote attention to the infant is far more 
likely to necessitate the later use of violence in order to 
ensure the survival of the individual in subsequent 
struggles for limited resources.  

John Bowlby’s Discovery: The Nature 
of the Attachment System

Universal human need to form close 
affectional bonds

Extended period of immaturity
attachment as a behavioral system for 
ensuring the safety of children

Reciprocity: attachment behaviours of 
infants are reciprocated by adult 
caregiving behaviours → creates 
attachment to particular adult

John Bowlby’s Discovery: The Nature 
of the Attachment System

Biological significance of attachment
Parent-infant relationship ensures the 
regulation of infant’s neuronal system
Its loss or dysfunction may imply poor 
modulation and co-ordination of 
physiological function, affect and 
behavior
Secure attachment is confidence that 
fear is temporary state and seeking 
comforting will reduce discomfort
Social-cognitive abilities (IQ, EQ, 
perspective taking)

Measuring attachment security

Create mild fear by “strange situation”
Two brief separations from the parent
A new person introduced who is 
there to comfort child during 
separation
Designed to assess balance between 
exploration and attachment

Child is alone in ‘strange’ roomPerson child only met once comes inChild is reunited with mother
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Attachment security at 15 and 24 months 
predicts aggressive behaviour at 54 months
NICHD study of 1,000 mother infant pairs
Secure attachment judged on bases of home 
observations at 24 months, predicts behavior 
problems, especially above-average levels of 
problems.

close to 90% of children whose mothers rated them as 
having externalizing problems were insecure based on Q-
set ratings.

Insecurity judged in laboratory assessments at 15 
and 36-month predicted mothers and caregivers 
ratings of externalizing problems for boys. 
Maternal depressive symptoms predicted mothers 
ratings of externalizing problems. 

Disorganised Attachment Classification

Disorganised-disoriented infants
freezing, hand clapping, wish to 
escape

Arousal of attachment system 
attachment figure is haven of 

safety and source of stress
Associated with 

severe neglect
physical abuse
sexual abuse

Child with stranger, seeks MumMum enters room - child protestsChild actively evades Mum Attachment Disorganisation in Maltreatment

DISTRESS/FEAR

Exposure to maltreatment

Proximity seeking

Activation of attachment

The ‘hyperactivation’ of the attachment system

Disorganised attachment and 
externalising behaviour

Fear of an abusive or ill parent activates their 
need for proximity-seeking, which, in turn, 
increases their fear

results in a collapse of the infant’s behavioral and 
attentional strategies

van IJzendoorn, Schuengel, and Bakermans-
Kranenberg (1999) reviewed twelve studies on 
734 children and demonstrated a clear 
association between disorganization and 
externalizing problems (r = .29, p<.00001).

Attachment as a Signal of Environmental 
Stress

Where caregivers do not have the time or resources to 
devote attention to the infant physical aggression is 
more likely to be needed to ensure survival
This is the mechanism for the transgenerational 
transmission of violent interpersonal strategies.  
The child’s mind and body needs to be prepared for 
violent competition for resources 

Alternative but incompatible strategies for ways of relating to 
others (intra-species collaboration) are sacrificed.  

What is sacrificed?
Namely, the uniquely human capacity to envision mental 
states in our fellow humans in order to understand their 
actions.  
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Simple test of mind-
mindedness

Surprised-A Sure about something-B

Joking-C Happy-D

Simple test of mind-mindedness

Worried - DSurprised - C

Friendly - A Sad - B

33%

67%

15%

21%

45%

19%

genetic

shared environmental common to
verbal
non-shared environmental
common to verbal
non-shared environmental unique
to ToM

Hughes, C., & Cutting, A. (1999) 

Psychological Science, 10, 429-432.

Hughes, C., Jaffee, S. R., Happe, F.,
Taylor, A., Caspi, A., & Moffitt, T. E. (2005)
Child Dev, 76(2), 356-370.

N=120 N=1,116

Genetics of Social Cognition: Passing 
ToM Battery 

“Bivariate model-fitting analyses 
yielded modest genetic effects”

The quality of children’s primary attachment 
relationship facilitates theory of mind 
development

Number of studies reported associations between 
secure attachment and passing standard theory of 
mind tasks somewhat earlier (e.g., de Rosnay & Harris, 
2002; Fonagy & Target, 1997; Fonagy, Redfern, & Charman, 
1997 Harris, 1999; Meins, Fernyhough, Russell, & Clark-
Carter, 1998; Raikes & Thompson, 2006; Steele, Steele, 
Croft, & Fonagy, 1999; Symons, 2004; Thompson, 2000; 
Ontai & Thompson, 2002)
Not all studies find this relationship 

More likely to be observed for emotion understanding 
then ToM

Oxytocin mind reading (Domes et al., in press)

Oxytocin and performance on Mind in 
the Eyes test (Domes et al., in press) 

EEG study of the responses of maltreated and 
non-maltreated children to viewing an angry face 
(Cicchetti & Curtis, 2005 Dev. & Psychopath.)

