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Spotlight on research
Guest Editor: Rosie Dodds

The Sutton Trust commissioned a detailed review of the literature 
on the relationship between early parenting, children’s attachment 
and outcomes including social, emotional, cognitive and language 
development. The evidence from more than 100 studies in 
industrialised countries shows that quality of early attachment 
affects the child’s social and emotional development, which in turn 
influences both their cognitive development and, ultimately, their 
life chances. 

There is also a summary of evidence on interventions that have 
potential to enhance parenting and promote attachment security, as 
well as socio-emotional development. A review of 70 experimental 
studies found the most effective interventions started when babies 
were six months old (although I do not know how many started 
earlier). The review concludes that promoting secure attachment 
should be a focus for policy and services for families with children 
under the age of three. 

Below is a shortened excerpt from the executive summary, but 
you can read the paper online at www.suttontrust.com/our-work/
research/download/265.

Moullin S, Waldfogel J, Washbrook E. Baby bonds: 
parenting, attachment and a secure base for children. 
The Sutton Trust. 2014.

The bond that children develop with their parents is fundamental to 
their flourishing.  
Parents help their children develop secure attachment by caring 
for them in a way that is warm, sensitive and consistent.  When 
parents tune into and respond to their needs, cries or distress and 
are a dependable source of comfort, children learn how to manage 
their own feelings and behaviour, and develop confidence and 
self-reliance. 

Many children do not have secure attachments. Around 1 in 4 
children avoid their parents when they are upset, because they 
ignore their needs. A further 15% resist their parents because they 
cause them distress. 
While the majority of children are securely attached, 40% are 
insecurely attached. Approximately 25% of children learn to avoid 
their parent when they are distressed, because the parent regularly 
ignores their emotional needs and, the highest risk, 15% of 
children – rising to 25% in disadvantaged cohorts – learn to resist 
the parent, because the parent often amplifies their distress or 
responds unpredictably.

The strongest predictor for being insecurely attached is having 
a parent who is not securely attached themselves. Parents who 
are living in poverty, have poor mental health or are young are 
also more likely to struggle with parenting and have insecurely 
attached children.

Children without secure parental bonds are more likely to have 
behaviour and literacy problems. 
Children with insecure attachment are at risk of the most 
prominent impediments to education and upward social mobility: 
behavioural problems, poor literacy, and leaving school without 
further education, employment or training. 

Boys growing up in poverty are two-and-a-half times less likely 
to display behaviour problems at school if they have secure 
attachments with parents in the early years. Among boys who lived 
under the poverty threshold at some point between 18 months 
and five years, those with secure attachments at 18 months 
were two-and-a-half times as likely as others to show positive 
adjustment – a lack of behavioural problems or below-average 
social skills – five-and-a-half years later. 
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Kangaroo mother care (KMC) improves development in low 
birth weight babies
This study provides further evidence that KMC improves care for low birthweight (LBW) babies and 
their parents. 

Bera A, Ghosh J, Singh AK, Hazra A, et al. Effect of kangaroo mother care on growth and de-
velopment of low birth weight babies up to 12 months age. Acta Paediatr. 2014; doi: 10.1111/
apa.12618.

This study compared sustained KMC with conventional care for LBW babies considering growth and 
development up to 12 months. Five hundred mother-baby pairs were enrolled, in groups of five, in 
a parallel group controlled trial. The three smallest babies in each group received KMC, while the 
other two received conventional care. All babies were exclusively breastfed for six months. The in-
tervention group had KMC until the baby was equivalent to full term or weighed 2,500g. KMC babies 
rapidly achieved physical growth parameters similar to the control babies at 40 weeks corrected 
age. But after that, they surpassed them, despite being smaller at birth. At 12 months, motor and 
mental development were significantly better for KMC babies.

More parents need help to develop secure 
attachment with their children 


