


What attachment teaches 

about teaching?



First Lesson:

The construct of behavioral 

system



Teaching as a core manifestation of the 

caregiving behavioral system

Å Psychobiological system evolved through evolution, 

with:
Å Adaptive Function

Å Proximal Goal

Å Activating Triggers

Å Primary Strategy

Å Benefits

Å Mental representations (working models) to allow learning 

and adaptation

Å Secondary strategies in case of failure of primary strategy



Adaptive Function of Caregiving

Implications of using the construct of behavioral 

system for conceptualizing teaching and treating 

teaching-related problems

òOrganismic wisdomó and faith and hope in 

treating teaching ðrelated problems



Proximal Goals of Caregiving System

ÅComplementary to the goals of the 

attachment system

ÅProvision of Safe Haven in times of need

ÅProvision of a Secure Base for exploration, 

learning, autonomy, and growth



Triggers of Caregiving System

Å Identical triggers that activate the 

attachment system (but not related to the 

self but to another person ðthe child)

Å Implications for teaching

ÅWhat is òattachment teaching ó

ÅWhat is not òattachment teaching ó



Primary Strategy of Caregiving System

ÅDefined in terms of what enhance/restore 

security in the needy person

Å Availability (willingness and ability to connect and 

get close to the other person)

Å Sensitivity (willingness and ability to 

reflect/ mentalize on the needy person)

Å Responsiveness (understanding, accepting, caring, 

regulating/redirecting, coaching)



Benefits of Caregiving System

ÅNot only for the needy person (restoration of 

security, emotion regulation, consolidation of 

secure base, autonomous growth)

ÅBut also for the caregiver 

Å Positive affect

Å Self-efficacy and mastery

Å Sense of Generativity



Understanding individual differences in 

Caregiving-System Functioning

Å Success and failure in providing safe haven and 

secure base

Å Intra -individual problems in the teacher at availability, 

sensitivity, or responsiveness

Å Interactional patterns in the teacher -child relationship 

that create obstacles for availability, sensitivity, or 

responsiveness

Å Contextual influences



Understanding individual differences in 

Caregiving-System Functioning

Å Internalization of positive and negative caregiving 

experiences into mental representations

Å Working models of the self as caregiver

Å Working models of the other as recipient

Å Working models of caregiving interactions



Understanding individual differences in 

Caregiving-System Functioning

Å Complex network of mental representations, 

including

Å Episodic representations

Å Relationship-specific representations (with a 

specific care recipient)

Å Generic/personality -like representations



Understanding individual differences in 

Caregiving-System Functioning

Å Implications of conceptualizing this complex 

network of mental representations

Å In every caregiver there are positive and negative 

representations of the self, other, and caregiving 

interactions

Å Even in the most problematic person, one can find 

òislands of generativityó



Understanding individual differences in 

Caregiving-System Functioning

Å Implications of conceptualizing this complex 

network of mental representations:

Å The possibility of òprimingó ðmaking contextually 

salient and potentially chronically accessible ðthose 

òislands of generativeó that exist in every person in 

a less dominant manner



Understanding individual differences in 

Caregiving-System Functioning

Å Conceptualizing secondary strategies of the 

caregiving system

Å Anxious Hyperactivation of the System

Å Avoidant Deactivation of the System

Å Conceptualizing collapse of the system in terms of 

disorganization



Understanding individual differences in 

Caregiving-System Functioning

Å Using the framework we proposed for attachment -

system functioning (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016) for 

understanding the dynamics of caregiving -system 

functioning and teaching
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Understanding individual differences in 

Caregiving-System Functioning

Å Assessing generic/relationship-specific caregiving 

orientations similar to the measurement of 

attachment orientations

Å Caregiving anxiety/ hyperactivation

Å Caregiving avoidance/deactivation



Understanding individual differences in 

Caregiving-System Functioning

Å Using the òsecure-base scriptó for conceptualizing 

procedural knowledge within the caregiving system
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I can approach a significant other for help

He or she is likely to be available and supportive

If  I encounter an obstacle and/or become distressed

I will experience relief and comfort as a result of         
proximity to this person

I can then return to other activities

THE SECURE BASE SCRIPT



Second Lesson:

The Within-Person interplay 

of the Attachment and 

Caregiving system 



Å Hundreds of studies documenting the effects of 

variations in caregiversõ chronic/contextual 

attachment orientations/states of mind on:

Å Availability

Å Sensitivity

Å Responsiveness

Å Parenting behaviors

Å Caregiving mental representations

Å Caregiving orientations



Å What are the effects of attachment anxiety and 

caregiving-system functioning?

Å What are the effects of attachment voidance on 

caregiving-system functioning?

Å What are the effects of attachment disorganization 

on caregiving-system functioning?



Å However, we need to be aware that there it is 

possible that variations in caregiving -system 

functioning can affect attachment orientations

Å The case of anxious attachment



Third Lesson:

What attachment theory 

does not tell us about 

teaching