Normal child Abused child
Maltreated group

Comparison group 
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Common regions of deactivation with maternal 
and romantic love (Bartels & Zeki, 2004) Mentalisation and Violence

Violence unfortunately requires the 
possibility for the temporary inhibition or 
decoupling of mentalisation
In a social context of adversity, the 
child’s brain responds to the signal from 
the attachment system and places 
powerful limits on mentalisation.  
Mentalisation has the potential to 
advance culture and inhibit violence but 
is, at least partially, maladaptive in the 
context of life-and-death struggle. 

Creating a peaceful school 
learning environment 

Stuart W. Twemlow, Peter Fonagy, 
Eric M. Vernberg, Jennifer A. Mize,
Edward J. Dill, Todd D. Little, 
John A. Sargent

Assumptions, Aims and  Adjuncts
The whole school community contributes 
to bullying-related dysfunction
Peaceful collaboration with others 
requires prioritizing their subjective 
states, thus placing limits upon the urge 
to violently control the behaviour of less 
powerful members of the group

Assumptions, Aims and  Adjuncts
CAPSLE aims constantly to focus on the mental 
states of all those involved in the power dynamics 
of interpersonal violence (the bystander as well 
as the bully and the victim) through: 

a positive climate campaign to draw attention to the 
subjective experiences of bully, victim, and bystander
a classroom management plan that requires teachers 
to elaborate the thoughts and feelings associated with 
acts of aggression in the classroom
a defensive martial arts program based on mindfulness
peer or adult mentorship that create additional 
opportunities for reflective interpersonal interaction
reflection time which offers opportunities for the class 
to consider shared immediate past experience together

Increasing Mentalization Should Reduce 
Violence: The Peaceful Schools Project
9 schools randomly assigned to

CAPSLE
School Psychiatric Consultation
Treatment as usual 
oProgrammes as usual

Design
3 year study
2 years of formal manualized intervention
3rd year test of generalisation
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10 Schools, including 2,712 
Children, Stratified and Cluster 

Randomized

19 Eligible Elementary Schools, 
Including 6,522 K-5th Grade Children

10 Elementary Schools Elected To 
Participate, Including 2,712 Children

1 School
(178 Children) 
Withdrew From 
Treatment as 

Usual 
Condition

675 Children 
Treatment as Usual 

In 3 Schools

824 Children 
SPC 

In 3 Schools

1,035 Children
CAPSLE

In 3 Schools

Only 3rd-5th Grade Children 
Completed Research Instruments

SPC Children 
Participating

296 in Year 1
283 in Year 2
323 in Year 3

CAPSLE Children 
Participating

391 in Year 1
356 in Year 2
395 in Year 3

Treatment as Usual 
Children Participating

271 in Year 1
221 in Year 2
217 in Year 3

Key Results of The Peaceful Schools 
Project: Peer Nomination
SPC vs TAU

Increase in helpful bystanding (p<.05) 
o evident only in the first year of the intervention

CAPSLE vs TAU
significant on four out of the eight primary 
outcome variables
peer-reported aggression (p < .05)
peer-reported victimization (p < .01)
aggressive bystanding (p < .05)
empathic mentalizing with victim (p < .01)

Mean Proportions of Observed 
Disruptive Behaviors Over Two Years 
of Active Intervention
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Tests of simple effects between 1st and 2nd year of intervention
CAPSLE: t(106) = 5.21, p < .001, d=.94 (95% CI: -1.0, 2.9)
SPC: t(106) =  .50, p > .05 
TAU: t(106) = .13, p > .05

Mean Proportions of Observed Off-task 
Behaviors Over Two Years of Active 
Intervention
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Tests of simple effects between 1st and 2nd year of intervention
CAPSLE: t(106) = 8.26, p < .001, Cohen’s d=1.61 (95% CI: -.38, 3.6)
SPC: t(106) = 1.19, p > .05 
TAU: t(106) = .14, p > .05

Implications for Prevention
This hypothetical mechanism that might have 
been highly adaptive even 10,000 years ago 
In our Western culture it places an 
inappropriate and massive burden on the 
child’s early relationships to provide a signal 
of relative social or cultural safety.  

Adverse conditions for child raring signal to the 
child’s evolving social brain the likely need for 
violence in his or her subsequent encounters, 
biasing decision making and actions towards 
interpersonal violence.  
Fortunately, the last half-century of attachment 
research has given us ample clues as to how to 
create the bias in the alternative direction.

