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Outline and Evaluate Learning Theory of Attachment. (12mark). Psychologists have many different theories to explain
attachment, one being the Learning.

It was also found that the strange situation was very reliable because the results of the observers were
consistent with one and other and there was almost a perfect inter-observer agreement 0. This supports the
idea of the learning theory being an explanation of attachment however, this may not be valid for humans.
You need to mention operant conditioning and classical conditioning, but you do not need to describe them -
students often make the simple mistake of describing Pavlov and Skinner and forgetting to describe
attachment. The primary caregiver is now the conditioned stimulus and pleasure is now the conditioned
response. Over time, as an association is formed, the food-giver becomes a source of pleasure regardless of
whether they provide food or not. The data was then collected from several studies and the results combined to
make a total of middle-class infants that were observed. A study conducted by Main and Weston concluded
that infants behave differently depending on which parent they are with. These answers have been produced
without the knowledge of the mark scheme and merely reflect my attempt at producing a model answer on the
day of the exam. Classical conditioning suggests that a child learns to associate their caregiver with their needs
being met feeding them and so an attachment is formed. Operant conditioning describes attachment as a
reinforced response. This increases the validity of the strange situation as a way of measuring attachment type
and means that the results can be generalised and applied to similar situations. They argued that in their first
year, babies are fed up to times, generally by their primary care giver. The stimulus of food produces pleasure
an unconditioned stimulus which produces an unconditioned response. This decreases the validity of the
learning theory of attachment as an explanation for attachment because the findings of Harlow's monkey study
opposed what it suggested. Whereas operant conditioning is based on the ideas of reward and punishment.
Section C - Attachment 18 Attachment Essay [8 marks] Suggested Answer: The learning theory of attachment
explains how children become attached to their mother or parents through the process of classical conditioning
and operant conditioning. Subscribe Thanks. This supports learning theory because it shows the idea that
attachments and learnt through operant conditioning. I felt that this answer has sufficient detail using just
classical conditioning to warrant a top mark band. What can research on infant monkeys tell us about human
attachment? Remember: This is just a sample from a fellow student. Relieving the uncomfortable state will
make the infant more comfortable, and so anything it does to make itself more comfortable will be learned
through negative reinforcement. Classical conditioning is learnt through association and occurs when a
response is produced naturally by a certain stimulus. Behaviourists suggest that attachment is learned by
classical conditioning learning by association. Plan your answer in the space they give you before you actually
write it - the content is not the only important aspect, structure will gain you marks too. The findings were that
the monkeys would cuddle up to and be more distressed at losing the comfortable padded surrogate mother
that provided no food than they were the uncomfortable wire-framed surrogate mother that fed them. This
goes against the learning theory as it suggests that attachment concerns contact comfort more than food.
Research evidence, such as that of Harlow's monkey study, opposes the idea of learning theory as an
explanation of attachment. Evaluate The biggest flaw of Ainsworth's strange situation is the fact that it may
not measure the attachment type of the infant but rather the quality of the relationship between the infant and
caregiver. Observers watched the behaviours displayed between the infants and caregiver from behind one
way mirrors and collected data every 15 seconds on various different criteria, they also measured the intensity
of the behaviour on a scale of  In this case the surrogate mothers were wire framed models that provided food
and therefore satisfied the monkeys' primary needs, or ones that were comfortable and padded but provided no
food. Another study that supports the learning theory is Dollard and Miller which proposed the idea that
attachment is a learned behaviour that is acquired through both classical and operant conditioning. You're now
subscribed to receive email updates! This leads to a conditioned response of relief from hunger and the
formation of an attachment, as the child learns to associate the mother with feelings of relief and happiness.
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Although classic conditioning has now been explored with young infants. This goes against the learning
theory of attachment which suggests that children attach on the basis of an association forming between the
mother and food.