Implications for prevention through early 
intervention
The early care-giver child relationship is 
malleable and wide open to effective 
social interventions. 
To maximize the potential for 
mentalisation, to ensure its robust 
establishment, what each child needs is 
a mind that has his mind in mind.
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Three Practical Suggestions

Programs that address this goal: e.g. Minding the Baby
Expansion of parental leave, preferably paid, ideally as 
lengthy as it is in some Scandinavian countries, or other 
strategies for reducing the time children spend in non-
maternal care across the infant, toddler, and preschool years 
(e.g., part-time employment). 
Relatedly, tax policies should support families rearing infants 
and young children in ways that afford parents the freedom 
to make child-rearing arrangements that they deem best for 
their child, thereby reducing the economic coercion that 
necessitates many, at least in the USA and in the UK, to 
leave the care of their children to others when they would 
rather not.

Review of Restorative Justice 
(Sherman & Strang, 2007) 
Confronting the offender with the victim as a 
mental entity (face-to-ace conferences, 
victim-offender mediation, restitution, 
reparation payment)
In many tests, offenders who receive 
restorative justice commit fewer repeat crimes 
than offenders who do not (11%-37%).
RJ reduces repeat offending more 
consistently with violent crimes than with less 
serious crimes.
Diversion from prosecution to RJ substantially 
increases the odds of an offender being 
brought to justice.

Minding the baby

Program leaders

Lois Sadler, PhD, APRN, PNP 
Arietta Slade, PhD,
Linda Mayes, MD, 

A Collaboration:
Yale Child Study Center
Yale University School of Nursing
Fair Haven Community Health Center

Theory-based Intervention
Social cognition plays a crucial role in protecting 
against the effects of trauma
A Reflective Parenting Program

Enhancing a mother’s capacity to understand her own 
as well as the baby’s mental states: feelings, thoughts, 
desires, and intentions that underlie behavior

Other theoretical emphases
Human ecology/transition to parenthood
Build maternal self efficacy
Developmentally (teen-friendly) and culturally 
sensitive

The Setting and Plan of Visits
Recruitment of mothers during pregnancy 
from prenatal care groups run by nurse 
midwives- consent process
Initial engagement and assessment phase
Weekly home visits through one year
Transition visit at one year
Bi weekly visits during second year
Graduation at two years
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What is a Reflective Parenting Approach?
Strategies to give voice to the baby’s experience 
(both physical and emotional).
Strategies to give voice to the mother’s 
experience of herself as a parent. 
Strategies to bring alive mother’s positive 
feelings for the child.
Strategies to develop the mother’s capacities to 
reflect and contemplate.

Help mother to learn words and ideas to express ideas about own 
life…before she can think about how the baby experiences her. A reality to 
how she feels; then how the baby might feel. Using own experience of the 
mother to demonstrate…it seems to me that you are….then how does this fit 
into the baby’s life/experience/feelings

Strategies to develop mother’s sense of 
competence

Infant Attachment: Preliminary 
Outcomes

Of the 13 Strange Situations reviewed so far at 
14 months, only one of the babies appears to 
show the characteristic signs of disorganized 
attachment. 
Remainder look insecure-organized or secure. 
PDI scores indicate an improvement in maternal 
RF as mothers approach graduation

Mothers by 20-24 months are thinking more about their 
children’s needs/emotions and how their own behaviors 
and feelings affect their children

Case Example

Amanda
17 years old, living with FOB and paternal family 
(dysfunctional family system)
Long history of parental substance abuse, 
neglect, DCF placement, violent parental death
Own health/social problems include malnutrition 
during pregnancy, depression, conflict with FOB 
about having and raising infant, chronic poverty 
and food insufficiency

Amanda in Pregnancy

Overall RF Score: 3
While some awareness of own emotional 
experience, primary experience is of 
blocking feelings, finding them 
overwhelming, and being unable to 
regulate them when they do erupt.
“I didn’t want the baby.  I felt like I was too 
young.  I just kinda’ blocked it out until I 
ended up in the hospital.”

Amanda 27 months later
Overall RF Score: 6 (Just short of Marked RF)
Less emphasis on confusion and helplessness than 
in earlier interview.  Negative affect, but regulated.  
She is very aware of her baby’s thoughts and 
feelings, and very interested in responding to these, 
even though she sometimes finds this taxing and 
frustrating
Highly attuned to the dynamic aspects of mental 
states, especially in relation to her child
Particularly conscious of the intergenerational 
effects of her mother’s way of regulating affects and 
relationships upon her parenting
Still afraid to speak “They help you to help you,”

“When you are 
aware about 
yourself, it’s easier 
to be aware of your 
child”

“They changed my 
framework of 
thinking about my 
daughter. They 
helped me to think 
things out… and to 
think about her 
personality when I 
talk to her”.

“Reflective” Comments from Mothers about 
MTB
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